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        "It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken men."

        FREDERICK DOUGLASS
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TRIGGER WARNINGS

        

      

    

    
      What you're about to read is based on true events.

      Most characters in the book are based on real people. The timing is condensed. While Agent Adams is also inspired by real life, she is heavily fictionalized, and none of the details about her personal life in the book are true. Her interactions with other characters won't be based on real events until Book 3.

      Considering this series is based on true events, I'd like to include a word of caution here that the scenes in the book, while the fruit of my imagination, are gruesome and contain triggers that could be upsetting to some, such as murder, cannibalism, child abduction, animal cruelty and psychological manipulation.

      This story delves into the darkness of the human mind, exploring themes of fear, obsession, and survival.

      Reader discretion is strongly advised.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          

      

    

    







            “JESUS”

          

          

      

    

    






2020

        

      

    

    
      The van driver is a reckless piece of shit, speeding down remote roads.

      The crunch of pebbles under the tires rattles through the vehicle. I can’t see outside, but the turbulence tells me enough. The van has no windows—just reinforced steel and bullet-resistant panels for “security”.

      There’s no way the seven of us could have escaped being handcuffed and chained around the ankles.

      We’re crammed into the prisoner area, locked behind a reinforced barrier. Hard, bolted down benches with seatbelts pin us in place. Movement is almost impossible.

      The other six guys look bored out of their mind, resting their head on the wall behind them or playing with their fingers. A scrubby guy curses under his breath when the van takes a sharp turn, and we all tilt to the side. The ride is long and horrific, just like our imprisonment.

      Across from me, a guy stares. Beady eyes, a creepy-as-hell smile stretching across his gaunt face. Like me, he’s shackled, unable to do much except stare. Why at me, though? He rocks back and forth, back and forth, his smile unsettling. It’s as if he wants to tell me something, but I’m reluctant to engage. The sight of him makes my skin crawl, so I look away.

      My blood boils because I shouldn’t even be here. Fifty years in prison—for a murder I didn’t commit.

      The van finally stops. I can only assume we’ve arrived at the new jail on the other side of the state. To tell you the truth, I don’t even understand why the officials ordered my move to another prison, but I don’t ask. What’s the point?

      When we get inside the building, I learn the creeper who’d stared at me the whole time during the ride is my new cellmate. Great. I don’t know what he’s in for, but I’ll find out soon enough.

      The jail guard guides us through the hallways, us shuffling behind him, tripping with the shackles on. We halt at a jail cell, a small space with two bunk beds. It looks like a fucking bird cage. This is where I’ll be spending the rest of my life.

      The guard shoves us in, and another one appears out of nowhere. They release us from the shackles without ever meeting our eyes. They’re dealing with us roughly, like we’re no longer humans with feelings, but I better manage my expectations—it’s my new reality, after all.

      The prison cell is small and cold, its stone walls rough and damp under my fingers. A sliver of daylight, entering through a single-barred window, illuminates the dirt floor. The air is thick with the stench of sweat and despair, and whispers of suffering hover in the darkness. Chains rattle in the distance, a reminder of those who came before me, and those who will come after. 

      Pathetic and depressing.

      I already hate this fucking place. It smells of old feces and piss, a lot worse than my old cell. I drop onto the lower bunk and watch as the barred door slams shut. The guard’s stern gaze lingers for a moment before he rushes away like he’s afraid of catching something.

      My cellmate doesn’t move. He just stands there, staring with that creepy smile glued to his face.

      “What are you looking at?” I snap, my voice dripping with anger.

      In return, he keeps smiling and rubs his chin, looking eerily happy—I don’t know what about. How could anyone be happy in this shithole?

      “Can I help you?” I press.

      “You’re Jesus, right?” he says, his tone almost reverent.

      “What?” I shoot back. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “You’re Jesus.” He chuckles with giddiness.

      I’m sporting long hair and a long beard, but I’m in no shape—or form—the Son of God. The guy must be delusional.

      “Dude, I think you’ve got the wrong guy,” I say, averting his gaze.

      But his grin only widens. “No, no, it’s you. I can feel it.”

      Great. Just what I need—another lunatic.

      His smile stretches wider, his eyes gleaming with some kind of manic joy. “Jesus, God sent me to you. I have a lot to tell you.”
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1986, MARYLAND

        

      

    

    
      Lila and I snuggle on the couch, watching The Secret of NIMH, an animated film that came out a few years ago. I’ve been meaning to watch it with her for years, but life’s been so busy, and I’ve only just gotten around to renting it. I can’t remember the last time we had a quiet evening like this. It’s nice—just the two of us, no distractions. 

      Yesterday was Memorial Day, but today is Tuesday, and I took a few days off from work. I’ve felt guilty for missing out on important dates surrounding Lila’s choir and piano school performances, so this is my attempt to make up for it.

      I don’t think it’s ever enough.

      I consider myself quite lucky that Lila wants to spend time with me today without feeling like it’s a burden or embarrassment at her age. Some of her friends are already maturing beyond their age and finding reasons to be independent—to grab the world by its wings and fly.

      Lila seems to be easily influenced by her friends—what they wear, which music they listen to…and the attitude. Am I starting to lose her?

      I gaze at her, then do a double take—she’s nearly asleep. Her long hair spills over the pillow, and her enormous eyes fight to stay open. It’s only eight in the evening, but after a couple of busy days, exhaustion has caught up with her.

      With no school and no work for me, I took Lila to the Smithsonian Museum yesterday morning, followed by a visit to a few neighborhood parks. We’d set up a blanket and had a picnic, talking about many things—from movies to current affairs and stories she’d heard about on the news.

      Even though she seems mature beyond her age, she’s still too young to grasp life’s complexities—the finer details. But as a single mother, I do my best to shape her understanding of the world, guiding her beliefs about people and things.

      She can’t seem to keep her eyes open.

      “Lila, sweetie, would you like to go to bed?”

      She opens her eyes wide and looks at me, dazed. “What?”

      “We can watch the movie tomorrow. What do you say? Sleep?”

      Before she can answer, the phone rings. We've set our phone to maximum volume, so it sounds like a house alarm when it rings. It’s one way to ensure I can hear it when sleeping upstairs.

      Lila flinches and sits up, looking more perky. She rubs her eyes and looks at me, wondering if I’m going to get the phone.

      I wrangle myself from the couch, but by the time I get to the phone, it stops ringing. Just as I turn around to sit down again, the phone rings again. I walk back and wait to pick it up at the second ring, an old habit of mine. I automatically gaze at the wall clock and wonder who it might be at this time of day—it’s past nine in the evening. Sometimes, Mom calls later in the evening, but only when urgent things come up.

      “Hello.”

      “Agent Adams?”

      I recognize the voice immediately. It’s the FBI Supervisory Special Agent, Eliot Gaines. Also known as my boss. I roll my eyes, fully realizing it’s an immature thing to do. But I’m in the middle of spending quality time with my daughter; disruptions are not cool. What does Eliot want now?

      “Hey, Eliot.” I call him by the first name, because he insists on that, though he always addresses me with my title. Strange dude.

      “How’s it going? Had a nice Memorial Day?” he asks.

      I roll my eyes again. He surely can’t be calling me to ask if I had fun on a holiday? Eliot and I don’t have such a relationship. He needs to cut to the chase.

      “Yes.” I’m short with Eliot, eager to go back to the movie. I gaze at Lila, who’s trying to keep up with what’s happening on the screen.

      “Hey, listen.”

      This is more like it. That’s his staple for a serious conversation to come.

      “I need you to drive to Silver Spring first thing in the morning.” For someone who’s always poised and calm, Eliot’s words sound urgent and alarming. Something must have warranted the call at this time of the evening.

      I’ve heard these words before. Too many times. But that doesn’t stop the sharp sting, the way my body tenses like it’s bracing for a blow. Every time, it chips away at something inside me, a slow, deliberate erosion. Someone’s dead. Or missing. And the bastard who did it is still out there.

      I look in Lila’s direction. She’s watching the TV intently, occasionally looking at me, smiling shyly. She must know what’s coming.

      “Okay,” I say into the receiver, and smile back at Lila.

      “There’s a child missing as of yesterday. A six-year-old. The parents have no idea where she could be, and no suspects yet. Well, not exactly, anyway. We’ve got her father in custody, but I need you to investigate further. We have little time to waste.” 

      Eliot’s the kind of guy who doesn’t take no for an answer. And with me being a rookie at the FBI, I’m not in any position to argue or refuse. Not if I want to keep my job, anyway.

      “Okay.” I swirl the phone cord around my finger. “I’ll go there tomorrow.” 

      “That’s good. I need you there as soon as possible.” 

      I don’t mind getting up early, but that means Lila has to go to my parents’ tonight, not tomorrow. I know she’ll fight it—she always does. But at least when she’s there, I can rest easy knowing she’s safe.

      We hang on the phone a little longer, so Eliot can fill me in with the case details.

      Apparently, a girl was abducted from her front yard yesterday and hasn’t been seen since. The local and state police have been searching since yesterday, but she hasn’t turned up yet. Hope is dwindling as hours pass by. Maybe her captor has crossed the border and taken her to a different state. Maybe the police have overlooked a minor detail, and she’s just around the corner, safe. We’ve seen it before. 

      We hang up, and I make a beeline to the living room to break the news to Lila. She gazes at me, her cheek dimples slowly receding as her smile disappears.

      “You have to go, Mom?”

      I cock my head and smile at her. Inside, it’s a different story.

      “Yes, my love. I have to drive to Silver Spring early tomorrow morning, but I’ll be back the same day.”

      “Oh.” Her usual response when she knows what comes next. “Okay. I’ll get ready now.” 

      She grabs the TV remote from the table and turns off the movie. The sadness in her eyes is palpable, or is it just me who feels it every time I spend another night alone, without her? Maybe I’m projecting.

      “We can go to a cinema when I get back. What say you?”

      She nods. “Okay.” 

      She drags her feet up the stairs and comes back a minute later, clutching a duffle bag like it’s the only thing keeping her from disappearing. When she was little, that bag was full of teddy bears and storybooks. Now it holds a Walkman and a Roger Rabbit sticker album. She’s got a diary, too, but that’s tucked away somewhere—out of my reach, hidden where I’m not supposed to look.

      “Will grandma pick me up?”

      “No, I’ll drive you.”

      I need to spend all the time I can with her before guilt destroys me. We come to the hallway, and I lightly grab her shoulders and spin her around to look at her. “We should plan something really cool for your birthday. It’s getting close. What do you think?”

      She smiles, but the reaction dissipates quickly. It’s almost as if she can sense I’m trying too hard.

      “Sure, Mom.”

      On our way to my parents’, we stay quiet. Occasionally, through my rearview mirror, I see Lila looking out the window with a blank expression. As I watch her slight frame, I wonder how my life would have turned out had I chosen a different profession. How about an accountant? Or a physician? A librarian? Anything that would keep my travel minimal and my relationship with her strong.

      In my defense, I chose to be an FBI agent way before Lila came into the world. Her father, a stranger to Lila, was someone I’d dated at college for a year. We’d lost touch after graduation, and I often think about how life would have turned out a whole lot differently had our paths not crossed again for just one passionate night several years later. Three months after that, I’d found out I was pregnant.

      He doesn’t know about Lila, and I’d prefer to keep it that way. I'd already learned that John isn't reliable or loyal, so I’d prefer single parenthood to a hopeless relationship. Lila will be fine. I’ve been saying that since the day she was born, even when I’m not fully convinced.

      My recruiter once told me the agency wasn’t looking for perfection. I’m no fool—I know I’m far from perfect. But the fear that I’m not even close to good enough—at least not in Lila’s eyes—that’s the kind of thing that can stop me dead in my tracks.

      When we arrive at my parents’ house, Lila waits for me to open her door. I give her my hand to help her out, but she creases her eyebrows and shakes her head. “It’s okay.” 

      I get out of her way, and she grabs the duffel bag and scurries toward the house.

      My mother sees us from inside and opens the front door. I’ve never encountered anyone as patient as she is. The years of grief have taught her subtle calmness—they taught her to wait, to watch, to endure. 

      She smiles when she sees us. Lila falls into her hug and releases her immediately, stomping inside the house.

      I won’t be going in.

      I stand on the porch and watch Lila disappear from the corner. I’ve seen her upset many times before, but never when I’ve had to drop her off at my parents’ house. Should I call her back out and talk to her?

      My mom looks at me as if she senses my dilemma. “She’ll be okay, don’t worry. I’ll talk to her.”

      I give a quick nod. “Thanks, Mom. And I’m sorry.” 

      “Oh, don’t say that. You know I love spending time with her. I was about to bake cookies, so that will keep us busy.” She winks at me. “Do your thing.”

      I appreciate her encouragement, but we both know doing my thing comes at a price.

      “Thanks again, Mom. I’ll see you tomorrow. Not sure what time.” 

      She smiles. “No worries. Drive safe, dear.”

      With that, Mom steps inside and shuts the door, leaving me standing on the porch, cold air creeping around me. I turn, and just like that, I slip into FBI agent mode. There’s a child out there who needs saving, and the world doesn’t give a damn.

      It’s up to me to fix it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          

      

    

    







            AGENT ADAMS

          

        

      

    

    
      I manage to get just a few hours of sleep before yanking myself out of bed at an ungodly hour to the blare of my clock alarm. The house feels silent as I get ready for the day, and strange without Lila. I keep an eye on the time, as I want to get to Silver Spring, Maryland, as early as possible, though it’s only a thirty-minute ride from Glenwood where I live.

      I was born and grew up in Colorado, but my parents moved here for better jobs and education system for their children. Glenwood is what I call my home, and it’s conveniently near the Maryland FBI headquarters.

      Glenwood might be safe, but Lila and I live in an old, rickety house with a basement that feels like it leads straight to hell, and a backyard nobody bothers with. The floors creak with every step, like the house is whispering secrets I don’t want to hear. But the stunning tree line on the street and the friendly neighbors are a decent trade-off for the place falling apart around us. One day, I hope to buy a more habitable house—once I’ve dug myself out of this mountain of debt. Living close to my parents helps, though. They’re there for Lila whenever I need them, whether I want to admit it or not.

      In fact, we’re such close neighbors that in a pinch I could’ve driven Lila to my parents’ in the morning, but I didn’t want to wake her so early.

      It’s five a.m. by the time I make it into the kitchen. I’m already wide awake, and the smell of coffee is bitter in the air as the TV flickers to life. The local news hasn’t picked up on the missing child yet, but I know it’s only a matter of time before they do, if we don’t find her first. Everything else is just noise, static in the early hours, and my mind is scattered. To prepare for a case, I force myself to block everything out. I can’t afford distractions, not when focus is the only thing keeping me from falling apart.

      Coffee slowly travels to my brain and perks me up. I’m so anxious to get started that I gulp down the rest, dump the cup in the sink, and sprint to my car. I love my Jeep—it’s taken me on long trips and got me safely to so many different destinations. The Maryland roads are not too familiar, so I’ve placed a map on the passenger seat in case I get lost. Should be straightforward, though.

      At six in the morning, there’s not much traffic, so I get to Silver Spring in record time. I park in front of the police station and observe the building—looks like they’ve recently renovated and updated the roof. The building looks inviting enough. I’ve been across this country, seen the rundown holes cops have to work in, so I’m hoping this place lives up to the outside.

      As I walk through the door, I sigh with relief. Not bad. The carpet’s fresh, the walls a soft green, easy on the eyes. It’s the kind of place that doesn’t scream for attention, but just quietly lets you breathe. It smells like fresh bread and coffee, like it’s a grandmother’s house somewhere cozy and tucked away in the woods.

      In the lobby, a detective from the MPU—Missing Persons Unit—Frank Maloy, appears and greets me. At a first glance, he looks like an aged man with no mean bone. He could pass for a retired high school teacher rather than a seasoned detective. His kind eyes and soft demeanor almost make me forget the gravity of why I’m here, but the deep lines etched into his face and the weariness in his voice remind me otherwise. 

      “You must be Agent Adams.” He smiles and extends his arm to shake hands. He probably didn’t expect a young woman to visit the station, but I think he’s glad I did.

      “Yes. And you’re Detective Maloy?” Eliot had mentioned yesterday I’d be working closely with him.

      He shakes my hand for a long time. “Nice to meet you. And thank you for coming. We truly appreciate it.”

      “Oh, pleasure is all mine.”

      To the extent that pleasure is possible in these grim circumstances, I should add.

      “Please come.” He gestures with his hand. “Can I get you water? Coffee? Anything?”

      I remember rushing this morning and thinking of a refill. “Sure. Coffee, please.”

      He walks me to his office and tells me to sit down while he goes out to the kitchen to make me a cup. “How do you like it?”

      I smile. Glad he asked. “Black, one sugar cube.”

      “You got it.”

      As he disappears from around the corner, I slump in a chair across from his desk and sigh.

      Maloy’s desk is a hot mess.

      Piles of papers are scattered everywhere, coffee mugs—still half full—sit on his desk like forgotten ornaments. A phone’s peeping out from beneath the chaos, just another sign of either absentmindedness or a man running on fumes. But through it all, the framed photos of his family stand out. Him and his wife, kids grinning at the camera, a picture of the happy family they seem to be. In person, though, Maloy looks worn, like time’s been gnawing at him for years.

      My eyes gaze around his office walls until they land on the board plastered on my left side. A missing person poster is taped next to other pieces of paper, yellowed with age at the edges. I stand up to inspect the sign and swallow hard when I see the photo of a young girl.

      “Charlotte Mercer,” I whisper.

      Her being missing is obviously at the forefront of my mind, but the inevitable question also occurs to me: what is going on in this child’s parents’ head right now?

      I can’t help but think of Lila and shake my head to dislodge the intrusive thoughts. Not the time.

      I refocus on the sign:

       

      
        
        MISSING CHILD

      

        

      
        CHARLOTTE MERCER

        Age: 6 years old

        Missing Since: Monday, May 31, 1986

        Last Seen: At her home in Silver Spring, Maryland

        If you have any information regarding Charlotte’s whereabouts, please contact Silver Spring Police Department

        Phone Number: 800-555-5555

        All tips are crucial and can remain anonymous.

      

      

      I tilt my head, narrowing my eyes as I study Charlotte’s photo. She stares straight at the camera, her smile a snapshot of a child’s innocence. Her auburn hair’s neatly brushed, a small bow clipped to the side, and there’s a light in her eyes—a quiet joy, a trust in the world that feels almost unbearable now.

      I swallow, fingers tight around the missing person’s flyer. Someone knows where she is. Someone saw something. And it’s my job to make them talk.

      I’m going to find her. And I pray to God it happens soon.

      “Here.” The voice from behind me startles me. Maloy is holding two mugs of coffee, and hands one over to me. “Just like you asked.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      He sits at his desk and takes a sip of his drink. “Didn’t sleep much last night. Will be drinking this stuff all day long.” He laughs, but only for a second. Word is, Maloy’s a solid, detail-oriented cop with twenty years under his belt. His work has led to the solving of many murders, and lots of the families of the victims have received justice. But now, his demeanor tells me he’s desperate and needs to rely on the FBI for a change.

      “The search has been nonstop since yesterday. Nothing. Absolutely nothing. We thought maybe the mother took the child, since she and her husband fought the day before, but her alibi checks out. We have a couple of other suspects on our list, but…” he shakes his head, “not very promising.”

      “Do they live together? The parents…”

      Maloy shakes his head slowly. “No. They’ve been separated since early this year. I don’t know… I think she lives in a next town over and has a full custody of the child.”

      “So, who are the suspects?”

      “Well, the father is one. The child went missing under his watch. She was with him for a weekend visitation for the holidays. He claims, though, that her disappearance is unrelated to him.” He shrugs, hopelessly. “It’s as if you’re searching for something impossible to find.”

      “And the other suspect?”

      “A neighbor. Some kinda connection with his daughter, who’s of the same age as the victim. We need to investigate more.”

      I nod. “What time did she go missing yesterday?”

      Maloy rolls his eyes as if he’s thinking, then looks at me. “That’s a bit of a mystery right now. The father isn’t sure, so we don’t have the exact time. We only know it’s been less than twenty-four hours at this point.” He leans forward and puts his hands on his messy desk. “I’m just praying she turns up soon.”

      My mind churns like crazy. It’s sadly common knowledge: a child missing for forty-eight hours has little chance of survival. But it’s been less than twelve at this point. There’s still hope.

      Maloy continues, “That’s where you come in. Silver Spring has had only a handful of missing persons’ reports this year, but all of them ended on a happy note.” He scratches his head as if he’s thinking hard. “I…I’ve got zero clues on this one.”

      “Have you interviewed the father yet?” 

      “We did. Extensively. He seems in a distressed state of mind. But we don’t think he has anything to do with his child missing.”

      “I see. Have you interviewed the neighbor yet?”

      “Yes. Nothing. No witnesses at all. Canvassing has turned up nothing, too. Called hospitals, gas stations, you-name-it…nothing.”

      As he recounts all things done to find Charlotte, it sounds more and more dire. Less hopeful. But I brush off the feeling—my job here is not to feel. It’s to act.

      I sip my coffee while looking at Maloy, combing through his hair with his fingers. He does look tired. “I’ll certainly do whatever is in my power to find her.” I reassure him.

      “I have a recording from last night’s interview with her father.” He moves the papers on the stack until he locates a cassette tape. He gets up and extends his arm, holding it. “Here.”

      “Thank you. I guess it’s a good start.”

      Just as I’m about to ask more questions, the office door opens. My eyes bulge as Agent Anthony Kirby walks into the room. My mouth falls wide open, though no words come out. What on earth is he doing here? I stifle an eye roll and do my best to return to a poker face.

      “I’m so sorry I’m late.” He gazes at his watch, then approaches Maloy. “I’m Agent Kirby.”

      He looks at me. “Hey, Dee.”

      Detective Maloy looks at both of us. “Looks like you know each other?”

      Do we ever.

      The first time I met Agent Kirby, he rubbed me the wrong way.

      It was at Quantico, during our first week of training, and he’d strolled in like he already owned the place—sharp suit, cocky smirk, the kind of guy who thought he had all the answers. I was still adjusting, trying to figure out where I fit in among a sea of former cops and military guys, and Kirby made it clear he didn’t think much of someone with a psychology background.

      “You sure you’re in the right program?” he asked me once, half-joking, half-not.

      I didn’t rise to the bait. Instead, I let my work speak for itself. It wasn’t until we were paired for a field exercise—a hostage negotiation gone sideways—that I saw a different side of him. He was reckless, always ready to charge ahead without a second thought, but he had an instinct for danger that was almost unnervingly accurate, like he could sense trouble before it even happened.

      Our initial conflict arose a couple of years ago after a lost case, stemming from his lack of faith in my judgment. If I were to guess, I reckon Kirby has issues trusting women. I do my best to keep him at arm’s length, but it’s impossible when we’re assigned to the same cases. What the hell was Eliot thinking? Inside, I’m boiling with rage.

      Wherever Kirby shows up, he beams with ultra confidence. He’s smart as a whip and arrogant as fuck. He’s a gym rat, too, who loved flexing about his workouts and spending every spare moment cultivating an intimidating physique.

      “We do know each other,” Kirby confirms to Maloy.

      I nod and say nothing. Kirby continues, “I guess Dee and I are partners in crime again.” He winks at me, and I give him a fake smile.

      He’s so arrogant. 

      He sits in a chair next to mine and taps his palms against the armrests. “So…where are we at?”

      Maloy proceeds to tell him the same stuff he’d told me just a short few minutes ago. Kirby cocks his head, purses his lips while listening. With Maloy’s stern gaze fixed on him, I feel as though I’m nonexistent.

      “Let me set you up in the corner office.” Maloy stands up and heads for the door.

      We follow. Kirby smiles at me and holds his hand in the air to let me go first.

      While holding the cassette tape in my hand, I shake my head and proceed.

      This will be a hell of a time.
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      In the far corner, Maloy provides a tiny, makeshift office—resembling an interrogation room—with a desk and chairs, and bare walls. Smack-bang in the middle of the table is the cassette player for the tape I’m holding in my hand. Cold air blasts from the ceiling vent, highlighting just how unwelcoming and cold this room feels. 

      And then there’s Kirby. Just the thought of him is enough to make my blood simmer.

      He sits opposite me and spreads his legs, leans back like he’s about to order a drink. He cocks his head and says, “So, Agent Adams, here we are again.” He moves forward and gives me a coy smile. “How have you been?”

      Now that I’m feeling calmer, I notice he’s had a fresh buzz cut and a shave, ridding himself of his usual goatee. He seems to be aware of his good looks, but not so much of his repulsive attitude.  

      As I gaze at him, I grip the cassette tighter. “Excellent.”

      He chuckles when he senses my sarcasm.

      “It’s nice to work with you again, Agent Adams.”

      I stop what I’m doing and snap at him. “Oh, cut the crap, will you, Kirby?”

      His face turns sullen, and for a moment, I think he might actually take the hint and walk away. But then, just like always, he recovers—rolling his eyes, shaking his head while that infuriating smirk creeps back. “You know, for someone who supposedly reads people for a living, you’re awfully bad at pretending you don’t miss me.”

      “Dream on,” I retort. “Let’s get to this already.”

      I put the cassette in the player, ready to push PLAY when Kirby sits upright and places his arms on the table. “Should I leave you alone to it, Agent Adams?” He taps the table with his palms and stands up, making a beeline for the door.

      Have I hurt his feelings? I wouldn’t be surprised with that fragile ego of his.

      “No need. You can stay. We can save ourselves time if we listen to it together.” 

      Listening is not an issue. A respectful, cordial conversation with Kirby, lasting more than an hour in a single place, is more of a challenge. Until then, I’ll just do my job well and communicate my findings when needed.

      “Okay.” He leans back and places his hands on the back of his head. I push PLAY and concentrate, leaning forward.

      And so it begins.

      Police Officer: Today is May 31, 1986. Silver Spring Police Department. This is a statement by Charles Mercer, regarding his missing child, Charlotte Mercer.

      (Slight pause) 

      Charles, you are here to give your statement about your missing child, Charlotte. Please tell us what happened. Please give us as many details as possible. Do not leave anything out.

      Charles: Sure. I’ll do my best. (Sniffle).

      The day was hot, so Charlotte walked into my bedroom and woke me up, pulling on my pajama sleeve.

      “Dad. Dad. Wake up. I want to go to the pool.” 

      I turned around to see Charlotte staring at me with those beautiful blue eyes. I was surprised to see her up—it was only seven in the morning. But then I remembered I’d sent her to bed early when the argument between my wife and me ensued. We’re on the verge of a nasty divorce, which is so infuriating. That fucking bitch of a woman. She was supposed to take Charlotte last night, but she took off in her usual frenzy and went home to pack for her three-day trip to the beach.

      (A rustling sound).

      Charlotte was disappointed her mother left her behind, but I did my best to cheer her up. 

      I was kind of out of it when she woke me up. ‘What time is it?’ I whispered, still trying to get the sleep off my eyes.

      Charlotte just shrugged. She could read numbers, but she still hadn’t learned to read the clock. 

      I swung my legs to the side of the bed and stood up, making a beeline for the chair, where I usually leave my pair of jeans. I put them on and walked up to my little girl, kneeling next to her. I swiped her hair to the side and kissed her cheek.

      ‘I think the town pool is closed today. But I have a better plan.’ I winked at her, I remember. 

      ‘What is it, Dad?’ she asked me—she had that wide-eyed look she gets when she wants to know anything.

      C-charlotte was a h-happy girl (he voice cracks) a curious girl—ya know? Despite the constant tension between me and my wife—we fight a lot, raising voices at each other, calling nasty names. I mean, Charlotte is a bit of a sassy pants, but I appreciate that side of her—her sunny nature. It probably helped her deal with all the stuff she had to witness happening between her parents. Between us (sniffle).

      (Silence.)

      Police officer: Go on. What happened next?

      Charles: Then I told her, ‘I’m going to fill the kiddy pool with water, and you can play in our yard. Does that sound good?’

      ‘Yeah! she said. Then she clapped her hands twice and smiled at me.

      I felt relieved, because I’d been planning to watch the car race on TV. (His words start rushing out faster). Finding something for Charlotte to do while I was enjoying the TV program would reduce my anxiety. Besides, that was my original plan for the quiet Memorial Day all along, even before my wife took off and left Charlotte behind. 

      (A cough).

      Later that day, I’d pulled Charlotte’s swimsuit out of the drawer. Finding it was a nightmare, since my wife is messy, disorganized, just like her damn mind. But once I opened the right drawer, it was relatively easy to spot it: it was pink, Charlotte’s favorite color.

      I told her to put it on and get ready while I filled the kiddy pool with water and put it on a sunny spot in our front yard. The neighborhood was relatively quiet that day—loads of people went to the beach for the long weekend. I thought Charlotte would have a blast. I wished I could take her to the pool, but it was closed that day.

      (Silence.) 

      Police Officer: Charles? Please go on.

      (Cough. Clearing throat).

      Charles: Then I asked her, ‘Do you want to leave your teddy bear in the house?’

      Charlotte creased her eyebrows. She always did that when she was cross. ‘No. Teddy bear is coming with me.’ She pulled it closely into a tight hug and kissed it. Her teddy bear was her best friend, and she rarely let him go. 

      I smiled at her and looked at her in her little swimsuit. She seemed to love it. She stood by the mirror, checked herself out, and smiled. 

      We walked to the front yard where I’d prepared the kiddy pool. I checked the water’s temperature. It was still lukewarm, but it would get warmer in the sun’s heat. I kissed her on the cheek and let her do her thing—jumping in and splashing around like the happy, bubbly child she was… is.

      Police Officer: What happened then? 

      This is where things turn darker. Charles’s voice sounds full of remorse. It’s like he is reciting a horror story he doesn’t want to be a part of. Kirby and I gaze briefly, eyebrows raised.

      Charles: I walked back to the living room and plopped down on the couch. I took the TV remote and turned to the car race channel. The volume was high, because I just loved the sound of the loud engines vibrating through the house. It gave me the feeling that I was right there, even though it couldn’t be farther from the truth. I’d glanced out the window every once in a while and saw Charlotte splashing around. I had no concerns about her whatsoever. She looked quite content. 

      But shortly after, something came over me. (Sniffle)

      Some sort of tiredness and heaviness I didn’t see coming. Maybe it made sense, because my wife and I were up until one in the morning, arguing, so I didn’t get a proper amount of sleep, with Charlotte waking me up early. Mind you—I don’t mind she woke me up early, but I think that’s why I was tired. I would have slept in, at least until nine, before I began my day.

      My body relaxed, and my eyes closed on their own. Seconds later, I was fast asleep.

      (The door opens and closes.) 

      Police Officer 2: We’re still searching the neighborhood. Nothing yet.

      Police Officer: Okay, thank you. Have a seat, Officer Campbell.

      (The sound of a chair moving).

      Police Officer: Charles, go on.

      Charles: I couldn’t tell how much time had gone by before my eyes peeled open. My head felt heavy, like it was wrapped up in a fog. I put my hands on my head to orient myself and I gazed at the TV, which was mute.

      Charlotte immediately came to my mind, and I remembered I’d set up the pool in my yard. I looked at my watch…I think it was around four. But to be honest, I don’t… I don’t remember. It could have been earlier, too. Not sure. I must have been sleeping for a while. Or was I? I wasn’t sure. 

      (Silence).

      Police Officer: Charles, keep going. What happened next?

      Charles: I gazed out the window, but from my angle, I didn’t see Charlotte. I found it strange. It wasn’t like Charlotte would leave the yard—she’d never been a rebellious kid, attempting to escape and explore the world on her own. 

      That’s when panic rose inside me. I hastened my steps and rushed to the yard. The pool was empty. The water inside was still. It didn’t look like Charlotte had been in the pool for a while.

      ‘Charlotte!’ I called out for her, and my voice was shaky, I remember. I had a feeling something was wrong.

      I walked over to the other side of the yard, my eyes darting all over, looking for her, only to find yellow grass and just more stillness. 

      I stormed back into the house and ran through, room by room, looking for my little angel. My voice echoed between the walls. ‘Charlotte!’

      Nothing.

      Now I was fully awake, you see, and the adrenaline and panic was all I felt. I ran back to the yard, praying she was back, laughing and splashing in the pool. Still, Charlotte wasn’t there. I ran to the fence and leaned forward, looking at my left and right, hoping to see some signs of her. 

      ‘Charlotte!’ That’s when I screamed at the top of my lungs. 

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the door of my yard fence was slightly cracked. I ran to the door and saw the door latch was lifted. And honestly, my stomach…it was in knots by this point. My head was spinning. I thought I was gonna throw up, my head went straight to the worst-case scenario. I mean, it would, wouldn’t it? Anyone would think the same.

      (silence).

      My legs have never moved so fast. Like the wind, they were, and they carried me straight to my neighbor, Greg, who was at home that day. Charlotte often visited his neighbors to play with Greg’s daughter, Ellen, same age as my Charlotte. My feet stumbled as I ran so fast  to the door, and I banged on it so hard, I’m surprised I didn’t knock it down.

      I prayed to God Charlotte was there. (gulp)

      I thought I was about to lose my mind.

      (Sob. Then a long silence with strange static).

      The tape shuts abruptly.

      I take the tape out and flip it, pressing PLAY, but the tape on the other side is empty.

      “So, that’s it? No more?”

      “Guess not.”

      “Strange.”

      Kirby and I both pause for a moment, processing the information.

      Kirby lifts his head and looks at me with a wide stare. “Well, I guess we have our work cut out for us.”
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      The father’s initial statement doesn’t give us much to go on. No conclusions about Charlotte’s whereabouts, no reason to suspect he’s the one who took her. But all I can think is how negligent he must have been, even if it wasn’t intentional—falling asleep while his kid is out there alone, playing in the pool, in a deserted neighborhood. No one around to watch over her, no one to see her get snatched. Maybe he’s not the one to blame, but then again, maybe he is.

      After listening to the tape, we walk out of the room with more questions than answers. But then, if Maloy had all the answers, Charlotte would be at home now, playing with her teddy bear.

      We walk back into Maloy’s office to inform him of our plan for the day. Time is of the essence. We must act fast. In the meantime, we learn that the police officers who’d interviewed Charles yesterday are still searching the area with a team. The posters have been hung all over the town. Canvassing in the neighborhood is still ongoing. Phone calls have been made to the local and state police in various counties. Seems like half the state is deployed to search for Charlotte.

      Maloy is on the phone when we storm in, and he hangs up as soon as he sees us.

      “Folks, you’re done listening?”

      “We are,” I say.

      Such a bizarre day; it’s akin to ghost hunting for someone who doesn’t believe in ghosts. I’d be the first one to admit that listening to the tape has made me more discouraged, but I’d never admit my feelings about a case out loud. A child just vanishes, and the father has no clue what could have happened? What times do we live in?

      “The guy seems to be quite angry at his wife,” Kirby says. “I guess I don’t care much what has caused the rift between them, but it’s important to explore it and see if it had anything to do with Charlotte being missing.”

      Maloy nods. “Agreed.”

      “It’s awfully suspicious,” Kirby says.

      He’s got a sharp mind, but he’s not infallible—maybe ninety percent of the time, but not always. It’s too early to say if this is one of those times.

      “Have you heard from the mother yet?” I chime in. “We need to hear her side of the story and ask her some questions.”

      “Yes. We briefly questioned her over the phone, and she has a good alibi.” Maloy’s words drag like molasses. He could probably use a nap just about now, I reckon. “She was at the beach in New Jersey when Charlotte disappeared.”

      “You don’t think she could have taken her? Did you trace her steps? Ask for witnesses? Did you do all the work?” Kirby asks.

      Maloy shifts in his chair and gazes down at his messy desk while talking. “She was with a friend at the beach. They stopped by a restaurant on their way. We called the restaurant, and they confirmed the woman with her description was there at the time she claimed to be.”

      “Where is she now?” Kirby says.

      “She’s driving back home today. She’s on her way, as we speak, in fact.”

      “Okay,” Kirby says. “We want her in the police station as soon as possible.”

      “Got it.” Maloy leans toward the desk and jots something down on a piece of paper.

      “The tape we listened to is unsubstantial,” I say. “Agent Kirby and I will pay the father a visit today and inspect his house. We do have a search warrant, correct?” 

      Maloy nods. “Yes.”

      “Maybe our visit will help dig up some more info and get some clues about Charlotte’s whereabouts.” That’s always the hope.

      Kirby nods. “I agree.” Kirby seems to behave a lot better in the company of others. He stands up and leaves the room. When Maloy and I are left alone in his office, he leans forward, squints his eyes as if he’s in agony, and says, “Sometimes, I wish I weren’t a cop, especially during times like this.”

      “What do you mean?” I think I know what he means, but I don’t want to assume.

      He stares at me in silence, then sighs heavily. “I sure hope the girl is still out there, alive, but I swear to you, we’ve turned every stone, we’ve looked everywhere. We’ve used all clues and leads ever since we learned of her disappearance, and still…nothing.” He throws his hands in the air. “How can she just fall off the face of the earth?”

      It sounds terrifying to hear him say it, but I can’t let him think this way. “Listen, we’ll do everything in our power to find her.”

      As I say it, I feel Charlotte’s eyes from the poster staring down at me, as if begging me to find her. All I can do is do my job. Fate, and maybe a stroke of luck, will determine the rest.

      Kirby returns to the office. “Let’s go, Agent Adams. I’ve got the address.”

      Maloy wishes us luck and adds he’ll be by the phone if anything comes up and we need him.

      The drive to the father’s house is quiet. The streets are still empty this early, the neighborhood straight out of a real estate ad: family-friendly, low crime, the kind of place where bad things aren’t supposed to happen. Which only makes Charlotte’s disappearance that much more unsettling.

      The missing posters with her face haunt the streets. The paper sheets, stapled to wooden poles, are still new and crisp, but in the still morning air, one flutters unnaturally, as if stirred by something unseen. Her eyes follow us all the way to the house, her smile frozen in time. The house itself looms in the quiet, blinds drawn tight. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barks once, then abruptly stops. A prickle runs up my spine. Where could Charlotte be?

      We pull into the driveway, my eyes immediately scanning the house. Nothing extraordinary. It looks well-maintained. The grass in the front yard was recently mowed; the hedges have been trimmed; flowers beaming with beauty and life. Every window is closed tight, the blinds drawn, blocking out all light.

      Kirby and I get out of the car, and he walks around the house to get an immediate sense of the place.

      The kiddy pool is still sitting in the front yard. I walk up to it and try to imagine Charlotte spending her time here before she disappeared. Was she having fun? Had she felt okay about spending a night or two with her father? Kids at her age already start to twist the truth to their advantage. They become little manipulators, working their charm to get what they want. The truth be told, I don’t know if Charlotte is like that. From what her father had said, she sounded like a good-natured kid, even if their parents resemble characters from a thriller.

      It looks like the pool hasn’t been touched since yesterday. There’s a yellow ducky in its corner; and a few inches of water lingers at the bottom.

      I close my eyes for a second, as if picturing the scene. There couldn’t have been much resistance from her. According to the father, she didn’t scream or make any noises. Given how lightly he said he sleeps, he would have heard her for sure. Though he had said he didn’t feel right and was extra tired.

      Or was the TV volume too high to drown out the voices outside?

      It’s possible someone she knew lured her in. A family friend? A neighbor? Someone closer? But here’s the thing—why take her? Motive is everything. Figure that out, and the rest starts falling into place.

      Apparently, Charlotte is a sassy little thing. She wouldn’t give in and go with someone without any resistance, even if someone tempted her with candy.

      I kneel beside the pool to check for other signs—perhaps footprints or dropped objects. But if there was no resistance, the abductor would have been careful with that.

      Perhaps it was somebody who’d abducted before. Someone skilled, knowing all too well they could get away with it. Practice makes perfect, as the saying goes.

      Besides, the spring this year has been quite dry. The lack of rain means less footprints.

      I move away from the pool and stand in the middle of the front yard, spinning around and observing the place. The unassuming houses across the street are lined up like Legos. People in the area know about the missing person, so they’re probably keeping quiet.

      A sudden bolt of eeriness envelopes me.

      I feel eyes on me, following my every move. It’s almost like someone is targeting me, zooming in on me like a hawk. My body twitches, and I turn around to examine the house next door more closely. The moment I look at it, the upstairs curtains shift, like someone just left the window.

      No doubt—someone was watching me.

      Kirby comes from around the corner, scratching his forehead.

      “Hey. Anything?”

      “Not really. You?”

      He shakes his head. “Nothing.”

      We turn toward the house and make a beeline for the door. The porch creaks under our weight, but the sound is swallowed by an eerie hush. Kirby rings the doorbell and looks at me. He smiles. I avoid his gaze because his smile feels misplaced. It makes him look creepy. I peer into the adjacent house’s window, seeing no signs of life. 

      The door opens. Charles stands on the other side, looking disheveled. He pushes his glasses closer to his eyes, encircled with black marks. We introduce ourselves and tell him we’re here to further investigate his missing daughter. At first, he says nothing and just gazes at me then Kirby, then he finally says, “Come in.”

      “Sure.”

      We step inside, and Charlotte’s presence is everywhere. She lives with her mother, but this weekend was her court-ordered visit with her father. Toys are scattered across the floor, and her face smiles back at me from framed photos on the dresser and TV stand. My gaze catches on a teddy bear—the same one Lila used to cling to when she was little. My chest tightens. I blink hard, forcing myself to focus.

      Lila is safe at my parents’ house.

      I know that.

      But the guilt still gnaws at me at the thought that every time I send her away, she might feel abandoned.

      The house smells of popcorn and chocolate chip cookies, the type of food a six-year-old would eat, no doubt. Charles doesn’t strike me as a skilled baker, but perhaps I’m underestimating him.

      On a wall, I notice a large, framed photo of Charlotte: she’s wearing a red dress with a dog embroidered in the front. Her auburn hair is shoulder length and hangs in a side ponytail. Her eyes are facing the camera, her smile broad.

      What a lovely little girl.

      Charles notices I’m staring at the photo and stands next to me. “She told me recently she wanted to become a teacher.” He walks to the kitchen table and grabs a piece of paper, which he hands to me. “Here.”

      I gaze down at the drawing of a classroom, crudely sketched with colorful crayons. Stick-figure children sit at tiny desks, all smiling, while a taller figure—labeled Me in shaky handwriting—stands at the front holding a book. A bright yellow sun shines in the corner, and at the bottom, in large, uneven letters, she had written: When I grow up, I want to teech kids!

      My throat tightens. The innocence in the drawing, the pure hope in her dream—it makes the weight of her absence even heavier. I swallow hard and glance up at Charles. His eyes are glassy, his hands trembling slightly as he watches me.

      “She was so excited when she showed me this,” he murmurs. “Kept talking about how she’d be the nicest teacher ever. Said she’d never yell, not even once.” His voice cracks on the last word, and he clears his throat, turning away.

      He looks down at the floor and sniffles. I observe him, but don’t offer any words.

      Kirby chimes in, “Mr. Mercer, we’re here to ask you some questions. I know you gave your statement to the police yesterday, but we’re trying to understand where Charlotte might be right now. Okay?” 

      He turns to face Kirby. “Am I the prime suspect? Is that what my wife told you?”

      Kirby shakes his head. “Mr. Mercer, we determine that. We don’t go by what others say.”

      “Can we sit down?” Charles says.

      We all walk to the living room and sit in the sofa. It makes a squeaking noise under the movement. Charles gazes out the window with nostalgia in his eyes.

      The front yard is where it all happened.

      Where his life changed forever.
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      “Start from the top.” I tell Charles.

      He shakes his head, recounts all the events in a perfect sequence. It checks with his statement yesterday, but when he talks, he stumbles on his words and stares at a spot on the wall like he’s hypnotized. He says he didn’t sleep all night, contemplating where Charlotte could be.

      Kirby looks at me, then back at Charles.

      “Listen to me and think hard. Is there anyone you can think of who’d be motivated to take away your daughter? Your friends? Colleagues? Neighbors? Mailman? Absolutely anyone.”

      Charles keeps staring at the wall. His eyes suddenly squint, and a creepy smile crosses his face, but only for a second. He turns to look at Kirby, his eyes looking hollow. Gosh, he looks like a ghost. Lack of sleep will do that to a person, and I don’t blame him being awake all night. The guilt must be unsurmountable.

      “No.” he says. “I can’t think of anyone.” 

      Kirby shoots me a look and nods. I know that signal. He likes a two-person interrogation—quick back-and-forth, no time to think, just react. He swears it trips people up, makes them spill the truth. I haven’t seen proof of that yet, but I go along with it.

      “Charles,” I say, “Can you tell us the timeline again?”

      In his report from yesterday, he stated he’d woke up from his slumber around four, but earlier, he’d said it was more like three or so.

      It doesn’t add up.

      The time difference is too big to ignore.

      I ask him to explain.

      “Yeah, I think it was four.” He scratches his head. “To be honest, I’m not sure. I’d lost track of time and wasn’t paying attention. I went looking for Charlotte, and when I realized she wasn’t in the pool, I just went all over the neighborhood looking for her. I don’t know how long it took me.”

      “What else happened, Charles? When you arrived home, what did you do?” 

      “I… I…” He stumbles over his words. “I ran to my neighbor’s house to see if she might be there. I thought they’d gone out on an errand, but they were home already.”

      “Which neighbors?”

      “The house two-doors down.” Charles points toward the house. 

      “Tell us more about your neighbors,” I say, as my eyes focus on him.

      He buries his face in his hands and shakes his head. He snaps his head out and peeks up, as if he’s about to tell us a happy-go-lucky story. “Oh, my neighbors. Charlotte loves visiting our neighbors. Greg, who lives there, has a daughter around Charlotte’s age…her name is Ellen…so Charlotte often likes to go there to say hi.”

      “Is it just Greg and Ellen who live there?” 

      Charles nods. “Yeah…yeah, I think so. Although, his brother shows up occasionally, but I don’t see him around much.”

      “Do you suspect any of them could have taken Charlotte?” Kirby chimes in.

      I observe Charles’s moves; as a profiling agent, I’m good at sensing when things are off, or when the story derails. But in this instance, there are no signs.

      “No. I mean, I really don’t know. I can’t see why anyone would take Charlotte.” Charles sniffles and wipes his nose with the back of his hand. He looks at me; his eyes are enormous. “Please find her. Please, please.”

      Kirby gazes at me briefly and back at Charles. “We’re doing our best. I’d encourage you to get in touch with us if you can think of anything else to aid our investigation or if you find any other clues. Doesn’t matter if you think it’s relevant or not. Okay?” 

      Kirby pulls out a business card out of his inside jacket pocket and leans forward to hand it to Charles. He does nothing at first; just stares at the card, then finally takes it. His head nods rapidly, and he says, “Of course.”

      Kirby and I stand up in unison. “Do you mind if we walk around the house, Mr. Mercer?” Kirby inquires.

      “Be my guest.”

      We leave Charles behind while Kirby and I go through every room, every nook and cranny of the house. It mainly resembles a bachelor pad with scattered evidence of a child’s presence by the door, crayon scribbles on a piece of scrap paper near the couch, a stuffed bear resting on the armrest as if placed there absentmindedly.

      When we reach Charles’s bedroom, the air feels different—stale, heavy, like the room itself is holding its breath. The bed is unmade, the sheets twisted, and the nightstand is cluttered with an empty glass, a half-used tissue box, and a stack of unopened mail. I move toward the dresser, my fingers trailing over the dusty surface, when something catches my eye near the bottom drawer. It’s ajar, as if someone had pulled it open in a hurry and never pushed it back.

      I kneel, pulling it open fully, my fingers brushing against stiff, wrinkled fabric. The drawer smells musty, like something long forgotten. I shift aside a bundle of adult underwear, and then I see it. A small pink hairbrush, half-buried beneath the mess. My breath catches. The bristles are tangled with strands of fine auburn hair, unmistakable in the dim light. Charlotte’s hair. It has to be.

      A strange heaviness settles in my chest. Bit strange for it to be here, under his clothes. My pulse thuds in my ears as I reach for it, the plastic cool against my gloved fingers.

      Behind me, Kirby shifts. “That probably doesn’t belong in his room,” he mutters.

      I swallow hard. “No."

      A child would keep something like this in her own space, near her toys or in the bathroom, not hidden under her father’s clothes. A pit settles in my stomach. This might mean nothing. Or it might mean everything. I pick up the brush in case it becomes evidence later on.

      “Let’s talk to him.”

      Arriving downstairs, we find Charles lying on the sofa, one hand on his forehead, the other rigidly at his side. His right foot is fidgeting wildly, like he’s having a spasm. He’s emitting an indistinct sound, similar to humming.

      Kirby looks at me and walks up to him. Hovering above him, Kirby tilts his head, and Charles smiles creepily up at him.

      “Get up,” Kirby orders.

      Charles straightens up against the sofa. I can’t decide if he is by nature strange or if the current circumstances have bent him out of shape. Either way, he’s an interesting character.

      “Yes,” he says, softly.

      “We found your daughter’s brush full of hair among your underwear.” Kirby watches Charles for a reaction but gets none. He continues, “What was it doing there?”

      Charles simply shrugs. “I don’t know. Can I see it?” He looks genuinely confused.

      I take it out of the bag and hold it up in the air, toward him. He squints and studies the object, his face morphing into sadness. Charlotte’s hair, found in the brush, may be his only remaining trace of her.

      “I’ve never seen it,” he says. “Maybe my wife put it there, I don’t know.”

      I shoot Kirby a quick nod—dead end. So much for that. No cracks to pry open, no slip-ups to exploit. Just a whole lot of nothing. The kind of nothing that slows an investigation to a crawl, that lets the hours stretch too long, that gives whoever took Charlotte more time to disappear.

      “Okay, Charles. I hope you’re telling us the truth,” Kirby says. “We’re heading out now. You take care.”

      Kirby and I walk through the front hallway, empty-handed. We’re going to speak with Greg next. 

      Kirby nods. “Let’s go.” 

      As we walk to Greg’s house, the street feels unnervingly still. Too still. A single car passes by, the driver’s gaze lingering a beat too long before speeding off. The weight of unseen eyes presses against my back, prickling my skin. I stop, turning slowly toward the other house. The curtains are drawn, unmoving. But I know what I saw. A shift, the barest flicker of movement behind the fabric. Someone was watching us. And now, they’re gone.

      The house we are about to visit isn’t as well kept up as Charles’s. There’s a small pile of trash in the front that looks like an afterthought. I wonder if Charles and Greg get along well, and if Charles considers Greg a good neighbor, are they close like Charlotte and Ellen are?

      We ring the doorbell. As we stand on the porch, my ears sharpen to listen to any sounds coming from the house, but I hear nothing. Kirby frowns and shrugs his shoulders, then reaches for the doorbell again. 

      Nothing.

      I turn to speak to Kirby about how maybe there’s no one inside, but just as I’m about to open my mouth, the door opens, and on the other side, a man is staring at us. A man with unexplainable fear in his eyes.

      This must be Greg.

      We introduce ourselves and walk inside, telling the man we must urgently speak with him.

      To my surprise, he looks like he’s happy to see us.
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      She’s been drinking again. The stench of booze clings to the air, settling into the walls, the furniture, my skin. It’s become the house’s signature scent—one that never really fades.

      By noon, Mother has already had several shots of vodka. Father is at work, and we missed the day at school—again—because Mother was too drunk to drive us there or walk us to the curbside for the bus pickup. Father leaves the house too early to bother dropping us off at the school. Neither seems to care that we miss classes.

      My brothers and I usually wake up hungry, slipping out of bed early and creeping downstairs, hoping for something to eat. Mother barely looks up.

      “Sit on the couch,” she says. “Wait.”

      We exchange a glance, a silent shrug, then do as we're told. We don’t argue. Not with our parents. Not when a raised voice can turn into a raised hand.

      I fidget on my couch, sandwiched between my brothers. My eyes dart between them as they occupy themselves, playing with their hands. Their eyes are full of rage, because they know Mother is incapable of preparing a good meal, and therefore, we will end up hungry.

      Again.

      Today, she hasn’t even bothered to change into something more decent. Her pajamas are practically hanging on her; her bones are protruding and showing her skinny shoulders. The fabric is so thin, it clings to her skin, revealing the small rises of her nearly flat chest. She’s too skinny.

      That’s what must happen when you’re constantly on the liquid diet, your main sustenance: vodka and beer. Her hair looks disheveled and messy at the back, like a bird’s nest. No wonder Father doesn’t kiss her anymore. He constantly yells at her, like she’s a homeless bum.

      When she turns around to check on us, a glimpse of rage radiates from her eyes. I flinch. I wait for her to say something, a kind word for a change, but she keeps quiet and shoots daggers at us, like she’s regretting having us.

      Father once said he’d love to have a daughter. Instead, he wasn’t so lucky and had three boys—it’s like a curse.

      Mother takes a pack of cigarettes from her pajama pocket and steadies herself against the oven to light it up. I pinch my younger brother, and he turns to me and snaps, “What?”

      I look at him with pleading eyes, fully regretting getting his attention without the sympathy. But all I wanted is to tell him my stomach is growling, because I’m so darn hungry, and given mom’s lack of urgency to make us food, God knows when I’m going to eat.

      She releases smoke from her mouth and turns around, taking the pots and pans from the cabinets, making an incredible noise. I wince at the sound, but some hope stirs inside me. Maybe she is going to cook after all. She reaches for the vodka bottle and takes a huge gulp, then slams the bottle onto the countertop, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

      My older brother sighs heavily. I look at him, and he rolls his eyes at me, then places his hand on his chin as he watches Mom “make lunch”. My younger brother watches Mom intently, his eyes bulging at her, and he looks like he’s about to strike her.

      My younger brother is the rebel. Our parents blame it on his rough forceps delivery, they say it left him with mild brain damage. They remind us of it often, like it explains everything. But that never stops them from coming down hard on him—especially since he was supposed to be a girl—Father’s last shot at a daughter.

      Finally, the aroma of whatever Mother is cooking wafts through the air. I’m growing hungrier and I fidget some more until Mother finally calls us to sit at the kitchen table.

      She’s already on a second cigarette, which is hanging on the side of her mouth, ashes falling to the floor, as she places grilled cheese sandwiches on the table. We rush to the table and snatch the food from our plates, shoving it into our mouths.

      “Easy,” Mother says, her words slurring under her tongue.

      We pay her no attention. My younger brother halts for a second and looks at me. He makes a disgusting face, and I don’t know what it’s about, but I don’t want to find out. I shake my head, encouraging him to go on, not to say a thing. It will enrage Mother.

      She wobbles to the couch, dropping the cigarette to the floor, then struggling to pick it up before the carpet catches on fire. It’s not the first time she’s done it. Her cigarette burns have created holes in our dirty carpet.

      “Shit,” she says, then moves over to the coffee table to extinguish the cigarette.

      My younger brother keeps a watchful eye on her as she sits on the couch and closes her eyes. She must be drunk out of her mind by now. I want to ask her if she wants—needs—anything, but I’ll get the yelling as usual.

      My younger brother isn’t that thoughtful.

      “This grilled sandwich sucks. It’s burnt,” he blurts out.

      Mom opens her eyes and gazes at my brother, gathering the wits and strength she needs to stand up. She uses her knuckles to prop herself up, and she wobbles back to the kitchen. My older brother and I stop eating, knowing full well Mother is about to unleash terror on our brother for complaining.

      She grabs him by the scruff of his neck and drags him away from the chair. My brother, at his age, should be a lot stronger and meatier, but he’s quite fragile and tiny. The only thing he has going for him is his height, which, apparently, has intimated his classmates.

      “Let’s go,” she slurs.

      When Mother is unhinged, we proceed cautiously. My older brother and I say nothing and watch the two trot away from us to the bedroom upstairs. Of course, we know what’s coming, and I’m dreading it.

      Upstairs, the typical commotion ensues. My brother is yelling, pleading for Mother to stop.

      “Put this on! Right now. You’re Christina! Christina!”

      “I’m not. I’m not Christina.” My brother is hysterical.

      My older brother and I look at each other. I can sense fear and also something else in my brother’s eyes. Maybe amusement? I’ve caught him laughing at my brother once or twice before. I can see why.

      A girl’s dress on our brother just doesn’t seem right.

      Mother is pushing him to hurry down the stairs while our brother is doing his best not to trip on the dress he’s wearing and fall down the stairs. I’ve seen this same floral dress on Mother once or twice before. Tears roll down his face and he sniffles, then runs to the couch and hides behind it.

      My older brother and I say nothing. We avert our gaze from Mother, afraid she’d strike on us next. We focus on our grilled cheese sandwich—a few bites left of it—and stay quiet for the time being. Until Mother tells us we’re free to go outside and play.

      None of the neighbor’s kids want to play with us, though. It’s just us brothers. I’ve overheard our next-door neighbor, Sally, tell someone my father is ill—manic-depressive, but I didn’t know what that was. But I knew what an alcoholic was, which is what she called our mother. But Sally didn’t know a secret—Father is like Mom. He drinks just as much, but his alcoholism is disguised in a fancy suit he wears every day to work. Father has a “serious and reputable job,” as he once said, and his income is decent, good enough to feed the whole family.

      But Sally—she and other neighbors stay away from us, avoiding our path. At least Sally has been friendly to me and doesn’t shy away from waving when she sees me. I smile at her to reassure her she can talk to me anytime she wants to. She doesn’t, though.

      Sometimes, I feel punished for being a member of this family.

      Later that evening, Father comes home from work. He looks rather angry, his eyebrows stitched together, giving us all the stink eye. We don’t know what causes it—could be just that random attitude shift due to Father’s illness. My brothers and I lined up on the floor in front of the TV, watching cartoons. We know Father will send us to bed soon.

      Father drops off his briefcase, walks up to the TV, turns it off, and places his hands on his hips. “You’re not doing your homework?”

      Not hello, not how was your day… all he wants to do is interrogate. He says it’s discipline, but his voice is so severe.

      Mother is sitting at the kitchen table, filing her nails. She’s sobered up by now, but soon enough, she and Father will indulge in drinking, like they always do when Father comes home from work.

      “We didn’t go to school today,” my older brother says in a whisper.

      Our dad doesn’t wait for an explanation. It would benefit us for him to hear that Mom couldn’t drive us there, because she was already too drunk.

      He doesn’t flinch. He pulls his belt out of his pants and starts beating my older brother first, his anger uncoiling with every lash.

      If you could dare to look at my father’s eyes, you could see a devil staring back.

      The belt cracks through the air, striking his back and shoulders, leaving angry red welts in its wake. My brother doesn’t cry out, but I see his body tense with each blow, his fists clenched tightly at his sides, his jaw locked to keep from screaming.

      My brother and I could potentially run and hide, but we know how that turned out in the past. A lot worse. So, we just stay put and wait for our turn.

      When my turn comes, I brace myself, but the sting of the leather against my skin is unbearable. I cry out despite myself, tears streaming down my face as I curl inward, trying to shield my body from the relentless punishment.

      Our father doesn’t yell; he doesn’t need to. The silence, broken only by the sharp snap of the belt and our muffled cries, is louder than any words could be. It’s as if the beating speaks for him, communicating his frustration, his rage, and perhaps even his helplessness.

      Mother doesn’t come to our rescue. She remains still in her chair, as if watching a Broadway show. What’s the point of having children if you don’t want to protect them?

      When my younger brother’s turn comes next, my father stops in his tracks and narrows his eyes. “What are you wearing, you fucking retard?”

      Father often omitted beating our younger brother, because at age four, he was diagnosed with cerebral palsy, which meant brother’s brain was injured. Mother taught him to walk way past the development age, something I clearly remember when we were all younger.

      It’s not the first time my father called him “retard.” It’s almost as if he tried to make up for not beating him as often as he beat my older brother and me. We learned the hard way what the word meant: the kids at school found out father’s name-calling and laughed at my younger brother, pointing their finger at him and repeating the name like a parrot.

      Mom stands up from the chair and comes closer. “Leave Christina alone, will you?”

      Father turns around and smacks Mother, the sound of his hand slapping her face vibrating through the room. My brothers and I know what’s next. A verbal and physical fight that we’ve witnessed so many times before.

      Mother doesn’t cry out. She never does. She just staggers back a step, steadies herself, and glares at him, her lips pressed so tight they could split. A red handprint blooms across her cheek, his fingers still outlined on her skin. She lifts her chin, eyes flashing with something that almost looks like defiance. But we all know how this ends.

      “Don’t start, William,” she says, voice low.

      Father snorts. A dark, ugly sound.

      Then he moves.

      One second he’s standing there, whiskey breath hanging thick in the air, and the next, he’s on her. His fingers clamp around her arm, yanking her toward him so hard I hear something pop. Maybe her shoulder. Maybe the last shred of her pride.

      “I told you to stay out of this,” he hisses.

      Her arm is already bruising. I can see the color drain from it, her skin going ghostly white where his fingers bite in.

      I flick a glance at my older brother. His whole body is locked tight, fists curled so hard his knuckles have gone pale. But he doesn’t move. We’ve both tried before. We know better now.

      On the couch, our little brother lets out a whimper, pulling his knees to his chest, trying to make himself smaller. I should reach for him. Cover his ears. Tell him to close his eyes. But I can’t move either.

      Mother tries to wrench free. Bad idea.

      Father tightens his grip, gives her a shake—hard enough to snap her head back. And then, with the force of a gunshot, he shoves her.

      She stumbles into the kitchen table, knocking a plate to the floor. It shatters, the sound ricocheting through the silence like a bullet.

      For a second, nobody moves.

      Nobody breathes.

      Mother exhales slowly, pushes herself up. Hair falls in front of her face. She doesn’t look at him. Doesn’t look at us. Just smooths down her dress, turns toward the sink like she’s nothing more than a rag doll he tossed aside.

      Father watches her for a beat longer, then scoffs. “Useless,” he mutters, snagging his coat before slamming the door behind him.

      The moment he’s gone, we all inhale at the same time.

      Mother turns to us, face empty. “Go to bed.”

      None of us move.

      Her nostrils flare. “Now.”

      We do as we’re told.

      But as I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, my ears still ring with the slap. I hear the sharp intake of her breath. The sound of the plate breaking apart.

      And I wonder—how much longer before it’s one of us hitting the floor?
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      Greg’s house smells like bad decisions.

      Stale air. Sweat. Something else beneath it—something sour. Rotting food? A clogged drain? The kind of smell that clings to you long after you leave.

      “You must be Greg,” Kirby says, stepping inside like he’s just walked into a crime scene. He studies the living room.

      The place is a disaster. A battered sofa slumps in the corner, its cushions sagging like a body giving up. A coffee table in the middle of the room is littered with the remains of a meal—a half-eaten sandwich, the bread curled up at the edges, congealed grease pooling on the plate. Dust bunnies collect in the corners like tumbleweeds in a ghost town. The TV, positioned at an awkward angle on a scuffed stand, flickers with static, as if someone had paused something mid-frame and never came back.

      Greg shifts in the doorway, rubbing the back of his neck. “Please. Sit.”

      Kirby takes the lead, lowering himself onto the least stained section of the couch. I follow, careful not to touch anything I don’t have to.

      Greg doesn’t sit. Just stands there, fidgeting, eyes bouncing between us like a cornered animal. “How can I help you?” His voice is groggy, like he was screaming at something all day.

      Kirby leans forward; his voice is measured. “I’m sure you’ve heard about Charlotte Mercer.”

      Greg’s Adam’s apple bobs. He presses a hand against his chest, thumping it twice like he’s trying to wake himself up. “Yeah,” he says, voice soft. “Jesus Christ, yeah.” A slow shake of his head. “Awful.”

      Kirby watches him. “Tell us about yesterday.”

      Greg drags a hand through his hair. His fingers tremble. “Yeah. Sure. Anything to help.” A deep inhale, like he’s preparing to exhale something toxic. “I was getting ready to take Ellen, my daughter, out for breakfast. Maybe do some shopping. Then she walked into my bedroom.”

      He stops. Shifts again.

      Kirby waits. I wait.

      Greg clears his throat, staring at a spot on the floor. “She looked upset. Crying. Which is rare. Ellen’s a tough kid.” He gives a humorless chuckle. “She takes after her mom.”

      Kirby gazes at his hand, “Are you two still married?”

      Greg shakes his head. “No, no. We divorced a couple of years ago.”

      He glances at me, like he’s checking for sympathy. I give him nothing. It’s just another marriage down the toilet.

      “Ellen sat on the bed. Didn’t say anything at first, just stared at the carpet. She wouldn’t look at me. I asked her what was wrong.”

      Silence stretches.

      Kirby gives him a slight nod. Keep going.

      Greg exhales sharply. “She whispered, ‘It’s Uncle Asher.’”

      Kirby’s eyes flick toward me. We’d heard the name before. Now we’re about to find out why.

      Greg flexes his hands, places his arms on his torso. His forehead creases, shaped by accumulated anger. “I asked her what she meant. What about Uncle Asher?”

      He shifts, swallows. The words come slower now, like they’re hard to say. “She looked up at me, eyes all red and puffy. She sniffled, wiped her nose, and said, ‘I saw him touching himself.’”

      Kirby doesn’t even blink. “Your daughter caught your brother jerking off?”

      I stifle a chuckle. Kirby is a prude, but spewing these words fits his personality.

      Greg flinches at the wording, but nods. “Yeah. That’s right.” His voice is flat, like he’s deliberately keeping it that way. “My brother doesn’t have kids. He doesn’t get that…that’s not something you do.”

      Kirby cocks his head. “How old is your brother?”

      “Thirty-five.”

      Not some dumb kid. A grown man.

      My stomach turns.

      “And what happened next?”

      Greg lets out a bitter laugh. “I lost it. My hands balled into fists, my jaw locked up. I wanted to storm out of the room and rip his head off. But Ellen was watching me.” His voice cracks a little, just at the edges. “I had to keep it together for her.”

      I glance at Kirby. He’s listening, posture loose but eyes sharp, waiting for Greg to slip up.

      Greg doesn’t.

      “She told me he just sat there. Looking at her. Smiling.” His voice drops. “I wanted to kill him.”

      The air in the room gets heavier.

      I keep my voice even. “What did you do?”

      Greg flexes his hands again, like he’s remembering how close he came to using them. “I kissed Ellen’s head. Told her everything was going to be okay. Then I went looking for him.”

      “And?”

      “He was in the living room. Sprawled out on the couch like he owned the damn place.” His eyes darken. “Didn’t even look up when I walked in.”

      Kirby shifts. “And what did you do?”

      Greg shakes his head, voice tight with restraint. “I called his name. Nothing. I yelled at him. He opened his eyes real slow, like I was annoying him. Then he smirked.” His jaw tightens. “That fucking smirk.”

      “What did you say?”

      Greg exhales hard. “I told him to pack his shit and get out.”

      Kirby and I exchange glances. Greg isn’t just angry. He’s enraged. There’s history here.

      He keeps going. “He stood up real slow. Clenched his fists. I thought for a second he was going to swing at me.” A beat passes. “But he didn’t.”

      Greg tilts his head back, staring at the ceiling like the answer might be up there. “He just walked out the door. Didn’t even grab his stuff.” He pauses. “I told him if he wasn’t out by the time I got back, I’d toss everything he owned into the street.”

      Kirby leans back. “And then?”

      Greg rubs his temples. “I took Ellen out. Distracted her. Brunch. Shopping. Kept her busy.” His voice gets quieter. “By the time we got back, Asher was gone.”

      He stops. He’s frozen in place, barely blinks.

      I wait for him to say more. He doesn’t.

      Kirby beats me to it. “And then Charlotte went missing.”

      Greg’s face goes blank. “Yeah.”

      He runs a hand through his hair, staring at something far away. “Charles came knocking shortly after. He was absolutely frantic. Never seen him like that before. Asking if Charlotte was here. He assumed maybe she was here playing with Ellen, but I told him no. Charlotte wasn’t here at all. He didn’t believe me. He begged to search the house.”

      Greg’s voice goes tight again. “I let him. Watched him run to Ellen’s room first, then tear through every room, calling her name.” He exhales. “She wasn’t there.”

      Kirby lets the silence settle before breaking it. “Where’s Asher now?”

      Greg sighs and shifts in his seat. Does he feel guilty for kicking his brother out? “No idea. He works at some restaurant across town. Probably sleeping in his truck.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “No friends? No other family? Acquaintances?”

      Greg just shrugs.

      Kirby leans forward. “We’re gonna need that address.”

      Greg hesitates, then gets up. He disappears down the hall, comes back with a scrap of paper. He hands it over, a sliver of relief evident on his face.

      Kirby snatches it from his grip. “License plate?”

      Another hesitation. Then Greg nods, scribbles it down. He hands that over, too, and nods like he’s proud to be of assistance.

      Kirby slips both into his pocket, taps the armrest. “Alright, Greg. That’s all for now.”

      Greg exhales hard, like he’s been holding his breath this whole time. “You think Asher had something to do with this?”

      Kirby stands. “That’s what we’re gonna find out.”

      I watch Greg’s face as we head for the door. The way his eyes flick toward the window, scanning the street.

      As we step outside, I glance back. The house next door looms in the periphery.

      And just for a second—just long enough to make my skin crawl—the curtains shift.

      Someone is watching.

      Again.
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      The only gist of the conversation with Greg is that he’s resentful of his brother. It’s given us zero clues or leads to Charlotte.

      As I replay the conversation in my head, I grow more certain that the brother needs to be summoned and questioned. Greg seemed way too irritated with him, and he talked way too much—almost like he was hiding something.

      When I was younger, I wanted to become a psychiatrist and help people work through their problems. But the FBI sounded more enticing—and the benefits were better. The biggest difference between being a psychiatrist and an FBI agent? In one profession, confessions are protected by confidentiality. In the other, they can be used against you in a court of law.

      Fortunately, I realized early on that I’m not the type to keep things to myself—especially not the ugly confessions that make my stomach churn.

      Kirby and I step outside, and despite the early hour, the temperature has already climbed into the mid-eighties. One thing I don’t care about around here is heat. It makes me want to crawl out of my skin. Sweat is already accumulating on my forehead, and I wipe it off with my hand. It’s partly the weather, but I’m also feeling nervous about what’s hiding in the house next door. I haven’t told Kirby I saw someone watching us through the window. But maybe now is the time.

      Kirby strides toward the car, assuming we’re going on our way to meet Greg’s brother. I stop him. “Hey. Listen. Let’s talk to a person who lives in this house.” I point at it. “I’m almost certain someone was watching us the whole time.”

      Kirby stitches his brows and glances at the house. “Sure.”

      We head toward the house between Charles’s and Greg’s houses. One place that could lead to potential clues. I’m almost sure whoever it is who was watching us knows something.

      We ring the doorbell, and the door opens almost immediately as if the person inside was standing on the other side of the door, waiting for us.

      A man in his sixties, of large stature, gray hair, and thick moustache, stands on the other side of the door; at first sight, he doesn’t strike me as a questionable character. Despite his rigid looks, he appears to be presentable and relatively sane.

      “Come on in,” he says, his voice deep.

      Kirby and I gaze at each other and follow his lead. Does he know we’re FBI agents investigating the missing of Charlotte Mercer? It looks like he does, but how?

      Unlike Greg’s place, this house is in immaculate shape, everything put perfectly in its place, not a speck of dust in the air. A fish tank is in the corner of the room, with some photographs of what appears to be of him and a woman framed and hanging on the wall. It smells fresh, as if someone sprayed the whole house with a lavender freshener.

      When we stop in the living room, the man asks, “Can I get you something to drink? It’s a scorcher today.”

      He limps across the floor and walks to the kitchen to retrieve a couple of water bottles, even though we didn’t have time to answer. He comes back and hands them to us. They’re nice and cold, exactly what I need.

      “Thanks,” I say. “We’re here to ask a few questions about the missing child next door. Can you state your name and tell us anything you might know?”

      “Rick White. A former police detective. Retired for a few years now. I’ve worked with your guys before.” He chuckles lightly. “But you were hard to get through. Tough crowd.”

      A former police detective? That must partially explain his limp—it has to be a trophy from his cop days.

      “I’m sorry, Rich…” Kirby says.

      “It’s Rick.” He cuts him off. “As in slick. In case you need to remember.” He laughs.

      “Sorry… Rick,” Kirby corrects himself. “We’re here to investigate the missing of Charlotte Mercer, the child next door.”

      He nods. “Okay.”

      “Do you live alone, Mr. White?” I chime in.

      Rick looks at me and raises his eyebrows. “Me? Yeah, I live alone.  My wife died of cancer a few years ago so…just me.” He puts his arms in surrender.

      If Rick is the only one who lives in this house, then it has to have been him watching us earlier. Maybe it’s his cop habits dying hard, or perhaps he’s just a nosy busybody watching people’s business.

      Whichever it is, I just hope it will turn useful in our investigation.

      “So, FBI, huh?” He chuckles, then shakes his head. “You guys are an interesting bunch. Always playing hard to get. I never understood that.” He opens his water bottle and takes a long sip.

      Kirby gazes at me, looking irritated.

      “Rick, listen. Agent Adams and I are just here to investigate the case of your neighbor’s missing daughter. Can you tell us what you’ve seen? If you have seen anything.”

      Rick scratches the side of his head while gazing at the floor, then crosses his legs and looks at Kirby. “What would you like to know, exactly?”

      “Anything. Anything that could give us a new lead.”

      “Ah. Yes.” Suddenly, he seems to find extra confidence, so he leans against the chair, stretching his legs on the floor. “I saw Charlotte in the kiddy pool in their front yard, but only for a brief time. I was busy making food in the kitchen for me and my girlfriend. I peeked through the window half an hour later, and she was gone. I thought little of it at the time. She could have just walked back into the house, and there’s nothing strange ‘bout that, I suppose.” He clears his throat.

      “What time was it? Do you remember?”

      He gazes up at the ceiling, squinting his eyes. “I’d say…about three, maybe? Maybe earlier. Like I said, I was too busy and wasn’t paying much attention to the time. My girlfriend was supposed to come around five. She lives across the town.”

      “I see,” Kirby says.

      Then he straigtens up in his chair. His tone suddenly shifts to a darker one, and his face looks more serious. “I came outside for a minute to start the grill in my backyard, and across the fence, I saw my next-door neighbor’s brother. What’s his name?”

      Kirby and I gaze at each other. “Is it Asher?”

      He lifts his hand and points a finger at Kirby and smiles. “Yes. That’s it. How could I forget? I call him Crasher.” He laughs. “Didn’t he crash into Greg’s place or something?”

      Sounds like Rick has a knack for rhyming names. Rick slick. Asher Crasher. What’s next? Greg Dreg, the human train wreck?

      We’re silent. As a former cop, Rick should know to joke less during these interviews. He’s making a clown of himself, and my patience is growing thin. I take a sip of the water—cold, crisp—but it does nothing. Doesn’t cool the heat creeping up my neck, doesn’t wash away the bad taste this whole damn situation leaves in my mouth. Rick is a former cop, sure, but seems to have too many unresolved resentments.

      “Please go on,” I say.

      Rick makes a face and crosses his arms on his torso. “We said hello to each other, but he seemed preoccupied. I asked him what he was up to, since it was a holiday, and he told me he stopped by the house to feed his rabbits or something. I didn’t ask for more.”

      Rabbits? There was no mention of rabbits when we spoke with Greg.

      “Who do the rabbits belong to? Asher or Ellen?” Kirby says.

      “Oh, gosh, you’re asking for too much. How should I know?” He uncrosses his arms and combs his hair with his fingers. “No offense, but you guys really need to stick to your script.”

      “Just a question, sir. Go on.”

      He sighs. “He had a duffle bag in his hands, but I can’t tell what was in it or how heavy it was.” He shrugs. “I wanted to go back to the house and continue cooking, to be honest. The guy has always seemed repulsive, you know.” He fists his hand and looks at us with his teeth clenched. “I don’t know why, but he’s one of those people I just want to punch and shatter all his teeth.”

      He shakes his head slowly and repeats, for good measure, “I never liked the guy. There’s something about him that doesn’t sit well with me.”

      Kirby tilts his head. “What is it exactly you don’t like about him, Rick? Do tell.”

      Rick just stares at him, then shrugs. “I don’t know. I can’t tell ya. Wait until you meet him, and you’ll see for yourself.”
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      It’s been a week since the creeper and I moved into the same cell. I do my best to keep it to myself and ignore him, but I feel his gaze follow me around. He really thinks I’m Jesus.

      But if you ask the cops and prison guards, I’m far from it. They’ve treated me like I’m the scum of the earth, but I’m not.

      I’m so fucking mad. I’ve now got to contend with a psychopath who wants to tell me his life story. 

      But today is my lucky day. The creeper got moved to another cell—next to mine—and while I’m still going to have to listen to his rambling, I don’t need to look at him anymore.

      Before he got moved, he’d looked at me with his pleading eyes as if I could somehow convince the guard not to move him to another cell. What a fool.

      Later that day, I can sense his presence at the bar door, hovering over, trying to reach out to mine.

      “I have a lot to tell you,” he says. “I’m gonna tell you everything I did, so you can forgive me.”

      I wince. I really don’t want to hear a peep out of him. But I can’t stop him.

      “I’m going to tell you about Claire. Where I buried her,” he says.

      I shake my head and say nothing. The thought of this creep killing someone, then burying them, is too much to take in this confined space. He sounds troubled, though. This guy has got some dark history behind him. When I’d last looked at him, I saw demons projecting from his eyes.

      He wants to tell me all about some person name Claire who, I imagine, is one of his many victims. All I know is that he’s in for murders, but how many—only he and God know.

      Am I about to find out, as well? 

      “Why don’t you draw it?” I tell him.

      I’m not in the mood to listen. Especially considering how nasally and annoying his voice is.

      There’s a pause on the other end, as if he’s contemplating my request. Seconds later, he responds, “Okay.” 

      Then I hear his steps in his cell. He gets quiet but occasionally talks to himself, as if he’s calling his victims back to life. I’m relieved, because my plan has worked. He’s finally quiet.

      The following day, I wake up to a rancid smell that makes me gag. “What the fuck is that shit?”

      The stench has been getting worse each day, but today, it’s unbearable.

      I pinch my nose and breathe through my mouth. The creeper next door must have something to do with this. And I learn soon enough.

      My neighbor has been collecting milk cartons and storing them under the heater until they spoiled. The nerve of him. What it does to me, making me want to heave my guts up every second, enrages me.

      I scream, “Why the fuck did you do that?” 

      The question lingers in the air, like a dangling carrot, and the creeper remains silent. “Why did you do it? What the fuck is wrong with you, man?”

      The voice on the other side travels, “It reminds me of decayed bodies.” Then a manic laugh.

      Decayed bodies.

      I guess the guy craves the smell of decayed bodies. It sounds like death gives him a natural high. So, I’m sharing the jail walls with this sick fuck in the maximum-security prison while I remain innocent.

      My brows crease in anger, and I punch the air, picturing his face in front of me. “You motherfucker!”

      He laughs again. 

      His steps move closer. There’s only a thin wall separating us, and luckily, he can’t reach far enough to show his face. But he can easily drop a paper sheet by extending his arm far enough.

      “Jesus,” he says. “Hey, Jesus.”

      I shake my head. I’m not fucking Jesus. He still hasn’t accepted that.

      “Jesus,” he repeats, like a broken record. 

      “What!”

      “I have something for you.”

      I turn to my right and see the sheet of paper dangling in the air on my side of the cell.

      “What is that?”

      “It’s for you. You asked me to draw.” Silence. “How did you know I liked to draw?”

      I didn’t. I just didn’t want to listen to him.

      “Come over, take it.” 

      Look what I got myself into. The notion that I can help him repent is disturbing enough, but now I must endure his madness—witness the disturbing art from his disturbed mind.

      The paper sheet is waving at the corner of my cell, calling for me.

      I hate to say it, but the curiosity gets the better of me. It’s got me wondering what he has drawn and wants to show me. It will get my mind off the rancid smell and help me focus on something entirely different. Plus, time here stretches slowly, like a motherfucking rubber band pulled to its limit, ready to snap but never quite breaking. 

      I stand up, approach the bars, and yank the sheet out of his hand.

      “There, Jesus. Like you asked.”

      I flip the page back and forth, now looking at the drawing. As my focus sharpens, my eyes widen at the image.  

      It’s a haunting depiction of a woman’s dismembered body sprawled across a desolate forest floor. The figure’s arms and legs are drawn as if crudely severed, with jagged lines suggesting torn flesh. Blood pooled beneath her, rendered in thick, aggressive strokes of red ink. Surrounding her are shadowy, looming figures—perhaps meant to represent demons or tormentors—watching from behind stark black trees, their eyes glowing like embers. Scrawled across the bottom in shaky, uneven letters were the words: She deserved this. 

      Oh, dear God.

      The guy is a fucking monster. I pull the sheet to my chest and gag, not from the rancid smell, but from horror this time. I can’t even fathom what the demon next to me is capable of, and what he has done.

      “Jesus?” he calls for me. “What do you think? Did I do a good job?”

      Another laughter permeates between the jail walls. A sudden impulse triggers my instincts—I really want to kill this guy.
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      From our conversation with Rick White, all we can gather is that Greg’s brother is a bit of a strange guy. And that Rick is a nosy and bitter former cop, but that’s a different story. Right away, we head out to the restaurant.

      On our way, Kirby drives recklessly, like we’re in a rush to get somewhere. “Let me tell ya, I’d be a rich man by now if you paid me every time I came across a bad cop.”

      “You mean Rick?” My head snaps as Kirby takes a sudden sharp turn to the right.

      “Yeah. Never really understood what their issue with the FBI is. It’s like a Napolean complex or something.” He laughs.

      I shrug. “Could be. Or maybe it’s just easier to hate us than admit they need us.”

      Kirby snorts. “Right? God forbid we actually help them solve a case. Wouldn’t want to bruise their fragile egos.”

      I grip the door handle as he takes another turn too fast, tires skidding just enough to make my stomach tighten. “You trying to kill us before we even get there?”

      He grins, eyes still locked on the road. “Just making sure you’re awake.”

      “I was wide awake before you decided to channel your inner NASCAR driver.”

      Kirby smirks. “What do you wanna bet this guy’s an even bigger pain in the ass?”

      I don’t smile. “I’m betting he’s worse.”

      A few blocks to go, and we finally arrive. All in one piece. Thank goodness. But when we get there, there’s a surprise awaiting.

      This is not a restaurant. Not in the sense I’m used to—not a well-lit, inviting place with dozens of tables and chairs and comforting food aromas wafting through the air.

      It’s a rundown 24/7 diner close to the neighborhood. In the back parking lot, we spot a beat-up truck matching the license plate on the piece of paper Greg handed us.

      Kirby gets out of the car and walks to the pickup truck and cups his face with his hands. He scans the truck inside. “Holy shit, what a mess.”

      I approach the pickup somewhat reluctantly and stand by Kirby, mimicking what he’s doing. There’s a heap of clothes in the back seat, as well as a blanket, luggage, and some other random items spread out. The front seat is adorned with what appears to be trash, as opposed to a sensible and orderly pile of items.

      “Yeah, it’s…something,” I whisper.

      Sometimes, messiness is a reflection of the person living in it—chaotic space, chaotic mind. But that’s too easy. Too generalized. People can surprise you. I’ll know more once we meet him.

      I scan the rest of the scene. The windows are cracked open, the driver’s side door ajar, like someone left in a hurry. Or didn’t care enough to close it properly. Either way, not a good sign.

      Kirby follows my gaze. “Think someone broke in?”

      I scoff. “Into this piece of shit? Doubt it. If anything, they probably left it like this, hoping someone would steal it.”

      Kirby chuckles, but my gut tells me something’s off. Careless doesn’t always mean harmless.

      Kirby looks at me and shakes his head. “My God, some people.” Kirby is always clean shaved, wears a business jacket on top of a button-down shirt, and a recently ironed pair of slacks. His shoes have been shined to perfection. He is always well put-together. I can see how this messiness rattles him.

      We walk inside, scanning the tiny diner. A few old couples eating give us the stink eye like we’re aliens stepping from the Moon. Our looks don’t match the diner. This place looks inside like it does outside—uninviting and stuck in time, with peeling wallpaper, flickering fluorescent lights, and the faint smell of stale grease lingering in the air.

      Kirby approaches the counter to talk to a middle-aged woman with big bags under her eyes and a fresh perm on her head, walking up and down to refill coffee mugs for the customers. She stops what she’s doing and asks if she can help us, though, she can probably sense we’re not here to eat. Kirby introduces us and asks for a manager—or equivalent—so we can talk to them.

      She says nothing but looks over her shoulder and yells, “Barnie!”

      She walks away into the kitchen while Kirby and I remain frozen in place. The atmosphere is eerie. There’s no music to soften the silence, and something unidentifiable lingers in the air, wrapping around us like a cold fog. My stomach churns, but I can’t tell if it’s from the smell or the unease gnawing at me.

      A rectangular window separates the kitchen from the dining area, and suddenly, a pair of eyes appears behind it.

      They’re watching us—unblinking, dark, and intense. I stiffen, grazing Kirby’s hand for his attention, but he doesn’t seem to notice. It’s as though the eyes are looking through me, not at me. Then, just as suddenly as they’d appeared, they vanish, leaving only the faint outline of smudges on the glass.

      The woman walks through the kitchen door, and a man follows behind her. Barnie? His hair is silver white but his mustache is dark, like they’re hanging onto the last sign of youth.

      “How can I help you, folks?”

      We tell them we’re here to investigate the disappearance of Charlotte Mercer and need to talk to his employee. He looks confused at first, but then we explain the relationship to Greg, who lives two doors down from the missing girl.

      “Oh,” he smirks, “he had an afternoon shift yesterday.”

      “What time did he start his shift?” Kirby is all business.

      “Let me check.” He walks down to the time punching machine in the diner's corner and does something we can’t see from our vantage point. He turns around and walks in our direction, slowly and leisurely like we have all day.

      “At 2:47, on the dot,” Bernie says. “We still have the punching card system, and all our employees need to punch in, punch out. Every day.”

      “May we see it?” Kirby says.

      Barnie retreats and walks back to the punching machine. He brings us the card with the suspect’s name on it. “Here.”

      Asher Breg.

      Kirby and I examine it, and sure enough, he punched in at exactly 2:47 p.m. yesterday. I do quick math immediately in my head.

      If it takes fifteen minutes to drive from his brother’s house to the diner, could he have really done it, given the timeline Charles and Rick gave us earlier?

      It doesn’t add up.

      Kirby looks at me with a scrunched-up forehead. He looks like he’s thinking hard. Perhaps he’s doing his own math. But there’s not much to think about. He can’t be the guy. He was already at work when Charlotte disappeared. But we still need to cross all the t’s and dot the i’s before we can get him off our suspect list and report to Eliot.

      I turn to Barnie. “Can we talk to him?”

      Barnie turns toward the kitchen, then looks back at us. “Sure. I’ll tell him to meet you in the back parking lot.” He points his thumb behind his shoulder. “He can exit in the back. Okay?”

      Not ideal, but it'll do. Anything to get the hell out of this grease-stained, stale-coffee-smelling shithole of a diner.

      Kirby and I say goodbye to Barnie and head out through the front door to meet Asher in the back. He’s already in the parking lot, his feet firmly rooted to the spot. When he notices us, his eyes land on me, and he casts a wide, creepy smile, one you might greet a person you’re highly fond of with, except I’d never seen this man until this moment.

      I scrutinize him as we walk toward him.

      His face is pale and gaunt, the skin stretched tightly over his sharp cheekbones and angular jaw. There’s a strange hollowness to his expression, as though he’s physically present but mentally elsewhere. His light brown hair, unevenly cut and slightly greasy, clings to his forehead in messy strands, framing his deep-set eyes.

      Those eyes. Something odd about them. Rick was right.

      He’s wearing a mismatched outfit—a stained, oversized button-down shirt tucked haphazardly into ill-fitting trousers. The cuffs of his shirt hang loosely around his thin wrists, and his shoes, scuffed and worn, shuffle as he moves. His long fingers, almost unnaturally thin, fidget with the edge of his sleeve, betraying a quiet nervousness.

      Barnie must have been desperate to fill the position—because there’s no universe where this guy would’ve made my shortlist for any job.

      "Hey there," Kirby says, his tone casual, but his eyes sharp. "I’m assuming you know why we’re here?"

      Asher doesn’t answer. Just smiles.

      It’s not a friendly smile. Not a nervous one, either. It’s something else—something practiced. Controlled. Like he’s playing a game only he knows the rules to.

      When he finally speaks, his voice is soft. Too soft. The kind that forces you to lean in, makes you work to catch every syllable. It carries a weight beneath it, something oily and slick, a predator trying to pass as prey.

      A chill slips down my spine. My instincts are screaming now, every profiler bone in my body telling me something is wrong with this guy. Deeply, inherently wrong. And for once, I agree with Rick.

      It’s in the way he moves—slow, deliberate, like he enjoys being watched. The way his lips twitch at the corners, always on the verge of a smirk, like he knows something we don’t. The way his gaze skates over us, never quite landing, as if we’re less interesting than whatever’s playing in his head.

      Then he starts talking. He recounts the exact events his brother told us earlier, down to the details. Almost rehearsed. But when he mentions Greg, his whole demeanor shifts—his face tightens, his jaw clenches. Beneath the forced politeness, there’s something festering. Resentment, sure. But not just that.

      He hates his brother for kicking him out. That much is obvious. But the thing that unsettles me more—the thing that makes my stomach turn—is that he doesn’t seem to understand why.

      What he did to Ellen, his six-year-old niece? The way she caught him? There’s no shame. No remorse. Just anger that he got called out for it.

      I flick a glance at Kirby. He shifts in his position, one foot bouncing, eyes narrowed. He sees it, too.

      But for all his creep factor, Asher has an alibi. A solid one.

      According to Charles' timeline, there’s no way he could’ve taken Charlotte. No way he’d abducted a child, hid her God knows where, and then clocked in at work at exactly 2:47 p.m.

      Which means we just wasted our time on a man who’s sick—but maybe not in the way we need him to be.

      We tell him he’s off the hook and leave the parking lot. He turns around and walks into the diner without looking back. The only thing occurring to me was that I’d be scared to death of encountering such a guy in a dark alley.

      Kirby and I sit in the car, and while fastening our seatbelts, we’re silent, absorbing the encounter. Instead of turning on the engine and driving away, Kirby looks at me and says, “This dude is creepy as hell, don’t you think?”

      I nod. “He’s not your average Joe.”

      “I think we should bring him to the police station and question him. I have an inkling he might know something. And he needs speaking to regarding his actions with his niece.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      The tires screech as Kirby takes off at speed. We might finally catch a break.
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      Kirby pulls into the police station parking lot and glances at me. The engine stays on. “Doing anything for lunch, Agent Adams?”

      I gaze at the clock and notice it’s almost noon. Time is going by fast. Charlotte is still out there, waiting for us to find her, while we are thinking of eating? Life can be unfair, but we must keep living.

      But the truth is, I’ve dreaded these words from Kirby, because he and I are still testy with our working relationship, and I don’t know what having lunch with Kirby will entail. I don’t want to subject myself to his sarcastic remarks. Today even more so.

      My headache is relentless from the heat, and I don’t feel like talking to Kirby after that intense questioning. On the other hand, declining means being branded uncooperative, uncollaborative, and an outcast, so maybe I should just say yes to him.

      I shake my head. “No. I could grab a bite, I suppose.”

      “I’ll take you out to lunch. Come on.”

      He pulls out of the parking lot and drives in the opposite direction we came from just minutes ago.

      “Have you been to Pearl & Fin?” he sounds annoyingly self-confident, even when he asks simple questions.

      “Pearl & Fin? Doesn’t ring a bell. What is it?”

      He chuckles. “It’s a restaurant down the street from here.”

      “I’m not that familiar with the area,” I tell him.

      “Me neither. But I asked around, and they tell me it’s one of the best local restaurants.”

      “I suppose that’s good.”

      I look out the window and watch the strip mall blur by.

      In Silver Spring, the hum of city life fades into quiet suburban streets, a place that looks safe on the surface—bustling diners, tree-lined neighborhoods, and friendly faces—but beneath it all, secrets fester, and darkness lurks just out of sight. Charlotte’s little face flashes in front of my eyes, and I wonder where she could be right now. Is she hungry? Is she cold? Afraid?

      Is she even alive?

      And I can’t help but think of Lila—of the life we’ve built, just the two of us. I remember the nights when she was first born, how I’d keep her curled up beside me, her tiny chest rising and falling in quick, delicate rhythms. Her heartbeat, a frantic flutter against my skin, both a comfort and a constant reminder of how fragile she was. I would lie awake, watching over her, terrified that if I closed my eyes, even for a moment, she might simply disappear—an irrational fear, perhaps, but one that never truly left me.

      “We’re here!” Kirby disrupts my thoughts.

      The parking lot’s empty, and the restaurant, too, looks closed and empty inside. There’s no way to tell. It’s no surprise that Kirby doesn’t even question this—he gets out of the car and strides toward the door.

      The restaurant is open. It looks drab on the inside, with the ceilings browned with old water stains, an ugly red carpet, and all the tables are covered with white cloths. Food better be good.

      We sit at a table in a corner, Kirby pulling a chair for me to sit on. What a gentleman. We face each other, and nerves shoot up my spine. Kirby is a bit of a reckless meathead; he spits words out of his mouth with no regard for filtering beforehand. But I will myself to control my reactions to him.

      As I sit and watch his smug face, I just hope our conversation won’t turn into a heated argument. After all, we’re just having lunch. This is not an official briefing. Not until we both meet with Eliot.

      If the restaurant is substandard, the service is even worse. No one has showed up yet to greet us and hand out the menus.

      Kirby, sitting opposite, rests his interlocked fingers on the table.

      “So, Agent Adams. That was a shitshow, eh?” He rubs the side of his forehead as he speaks. “I mean, what the fuck, right?”

      “Right,” I say.

      “What?” he says, incredulous.

      “What, what?” I shake my head.

      “You look scared, Agent Adams. What’s on your mind?”

      Scared? I suppose I am, but I always try not to allow my face to reveal my fear. “Oh, not scared. Just thinking…”

      The waiter finally comes and hands the menus. We peek at it and decide on our order, then put the menus on the edge of the table.

      Kirby’s stare on me is intense.

      “So, Agent Adams, are you…married?” he says playfully.

      “Married? No, Agent Kirby.” I pause. “Why are you asking me personal questions?”

      “Oh. I’m just curious. You strike me as a tough woman. Like you know what you want in life. That’s admirable.”

      Do I really know what I want in life?

      “Thanks for the compliment…I think.”

      “I know I’ve been rough on you in the past, but you definitely hold on your own.” He chuckles. “What inspired you to become an FBI agent?”

      Well, that story is long and convoluted, but I keep it simple for him. “My brother. He was supposedly shot by accident when he was in college.” Kirby widens his eyes at this. “But deep down, I don’t think it was an accident.”

      “Huh. That sounds like a messy situation.”

      “The guy who shot him got off. He was acquitted and now lives a good life…somewhere in California, I believe.”

      I swallow hard and stifle my tears. It’s never easy to talk about my brother, whose life was lost way too soon to someone who I believe wanted him dead.

      “Here’s the thing, Agent Adams. There’s injustice everywhere, every day, every place. But you know what makes the world go around?” He expects me to say something, but I stay silent. He leans forward and whispers, “Money. People with money think they’re fucking invincible. And it’s fucking maddening.”

      Kirby probably has a point, but I say nothing.

      “You have no idea how many people got away with shit, only because they’re rich. I’ve seen it happen many times,” Kirby continues. “You know, I didn’t come from a well-off family. I wish I did. But no. There were three of us kids. My mom was a stay-at-home mom, and my dad was a plumber. We lived off his salary in a tiny place in Virginia. I love my parents but couldn’t wait to get out of that shithole.” He smirks.

      Getting to know Kirby has been unexpectedly tolerable. Not that I asked for it. But somewhere between his cocky grins and reckless driving, he’s started to seem less like an overconfident pain in the ass and more like an actual human being.

      Almost.

      The waiter brings our orders—salmon for me, and bass for Kirby. We dive in and eat in silence, occasionally gazing at each other.

      “It’s good, isn’t it?” Kirby looks pleased.

       “Not bad.” At least my hunger has been put to rest. My headache dwindles.

      When we finish, Kirby relaxes in his chair and grabs a toothpick from a little glass cup on the table. He cups his mouth while he cleans his teeth, then tosses the used toothpick to his plate.

      He moves the plate to the side before taking the salt and pepper shakers and placing them in the middle of the table, keeping his grip on them. He lifts the saltshaker an inch and says, “So, we have this guy, Charlotte’s father, who’s our prime suspect.” Then he lifts the pepper shaker. “And then we have this creepy guy, all fucked up in the head…”

      Then he takes a sugar packet from a small box on the table. “…and here’s the kid. Charlotte. Vanished. Gone. Disappeared.”

      He tosses the sugar packet behind his back and releases the salt and pepper shakers out of his hands.

      “What’s your hunch, Agent Adams? Did the father do it?” He taps the saltshaker against the table twice.

      Kirby’s smirking at me, and I already know why. He’s remembering all the times he brushed off my instincts, only for me to be right in the end. But it doesn’t matter. Kirby’s the star of the show—I’m just the one making sure he doesn’t trip over his own ego on the way to the finish line.

      I shake my head. “I don’t think so, Agent Kirby. I think the father’s just under a significant amount of stress and says whatever is on his mind to justify the guilt.”

      Kirby looks at me and smiles. “You sound pretty confident about that.”

      “I am. As a matter of fact, between the two prime suspects, I think the other guy is more likely involved.”

      “Right.” Kirby says. “Too bad all the evidence is purely circumstantial. I mean, you saw he had a good alibi. If it wasn’t for the timing…anything else from his background check?”

      “Maloy’s team is looking into it. It’d be good to know if he’s been charged or otherwise caught for anything.” I pause. “But yeah, he could be just a weird guy.”

      Kirby nods. “In the meantime, I think we need to pressure the father more. Pressure him to admit, whatever it is. That poor girl… who knows where she is now? Maybe he’s hiding her somewhere.”

      I clench my teeth and take a deep inhale and exhale through my nose. “Kirby, do you have kids?” My turn to ask a personal question.

      He points at himself. “Me?” He shakes his head to say no. “As far as I know…but who knows.” He laughs.

      “I find it hard to believe that any parent, except perhaps a monster, would wish harm upon their children. To have them abducted, tortured, cut off from the rest of the world…maybe even killed by those same hands who created them?”

      Our eyes are locked in as I speak. Kirby is motionless, intently listening.

      “Unless, of course, one is a monster. And I don’t believe Charles is a monster.”
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      The rest of our lunch passes in a mindless chat with Kirby telling me all about his exercise routines while I pretend to care. But at least I see him as more of a human being than a smug cardboard cutout with a stupid smile.

      After lunch, we head back to see Maloy to find out if anyone might have offered new information. A hint, any possibility that would lead to the child, would be welcome.

      When we arrive, Maloy is talking on the phone. We walk to the kitchenette and make ourselves a coffee while we wait at his door for him to finish the conversation. He waves us in while still talking, and Kirby and I sit down on the same chairs as last time.

      If I’m to guess, Maloy is speaking with another police department in the state, getting potentially useful information. All he does is nod, then shake his head, then say. “Right. Right.”

      He squeezes his forehead with his elbow resting on the table, as if trying to get rid of this terrible sequence of events. He looks desperate. Exhausted.

      He finally hangs up the phone and gazes at us. “Folks, we are hitting the wall here. I’m hearing from other police departments in the state—nothing. The search has been extensive, but still no traces of the child.”

      Kirby nods. “Did you get more info on our suspect?”

      “Who?” He squints.

      “Asher,” I chime in. “Anything?”

      “Yes,” Maloy says. “My team dug out some info, but I’m afraid it’s not much.”

      “What did you find out?” I ask.

      Maloy puts his hand to his mouth and clears his throat.

      “We checked Asher’s records, and the only thing we discovered is that he got arrested for shoplifting for women’s underwear earlier this year.”

      My eyes bulge. “Women’s underwear?”

      “Yeah,” Maloy says.

      “Hard to believe that bum has a girlfriend,” Kirby says, almost in a whisper.

      “He does? How do you know?” I probe. I have no recollection of Greg or Asher mentioning a girlfriend before. Though, I highly doubt he has one.

      “Why else would you shoplift women’s underwear? Unless the guy is super kinky.” Kirby laughs again.

      “I suppose.” I turn to Maloy. “Anything else?”

      “We also learned he’s been diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia. I get a sense his relationship with his brother is more than rocky. Something’s off there, for sure.”

      “Yeah, I suspected that much. There’s definitely something off about the guy,” I say. I feel Kirby’s eyes on me. “Listen, I know he has a good alibi, but it would be worth asking him more questions. Something doesn’t seem right.”

      Kirby shakes his head. “We’re just wasting our time. His alibi checks out.”

      I look at Kirby, then turn to Maloy and say, “Get him to the police station first thing tomorrow morning, okay?”

      Maloy nods. “Will do.”

      Kirby scoffs and raises his arms, “Alright. Do as you wish. You’re the boss, I guess.”

      I don’t bother to tell him I’m not the boss here. It just makes sense.

      For the rest of the afternoon, we linger around the police station until Eliot calls and demands we set up shop in his office so he can fill me in on all the details. On our way to our respective cars, Kirby stops for a second and turns around. “I’ll see you in about an hour?”

      “You will.”

      Yes, the official briefing with Eliot is on later today, but I’m afraid there won’t be much to tell.

      When I get to the FBI office, I scan the parking lot to look for Kirby’s car. But I don’t see it. He might have hit traffic on his way or stopped by somewhere, but hopefully, it will buy me time to gather my wits before we meet with Eliot.

      I find a reclusive spot between the parking lot and the building and pull out a cigarette pack and light one. Smoking is a habit I’d picked up during college, but I don’t smoke as much as I used to. A cigarette here or there to calm my nerves. I don’t want Lila ever to see me smoke; recent studies show what it does to health despite hiding the facts from the average consumer. I’ve been meaning to quit soon.

      As I stand there and inhale the cigarette smoke, I look at the orange brick building of the FBI headquarters. It reminds me of my first days as an FBI agent. The application process was long and grueling, and I was told only a small percentage moves forward and gets the job.

      I thought I had what it took to become an FBI agent. The basic qualifications all played on my side, but there was that internal determination to help meet justice. Ever since I’d lost my brother, I’ve wanted to become that person to right all wrongs.

      You either rebel against the experience or succumb to your trauma, and I did the former. But boy, I didn’t know how hard it was to right wrongs—it’s something akin to being Sisyphus, rolling a massive boulder up a hill, only for it to roll back down every time he neared the top—forcing him to repeat the task forever. The experience is depleting, but it supposedly forges greater resilience and wisdom, though I’m not sure about that one.

      When I had my first interview, I remember the special agent in charge telling me the agency was looking for honest people—not perfect.

      Not perfect.

      Over the years, that became my mantra, because I know I am anything but perfect.

      “You know, smoking can kill you.”

      Kirby’s voice startles me. I turn around and see him standing nearby, smiling. I toss the cigarette to the ground and step on it, walking in his direction. “I know.”

      We walk toward the building, Kirby still wearing his smile. He turns to me. “So, if you know, why are you still smoking?”

      I shrug. “Boredom.”

      I don’t want to tell him the real reason—mainly, I dread meeting with Eliot, and a cigarette is a way to calm my nerves.

      He laughs. “You sound like a fun gal.”

      “You don’t know half of it.”

      Kirby chuckles.

      “I’d like to see that,” he says.

      No, you won’t, Kirby. Professional and personal don’t mix.

      We enter the building, the cold from the air conditioning splashing over us immediately. Eliot’s office is on the second floor, tucked in the corner. Like the confident and cocky person he is, he thinks he deserves one in prime position.

      Nerves tingle up my spine. I don’t enjoy facing Eliot if I don’t have to. He’s been with the agency for over twenty years—he must be in his fifties now—he has said frequently he expects nothing short of excellence from the team. Just the same, he has challenged my viewpoints many times, as if testing my abilities. At the end of the day, I know he trusts me.

      He rarely shares personal details, adding a layer of mystery to his character. All I know is that he’s divorced, with a grown-up daughter, who he rarely sees because of his demanding career. This serves as a cautionary tale for me, as I fear a similar fate with me raising Lila.

      His office door is wide open. Kirby and I step inside, knocking once out of courtesy. Eliot doesn’t flinch. He’s hunched over his desk, flipping through a file, his jaw tight.

      He yanks off his glasses and leans back in his chair, wobbling as he shifts his weight. His eyes cut straight to us. “I just spoke with Maloy.”

      Not even a hello?

      Kirby steps forward, his posture rigid, waiting for the inevitable hammer to drop. “And?”

      Eliot slams his palm against the desk, making a stack of papers jump. “What the hell is going on? Not one suspect? How is that even possible?”

      His voice is sharp, clipped. No bullshit. He has been angry with how many missing children have gone cold lately, and this would be no exception. The FBI? It’s supposed to be the country’s last line of defense. The cavalry. But when we hit a dead end, Eliot turns into something else. A loaded gun with the safety off. You can’t even look at him without bracing for impact.

      Kirby glances at me briefly before speaking for both of us. “Can we sit?”

      Eliot exhales sharply and rubs his forehead. “Yeah. Sit.”

      I drop into a chair, my body tense. Eliot’s gaze locks onto Kirby like a sniper lining up a shot. “What have you got?”

      “We have a couple of suspects. Asher has a strong alibi, and the father might be a possibility. We’re still looking into his background,” Kirby says.

      Eliot just looks at him with a hollow gaze and says nothing. “The father, huh? What makes you think it’s the father?”

      “Nothing conclusive yet, but compared to all the facts we have, it just seems the only plausibility. We’re still looking for clues, though.”

      Eliot turns to me. “What say you, Agent Adams? Do you agree with Agent Kirby?”

      I freeze.

      The air becomes intense, and every small sound echoes in my ears. We’ve been through this before. Kirby and I haven’t always seen eye to eye, and if I’m about to venture a guess, it’s the reason Eliot pairs us up together. Like a cat and dog, fighting for our territory, never quite making peace.

      Like a tug of war with no winners at the end.

      “Umm. Well.” I cross one leg over the other, then uncross them just as fast. I don’t want my body language to show I clam up or that I’m vulnerable or inferior. “Asher looks more suspicions than the father. He couldn’t answer basic questions and half admitted that he might have done something. It sounds like he might have some mental health issues.  According to his psychiatrist, he’s delusional and has had hallucination episodes.”

      Eliot looks at me and chews his lip, as if he’s deep in thought. Kirby places his head in his hand and rubs his forehead rapidly. “What’s up, Kirby? You seem to disagree with Agent Adams.”

      Kirby puts his arm down. “The guy’s mentally ill. It’s the same guy who got charged with stealing women’s lingerie. You really think he’s our guy? Besides, he has an alibi.”

      Eliot’s eyebrows crease: it seems like he doesn’t quite know what to think. It’s not the first time Kirby and I have butted heads. But every time it’s happened, Kirby seems more persuasive. It’s as if not being right would eat him alive.

      Eliot continues, “I want you to dig as much info on this guy as possible. Absolutely anything you can find. As for the father, install surveillance in and around his house. The child is missing.”

      “Can we really do that? Install surveillance in his house?” I ask. Always a Goody-Two-Shoes.  Eliot looks at me blankly. “Do we really want this to turn into another cold case?”

      It sounds like a rhetorical question, but I still nod. “Of course not.”

      “Then do as I ask.”

      My point is that I don’t really think it’s the father, but would they ever listen to me?

      In our previous case, they’d disregarded my lead, resulting in the unfortunate discovery of the missing victim’s death. That’s not quite the best confidence builder, but I was hoping these two gentlemen might actually listen to me this time. They both have set their mind on the father. Charles is to blame. After all, he was the last one to see his daughter. Not Greg. Or Asher. Or Rick.

      Kirby and I stand up in unison and head for the door.

      Eliot exhales, then levels us both with a glare. “I don’t care what it takes—shake the damn trees until something falls. Get back out there. I want a name on my desk by morning.”

      Just as we reach the door, Eliot calls after us.

      “Agent Adams and Agent Kirby?”

      I stop, turning back. “Yeah?”

      His expression darkens. “If she’s still alive, the clock’s ticking. Don’t fuck this up.”
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      It’s true—even the day after, Kirby and I have nothing. No new leads. Nothing. It’s pretty fucking pathetic.

      The following morning, I drive back to the Silver Spring police station, hoping for a break. A sign from above?

      Maloy is already in the office, looking even more tired than yesterday, his eyes more sunken. Kirby arrives shortly after me, and we discuss the case like a team of students on a special project gone astray. Maloy says his team hasn’t come up with any more new leads overnight. We go to the conference room down the hall and get on a call with Eliot.

      When Maloy tells him what’s transpired in the past day—which amounts to almost nothing—Eliot meets us in dead silence. Maloy, Kirby, and I stare at the phone in the middle of the table, fidgeting in our seats. Kirby glances at me and smirks, as if feeling helpless. I don’t blame him, because the situation is quite helpless.

      “I want you to dispatch a five-dog team and do a search again.” Eliot clears his throat. “I want you to comb every single park, every single inch of the city. Deploy as many officers as you possibly can.”

      Maloy lifts his eyebrows. This is his jurisdiction, but he has to go by the FBI advice now that we’re involved. He nods, as if Eliot can see him, and says, “Will do.”

      We summon Asher to the police station the same day. He arrives late, but at least he’s here. No need to chase him.

      His presence makes the room feel like a death sentence has been delivered. Asher looks just as disheveled as yesterday, his appearance grimy. Where did he sleep last night, I wonder? His truck? Does he have a place to shower?

      Asher is sitting in the chair, rocking himself back and forth like his life depends on it. His hands are folded under his armpits. His beady, dark eyes stare at a spot on the table, waiting for the questioning.

      Kirby and I are positioned across from the table, measuring his every move. For Christ’s sake, he looks like an escaped mental patient. He avoids our eyes while he keeps rocking, rocking, rocking.

      “Tell us what you did to Charlotte Mercer.” Kirby’s voice is firm, unapologetic.

      Asher’s face has turned as white as a ghost. Asher rocks back and forth until he bolts out of the chair and runs for the door. “I need the bathroom. I need the bathroom.”

      He runs through the door, and Kirby follows right behind him down the hall, where Asher’s retching sound reaches the interrogation room. Well, that sounds like hell. Maloy and I glance at each other, letting the silence fall between us. We wait.

      Asher and Kirby return to the room, Kirby’s face looking irritated. He shoves Asher down in the chair and sits next to me. The stale stench of vomit wafts through the air. Asher shifts uncomfortably, his eyes darting around the room, refusing to meet mine. Kirby leans back, his jaw tight and his hands clenched into fists on the table.

      “What did you do to her?” Kirby sounds annoyed.

      Asher rocks back and forth, like a fucking pendulum on the clock that reads an incorrect time. If I have ever seen the signs of his mental illness, this would be it.

      “I don’t know,” he finally says in a nasally voice. “I may have done something. I don’t remember. Sometimes I black out and do things I can’t remember.” 

      Rocking continues. Back and forth.

      Kirby gets in his face, though it’s clear he just wants to intimidate him and get more out of him.

      “Do better, will ya? Remember what you did, damnit.”

      Asher doesn’t meet his eyes and doesn’t respond. Kirby moves even closer and gets in his face. I am sure he can feel his stinking breath.

      “Motherfucker, don’t hold back. What did you do?”

      The air becomes more intense. Asher's eyes glaze over until he finally speaks. “I need to see my psychiatrist. I want my psychiatrist.”

      Kirby slumps back in his chair, pinching the bridge of his nose. The room smells like stale sweat and tension, and for a moment, none of us says anything.

      Maloy stands up and heads for the door and signals me to follow him. I do as he asks. When I close the door, he stands there with his hands resting on his hips. Maloy finally breaks the silence. “His alibi checks out,” he says reluctantly.

      I narrow my eyes. “We knew that already, but he was seen leaving his brother’s house with a duffel bag not that long before that time, and we’re not a hundred percent on timings, anyway. There could be a little time unaccounted for before he showed up at work.”

      Maloy shakes his head. “We confirmed his arrival at work at 2:47 p.m. His supervisor verified he was there continuously until the end of his shift, which you’ve already been informed of during your own visit. The timeline just doesn’t leave enough room for him to grab Charlotte or hide her somewhere. We heard Charles, right? Charlotte disappeared between three and four.”

      I exhale sharply. “So that’s it? We just let this guy go?”

      Maloy nods grimly. “For now. We’ll keep an eye on him, but we can’t hold him without evidence tying him to Charlotte’s disappearance.”

      “Why don’t you call his psychiatrist, and I’ll give Kirby a heads up?”

      “Sure.” Maloy disappears from the corner, and I go back to the interrogation room, feeling less hopeful. So, what now? We let this guy go because the timing of the events doesn’t match with his story? Because he’s crazy and out of touch with reality?

      I run my hand through my hair, thinking. Recalculating. Recalibrating. None of this sits right. Something is missing—something we haven’t uncovered yet. I glance at the recorder on the table, the red light blinking steadily, as if it’s waiting for the truth to surface.

      Asher, still rocking slightly in his chair, looks up at us, his dark eyes rimmed with tears. “I told you I didn’t do anything,” he says, his voice shaking.

      Kirby stands, towering over him. “We’ll be watching you, Asher. Don’t get too comfortable.”

      His psychiatrist shows up half an hour later and talks to us briefly, confirming his diagnosis. She has seen him for quite some time and prescribed him medication that he needs to take daily. Has he been taking them?

      She also mentions something about his explosive nature—he gets mad at the smallest things and seeks justice. Apparently, his childhood wasn’t happy. But that’s just some lame excuse I’ve heard so many times before. There’s plenty of time in our adulthood to repair our wounds from childhood; to accept our fate and move on.

      Unless.

      We leave her with Asher in the interrogation room to have a little chat with him. Upon emerging, she finds us to inform us of Asher’s distress. Her sharp eyes flick between us, framed by thin, wire-rimmed glasses that sit low on the bridge of her nose. She’s in her late fifties, with neatly tied-back silver hair and an air of quiet authority. The kind of woman who has seen it all and isn’t easily rattled—but right now, there’s a crease of concern on her forehead.

      “Asher is quite upset,” she says, adjusting the strap of her leather bag over her shoulder. “He’s agitated, more than usual. He feels cornered, and when that happens, he tends to retreat into paranoia. He’s convinced you’re trying to trap him.” She sighs, rubbing her temples. “I tried to bring him back down, but he’s on edge. Whatever you ask him next, tread carefully.”

      She studies us for a moment, as if gauging whether we’re actually listening, then lowers her voice. “And one more thing—he mentioned something about shadows watching him. That’s not unusual for him, but this time…this time, he said they were real.”

      We thank her for her input before walking away, leaving behind a faint trace of cheap perfume.

      Kirby steps forward, motioning for the officers outside to take Asher out of the interrogation room. Asher hesitates but rises to his feet, his gaze flicking nervously between us. He looks like a man relieved to leave, yet terrified of what might come next.

      Once the door closes behind him, I lean forward, resting my elbows on the table. “That guy is a mess, but I still think he knows something.”

      Kirby nods, pacing the room. “Yeah, maybe not directly, but he’s not completely clean. That whole story about blackouts and not remembering? That wasn’t just some random excuse. He’s hiding something.”

      Maloy sighs, pulling out his notebook. “We’ll keep him on the list, but without evidence, we’re chasing shadows. We need to redirect. Let’s focus back on the father and anyone else who might’ve seen Charlotte that day.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek, frustration bubbling beneath the surface. We’re closing one door, but it feels like a dozen more just opened.

      Kirby catches my eye. “You good?”

      “Yeah,” I lie. “Let’s keep moving.”

      As we leave the room, the hallway feels colder somehow. Asher may not be the one we’re looking for, but something about him doesn’t sit right. I remind myself that the clock is ticking. Charlotte’s been gone for forty-eight hours now. If she’s still out there, we’re running out of time.

      Before we disperse, I call my mom to check up on Lila. This is the second day she’s been watching Lila.

      “Hello!” My mom sounds chirpy, which gives me instant relief. If something was wrong with Lila, her voice wouldn’t sound like that.

      Ever since my brother passed, this is what our life has reduced to: extra caution and worries. And for my parents, internal grief that shaves itself off day by day slowly.

      It’s funny how, as a kid, your parents are just Mom and Dad—titles, not people. But then you grow up and realize they’re just two ordinary human beings, no hero capes, no superpowers. They have names. James and Margaret. They have pasts, fears, pain. And one day, it hits you: they aren’t invincible in any shape or form. Not even close.

      The revelation isn’t thrilling. It’s disappointing. And, if you’re being honest with yourself, you admit it kind of stings.

      My parents and I rarely talk about my brother. But I bet you we all think about him every single day.

      “Hey, Mom. It’s me.”

      “Oh, hi,” Mom says.

      “Just want to check in and let you know I’m on my way home. How’s Lila? Did she do her homework yet?”

      “She did.” Mom chuckles. “Now she’s watching TV.”

      I hear a Juicy Fruit commercial in the background. I’m not happy to hear this, but beggars can’t be choosers. I’d rather she get immersed in reading books, but when she’s at my parents’ house, she’s allowed to do whatever she pleases. Being an only grandchild will do that. Besides, today’s a non-school day, and it’s not like she has many choices for activities at my parents’ house.

      As an FBI agent, my career looks like it’s a priority, but nobody really knows quite how much pressure I feel to provide the best life for Lila I possibly can.

      I’m not perfect.

      Aspirations and reality rarely walk the same path. In your head, the goal is clear, the journey straightforward. But the moment you start moving, it’s different. Every road has its twists, its bumps, its detours—some sharp enough to throw you off course. Maybe even crash. And when it happens, you’re always surprised. Like you didn’t see it coming. Like you weren’t driving at all.

      Just like my experience of parenthood.  

      On my way home, as I drive my Jeep, I’m thinking of the missing girl. The photo of her in her red dress swirls in my mind. Where could she be? It brings me into a panic mode when I consider she might be dead somewhere.

      Then suddenly, Asher’s image comes to mind. He’d seemed too distracted. I didn’t trust what he’d had to say or his eyes. And that creepy smile? I hope I don’t have nightmares tonight after that.

      It’s not like I haven’t seen plenty of questionable individuals who shouldn’t inhabit the earth in my line of work. And he was giving me the vibe that he could have done something terrible—that he could have abducted Charlotte. But the evidence was clear. His alibi was firm. He’d started work at 2:47 pm, and Charlotte went missing between 3 and 4 pm, according to her father. It’s just not adding up. But I plan to bring him back and interview him more.

      A loud clunk coming from underneath my car gets me out of my stupor.

      The car swivels on the road, so I grip the steering wheel a little harder to gain better control. Suddenly, the left side of the car tilts, and the speed automatically drops. It has to be a flat tire. The cars zoom by me as I try to get into the right lane and finally pull onto the shoulder.

      “Fuck.”

      I stop on the shoulder and get out of my car, feeling the rush of air from passing traffic. Walking around to check, I see the back left tire completely deflated, and promptly remember that I’d meant to take it to a mechanic—for an oil change, tire rotation, and all the other fun maintenance stuff. Life has been so busy, and I still haven’t had time to do it. But the problem is, I’ve barely changed any flat tires in my lifetime. Panic sets in.

      I may need help. The payphone is far away, and I can’t call the cops, my office, or a towing company to come get me. What the hell am I going to do? My only option is to figure it out myself, however long it takes, or hope that a decent soul will pull over and help me. My concern isn’t being stranded on the highway—my biggest concern is Lila, and that I’d told my mother I’d pick her up in an hour, the exact time it would take to get from Silver Spring to her house.

      Not anymore.

      I pop the trunk and retrieve the spare tire and jack, setting them on the ground beside the car. I’ve seen people do this before—it doesn’t look that hard. Loosen the lug nuts, jack up the car, swap the tire, tighten everything back. Simple, right?

      Wrong.

      The lug nuts won’t budge. I press my foot against the wrench, trying to use my weight for leverage, but it barely moves. I readjust my grip and pull harder, feeling my hands slip with sweat. Nothing. I mutter another curse and glance at the traffic rushing by. If someone stops, will they help? Or will they be someone I don’t want to deal with?

      I lean against the car, arms crossed, scanning the incoming traffic. Some drivers slow down, rubbernecking as if I’m a roadside attraction. While I contemplate my next move, I can’t ignore the sunset—it’s stunning. Orange and purple streaks stretch across the sky, promising a beautiful day tomorrow.

      A few minutes pass when I hear the unmistakable sound of tires crunching against the shoulder.

      A car in the closest lane slows down and pulls over. It’s a brand-new Mercedes, looking like it had just rolled out of a Hollywood movie. A young man steps out, wearing a white undershirt, baggy jeans, and a large gold chain around his neck. He offers to help, and I don’t say no.

      He does it with a lot more ease than I had. He gets on his knees and changes the tire in a jiffy. Looks like he’s done it many times before. We don’t chit-chat, which I appreciate. I’m so rattled by this whole experience I’m in no mood to talk.

      When he finishes, he gets up and looks at me. “All done.”

      “Hey, thank you,” I say.

      He claps his hands together to get rid of excess dirt. “No problem. You’re lucky I’ve got no place to be right now.”

      I wish I could say the same.

      As he goes to walk back to his car, he does a double take when he sees something on my windshield. He grabs what looks like a folded piece of paper and hands it to me.

      “Looks like you’ve got a secret admirer.” He smiles as he gives it to me. “Well, I’m on way now, but…good luck.”

      He waves his hand and trots to his car, quickly jumps in and takes off with a mad speed, his tires screeching underneath.

      After he’s left me in the wake of his dust, I unfold the paper and read: I WANT TO BE LIKE YOU.

      I snap my head in confusion. Who could have left this note? Was Kirby playing a prank on me? I could see him doing something like this.

      I tuck the note in my pocket and rush to the car. My parents must be worried. Lila could be disappointed. God, what a terrible day.
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      By the time I get to my parents’ house, darkness has settled in.

      As I pull into the driveway, unease creeps up my spine. I lean forward, peering through the windshield, but the house is completely dark—eerily still. My stomach tightens. That’s not right. My parents never leave the house completely unlit, especially when expecting me.

      A sharp pang of dread grips me.

      I told my mom I’d be home in less than an hour. Yes, I’m late, but they should know better than to go out. So where are they? Where is Lila? A flood of worst-case scenarios crashes into me—what if they were taken? What if they’re inside, murdered in cold blood?

      I bolt out of the car and sprint to the front door, only to find it locked. My pulse hammers. I dart to the nearest window, pressing my hands against the glass, straining to see inside.

      Nothing.

      The house stares back at me, empty, silent.

      Panic swallows me whole.

      I jostle the doorknob, my breath coming fast and uneven. Still nothing. I pound on the door, the sound echoing down the quiet street, but there’s no response. My eyes dart to the windows—curtains drawn tight, not a single flicker of movement. The weight of dread coils in my stomach, pressing heavy against my ribs.

      I spin around, desperate for another way in, when a soft voice cuts through my panic.

      “Daisy?”

      I freeze. No one calls me by my full name. It’s always Dee. Short. Familiar. Safe. Hearing it now, stretched out and unfamiliar, sends a cold prickle down my spine. Something is very wrong.

      My mother stands near the side of the house, one hand clutching the front of her sweater as if holding herself together.

      She looks like she’s seen a ghost.

      I let out a shaky breath. Jesus. “Mom,” I gasp, my heart still racing.

      “We were in the backyard, watching the sunset. Come on over.” She turns without another word, expecting me to follow.

      Fuck. Watching the sunset is the opposite of my family lying lifeless inside, covered in blood. I feel ridiculous. My imagination ran straight to horror when reality was nothing more than a quiet evening. I clench my fists, willing my body to let go of the panic still lodged in my chest.

      In the backyard, Lila and my dad sit in Adirondack chairs, angled perfectly toward the fading sun. Their faces glow with the last remnants of daylight. As soon as they see me, they fall silent. Lila eases out of her chair and walks over, wrapping her arms around me.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      I kiss the top of her head. “Hi, love. How was your day?”

      “Good.” Her voice is sweet, warm. Just like the rest of her. “How was yours?” She tilts her head, waiting for my answer.

      “It was good.” I pause. “Shall we go home?”

      “You don’t want to stay for dinner?” my mom asks, disappointment lacing her voice.

      Lila glances at me, waiting for my response.

      “I’ve had a long day. How about next time?”

      Lila doesn’t argue. She doesn’t dislike being at my parents’ house, but I know she prefers her own space—her room, her music. Lately, she’s been obsessed with Duran Duran and A-ha. She’s only ten, but sometimes she acts like she’s twenty. That terrifies me.

      That evening, I crawl into bed beside Lila, feeling the weight of exhaustion settle in my bones. Her eyelids droop, and I think she’s already drifting off when suddenly, they pop back open.

      “Mom, do I have to go to school tomorrow?”

      She already knows the answer. So why ask? Was she hoping I’d say no?

      I tousle her hair with my fingers. “Yes, you do. And I have to go to work.”

      She scoffs. “But, Mom, I really don’t like school.”

      This is new. Lila never complains about school. My tummy tightens. “How come?”

      She’s quiet for a long moment, then shrugs. “I don’t know. I just don’t feel like I belong there.”

      The words hit me like a gut punch. I flinch. My own daughter—my sweet, confident girl—feels like she doesn’t belong?

      Silence stretches between us. I try to gather my thoughts, but a deep ache spreads through my chest. When our children suffer, we suffer too. We feel their pain in a way that lingers, that incapacitates, that makes us quiet when we should be offering comfort.

      I kiss her head gently. “Do you want to tell me more?”

      She shrugs again. “I don’t know.” Then, after a pause, she exhales. “Mom, can I sleep now?”

      She removes my hand from her hair and turns away, cocooning herself in the blankets.

      I hesitate. “Can I get a kiss?”

      She turns just enough to press a quick peck to my cheek before curling back up.

      A sharp, invisible hand tightens around my throat. It hurts to know she’s been carrying this alone. That school, of all places, has become a point of pain. I promise myself I’ll get to the bottom of it soon.

      I stand to close the curtains—and that’s when I see it.

      A shadow.

      A tall figure on the sidewalk.

      My heart stops. There’s a man standing in the dark. I can’t tell if he’s facing my house or the one across the street, but he doesn’t move.

      I inhale sharply, my pulse hammering against my ribs. I’ve faced my fair share of scares, but with a young girl missing, this feels different. This feels personal.

      A missing child case has a way of burrowing into your mind, warping the way you see your own kid. Is she next? Fuck.

      I should be stronger than this.

      But if the case of Charlotte Mercer is random, then any child could be. Any child could be taken—snatched on a psychopath’s whim—at any time. And maybe—whoever I am seeing—is a predator awaiting an opportune moment.

      My fear is paralyzing.

      I close the curtains with shaking fingers, then glance at Lila. She’s motionless, her breathing steady. Maybe she’s already asleep.

      I slip out of the room and rush downstairs. Peering through the window, I search the spot where the man had been.

      Nothing.

      Just empty space.

      I step onto the porch, pausing to listen. The night is still, eerily quiet. My skin prickles. Could he have gone behind the house? Slipped into the darkness? I make my way to the curb, scanning the street.

      But there’s no one there.

      Did I imagine it?

      I consider telling Eliot tomorrow, but the thought makes me hesitate. What would he say? Would he even take me seriously? If the image of the man was just my paranoia, would Eliot start questioning my judgment? I’ve had enough of my peers dismissing me—ignoring what I have to say. I don’t need to give them another reason to doubt me.

      No. I won’t tell him.

      I won’t tell anyone.

      But I’ll keep my eyes open.
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      The creeper is coming forward, confessing to me like I’m his savior.

      At first, I try to ignore him. I don’t respond. I don’t react. But the thing about sick fucks like him? They don’t need permission to talk. They just need an audience.

      I’m allegedly a murderer, but the guy I share the wall of my prison cell with is one sick motherfucker. But I listen. Because I can’t escape his voice, and there’s no way of shutting him up. Because I want him in prison or maybe even dead for everything he’s done.

      “Hey, Jesus,” he calls from his cell. “I wish you could see this.”

      I’m lying in my bed, with my hand raised to my forehead, my eyes closed. What is it now?

      I open my eyes for a second and then close them back, because I don’t want to gaze at the chippy ceiling. “See what?” My voice is coarse and heavy. 

      “I hung hotdogs from the ceiling.” He laughs.

      I wait for him to say more, but he doesn’t. Just leaves it hanging there. And now that he’s mentioned the hotdogs, I can’t unthink it. That rancid, greasy stench I’ve been noticing lately—it has to be them. It seeps into my cell, clinging to the walls, to my skin. Absolutely revolting.

      “Yeah? And?”

      “I’ve had them hanging for a couple of weeks. I’m gonna eat them now.” 

      Bile shoots up my throat, as I imagine this sick fuck eating old hotdogs that by now must be rotten.

      “Funny thing about hotdogs,” he muses. “The texture changes when you let ‘em sit long enough. Gets a little…stringy.”

      I hesitate. “So what?”

      The creeper lets the silence stretch before finally saying, “Like flesh.”

      I stand up and lean forward to control the bile in my throat.

      Now I’ve learned something new about my neighbor: he is a seasoned cannibal. Eating human flesh was his thing.

      Or maybe he’s joking. Just another sick mind trying to get a rise out of me. But then I hear the way he says it—calm, certain, like he’s talking about the weather. Like it’s nothing. My stomach twists. The air in the cell feels thinner. I sleep feet away from this man. I’ve shared food with him, conversation, space. And all this time, he’s been looking at people the way the rest of us look at a meal.

      Sickening.

      I hear a rope dislodge, then seconds later, him chewing on the food.

      The sound of his chewing is wet and deliberate, like he’s savoring every bite. I try to block it out, but it’s impossible.

      “You know, I went to culinary academy,” he says through a mouthful of rancid hotdog. “Bet you didn’t think someone like me would know their way around a kitchen.”

      “Not really,” I mutter, trying not to engage, but it’s like throwing gasoline on a fire.

      “Oh, yeah. Graduated top of my class. Fancy certificate and everything. They called me a prodigy.” He chuckles. “But it wasn’t enough, you know? The recipes, the techniques—it all felt too tame.”

      I press my back against the cold concrete wall, wishing it would just swallow me whole. “Tame, huh? That’s why you’re eating rotten hotdogs right now?”

      He lets out a laugh that echoes like a cackle down the corridor. “You could say that. But this?” He swallows audibly. “This is about the Navy. See, in the Navy, you don’t have the luxury of a well-stocked kitchen. You make do. You get creative.”

      “You’re telling me the Navy taught you to eat garbage?”

      “Not garbage, genius. Survival. Flavor. You ever drink chicken slime straight out of the package? Raw?”

      My stomach lurches at the thought. “No. Can’t say I have.”

      “Well, you’re missing out. That’s protein-packed liquid gold. I’d crack open a can of chicken, drain it straight into a cup, and down it like a shot. Kept me going when the food ran out or the kitchen was too far away.”

      “Jesus Christ.” I rub my temples, trying to keep my disgust under control. “You’re insane.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe I’m just resourceful. You ever hear that phrase, ‘you are what you eat’? Well, that’s literal for me. Every meal is an experience. A memory.”

      I hear him smack his lips as he takes another bite of the hotdog. “Like this one. This takes me back to my first victim. It’s got that tang, you know? Like flesh left too long in the sun.”

      “Stop,” I bark, my voice rising before I can help it.

      But he doesn’t stop. “You know, the academy taught me discipline. But the Navy?” He sighs like he’s reminiscing about an old lover. “The Navy taught me hunger.”

      I sit back down on my cot, burying my face in my hands. I don’t want to hear any more, but I know he’s just getting started.

      “They caught me once. Just as I was about to piss on a plate I’d served up for some poor bastard. Had the whole meal ready—seasoned, plated, perfect. Just needed that final touch.” He laughs. “Shame I got caught before I could see the guy take a bite.”

      “That’s because you deserved it, you dipshit,” I murmur to myself.

      “That hunger followed me. Even after I got out. Even after I put on the chef’s whites. The world’s best ingredients were at my fingertips, and all I could think about was the forbidden stuff. The stuff you don’t talk about. The stuff you don’t find on any menu.”

      “You’re a monster,” I mutter.

      He laughs again, low and sinister. “Maybe. But you’re listening, aren’t you? You want to know what I’ve done. What I’ve tasted.”

      I don’t respond, but the silence is answer enough for him to keep going.

      “It’s funny, you being called Jesus and all. I mean, you’re supposed to forgive, right? Redeem people like me?” His voice dips into a taunt, and I clench my fists.

      “I’m not your savior,” I spit back.

      “No,” he says, his voice soft and mocking. “But you’re still here. Listening. And that’s enough.”

      I lie back down on the cot, staring at the ceiling. All I can think about is the man on the other side of the wall—and how badly I want to silence him.

      Forever.
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      I drop off Lila at school the following morning. She’s quiet. Her eyes give away sadness, which I assume is related to her challenges at school. I don’t have time to ask questions; we’re running late as it is.

      When we arrive at the school, I kneel and grab her shoulders, look her in the eye, “Honey, when I come home, we should go to Chuck. E. Cheese.” It’s her favorite restaurant. She gives me a small smile that almost instantly disappears. “Okay?”

      I kiss Lila’s forehead as she clings to her backpack, her eyes heavy with a sadness that tugs at my chest. “I’ll pick you up later, okay?” I say, forcing a smile that doesn’t feel genuine. She nods.

      Lila sometimes questions what I do for a living and why, and it’s hard for me to explain to her. She doesn’t understand the darkness I deal with, the things I’ve seen. Not that I want her to. I can’t bear the thought of dragging her into it, of her knowing the twisted mess that’s buried under the surface. When she asks too many questions, I just shrug them off, give her half-truths, and hope she believes them. But I know she’s not stupid. She sees the way I am, the way I close off when the job gets too close. She knows something’s wrong. And that’s the problem. It’s not just the work.

      It’s me.

      As she walks toward the school doors, shoulders slumped, I stand frozen, watching her, guilt gnawing at me. Somewhere out there, another mother is missing her child entirely, and I have to focus on bringing her home. But damn it, how do you explain to a ten-year-old why her mom is always chasing someone else’s nightmare?

      We’re approaching over forty-eight hours since Charlotte’s disappearance, and still no leads. It doesn’t look good. The dog search has turned up nothing, but the search continues.

      For two days, the sniffer dogs have combed through parks, alleyways, wooded areas. They picked up a faint trail near Charles’s house—but lost it completely near a bus stop.

      Charlotte vanished into thin air.

      And we’re running out of time.

      When I arrive at the Silver Spring police station, another interview with Asher is underway.

      I sit behind the window of the interrogation room and watch Kirby get into the guy’s face. The man averts his gaze, like he always does when we interrogate him. Like yesterday, we don’t get much information out of him. He’s like that stubborn mosquito you want to squish, but it keeps getting away and buzzing around.

      Half an hour later, we let him go. He trots out of the building without looking back, gets in his dirty pickup truck, and speeds away.

      Kirby walks into the room, scratching his head. Maloy follows him. When they see me, they look surprised.

      “Hey, Dee,” Kirby says.

      “Sorry I’m late.”

      Kirby gives me a stink eye. “You had a rough night?”

      I make a face at him. “You watch yourself, Agent Kirby.”

      He winks at me, and I roll my eyes and shake my head.

      An uproar near the entrance of the building freezes us in place. What’s going on? A hysterical woman, who’s just stormed into the station, is screaming at the top of her lungs.

      “I need to see the agents. I need to see the agents now!”

      The words slice through the noise of the station, sharp and frantic. Her eyes are wild, bloodshot, like she’s on the edge of something. Panic, fear—maybe both. I don’t need to look at her to know she’s not here for something simple. No one storms in like that unless they’re desperate or broken.

      I come near her and put my hand on hers. “Can I help you?”

      “My daughter is missing.”

      Now I see the resemblance in facial features between her and Charlotte. But the mother doesn’t seem well put together right now: her hair is placed in a ponytail, but it’s sticking out everywhere like antennas. Her clothes are wrinkled, as if she’d grabbed the first thing she could find and threw it on without a second thought. Circles hang beneath her eyes, dark and heavy, like she hasn’t slept in days. There’s a tremble in her hands as she clutches the strap of her purse, her knuckles whitening. She looks like a woman unraveling—like someone who has spent every ounce of her energy searching, hoping, and slowly breaking under the weight of it all.

      What did Ellen Kubler-Ross state about different stages of grief? Denial, anger… This mother has already moved onto the anger.

      She is livid. Hysterical.

      I remember my mother getting angry at the world when my brother died. When she got to the depression stage, she hung onto it for a while, staying in bed all day, refusing to eat, ignoring me, not giving any reprieve from my pain. It’s almost like a part of her died with him, and she was just a husk of a body taking up space.

      Eleanor Mercer, the woman standing in front of me, is convinced that her husband, Charles, is the one who abducted Charlotte.

      It all seems to make sense to her. She and Charles have fought a lot the past year, leading to their separation in January. While she got full child custody, Charles was eligible for visitations as ordered by the court.

      The night before, she tells us, they’d fought tooth and nail about stupid stuff. Charlotte was in her room upstairs while they were having a screaming match in the kitchen. She hadn’t needed that at the time. She’d been getting ready for her trip to the beach with her new boyfriend. She’d left her child with the father for just a couple of days, and she’d vanished?

      How could he not be the prime suspect? If not him, then who?

      She ranted about how she’d felt hearing the news, and about her traumatic journey back home, which she’d embarked on as soon as she learned about Charlotte. She’d suffered delays and traffic, and all she wanted now was answers and her daughter back. She was raging, but I know that won’t help.

      Anger does little to get to the truth. If anything, it’s a distraction.

      Kirby ushers her to the closest interrogation room. His steps are urgent. I’m assuming he wants to take advantage of the situation, though. She looks totally unhinged. But how can we trust someone who’s so agitated?

      Maloy and I are right behind.

      When we all enter the room, Maloy closes the door behind. None of us sit down. We all feel tension in the air, a type of urgency with the words still unspoken.

      “Charles did it,” she says. Her voice is a mixture of grief and rage.

      Kirby is composed. “What evidence do you have?”

      She bulges her eyes at him, as if he just grew eight more heads. Evidence? When stakes are high, who needs damn evidence?

      “Who else could it be?” She’s practically screaming. “He did it to get back at me, I’m telling you. He did it!”

      But there’s something in her voice—beneath the fury, beneath the certainty. A crack.

      Doubt?

      Guilt?

      Or something she’s not telling us?

      “Alright, listen. Calm down. We’ll get him back to the police station and ask him more questions. Okay?”

      She nods quickly. “Okay. But it was him. He did it. You gotta get to the bottom of it. You have to find Charlotte.”

      The conviction in her voice is overwhelming. Contagious. You can’t help but start believing yourself that perhaps Charles might have something to do with Charlotte’s disappearance, given the events that led up to it. It’s worth exploring again.

      Maloy looks at Kirby and nods. “Let’s get him in here.”

      We promptly send the mother home, promising to send a family liaison officer over to support her, because we don’t think it’s a good idea for the two to see each other. We examine the case more closely, go over all the evidence. We consider the five-team dog search that’s been running the past couple of days, which has turned up nothing. It’s all so mysterious. But maybe the father is key to it.

      We just can’t seem to stitch the clues together enough to figure out where she could be now, at this very moment.

      Nationwide media is all over the story, covering just the plain facts: a young girl disappeared from her front yard, and police are undertaking an extensive search for her. If anyone has any information to come forward as soon as possible. No one has.

      It’s frustrating, because time is slipping away.

      That afternoon, Charles shows up at the police station. When he walks through the door, his shoulders slump, his head hanging low, like someone just knocked all the energy out of him.

      We sit him in the interrogation room and start questioning him all over again. The timing, the events that led up to her disappearance, everything under the sun we could think of.

      The shock must have worn off at this point. He looks exasperated, as if he’s looking forward to wrapping things up. But nothing he says brings any new leads or more information. He sounds like a broken record, and a scratched one at that.

      Kirby gets into his face and starts screaming at the top of his lungs, “Speak up, motherfucker! Tell us what you did to Charlotte.”

      Kirby has been known for his intimidation tactics. He makes even my blood freeze when he yells at our suspects.

      He continues to yell, “You killed Charlotte, didn’t you, you filthy piece of shit? What did you do with her body?”

      Charles occasionally lifts his head to gaze at Kirby, but he remains silent.

      “You’re the worst fucking father I’ve come across. Negligent! What the fuck is wrong with you?” He slams his fist against the table, the sound vibrating through the room.

      Kirby has done this before. A proven tactic to get our suspect to break down and blurt things out while their defenses are down.

      It doesn’t work.

      Two hours in, we’re all still sitting in the room. Charles closes his eyes occasionally, then reopens them and he gazes at all of us, as if surprised to see us all still here.

      I’m not too convinced that he was the one who kidnapped her. When we first entered his house, I’d felt her presence, even though she wasn’t there physically. Her photo hanging on the wall, her drawings scattered about, her teddy bear sitting on the couch. It seems clear to me that Charles wanted Charlotte in his life and to make her happy and comfortable. Why would he want to abduct her? Hurt her? It makes little sense.

      At some point, my stomach growls, and it’s no surprise since I haven’t eaten anything since breakfast. I check my watch—it’s past three pm. We’ve been interrogating Charles for two hours now. His body language is steady; no signs of remorse.

      At the mention of his wife, soon to be ex, he winces and fidgets in his seat. From what I’ve seen, there’s no path forward. His wife hates his guts, and the missing child under his watch is the ultimate icing on the cake.

      Kirby exhales sharply, slamming his hand on the table. “You’re wasting our fucking time, Charles.”

      Silence.

      Charles shifts in his seat, his fingers twitching against his knee. His mouth opens then closes. His eyes dart toward the door glass—toward his own reflection—before finally settling back on us.

      And then, just when I think we’ve lost him completely and that we’re going to have to wrap up the interview, he exhales and then speaks, his voice barely above a whisper.

      “I killed Charlotte.”

      The room freezes. Kirby manages to give me an “I-told-you-so-look.”

      Charles continues. “It was me. I did it. I killed her. I killed my daughter.”
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      Even if Charles is telling the truth about killing Charlotte, we still don’t know where her body is.

      Fake confessions aren’t unheard of, and he doesn’t seem quite in his right mind. Without the body, we can’t get proper closure or further answers.

      There’s no way to tell if he is telling the truth. We’ve questioned him regularly ever since he admitted to it.

      Since his confession, we’ve reviewed all his bank and video rental records. We’ve questioned his employers, co-workers, friends, neighbors and family—everyone under the sun who knows Charles. Most people seem to think of Charles as a decent guy.

      Today is Tuesday, June 17, so it’s been three weeks since Charlotte went missing.

      Charles has lost a significant amount of weight. His glasses look larger on his pointed face. His hair has grown and looks disheveled. And God, his body odor is one that can’t be avoided.

      It could be interpreted two ways: one, if he had nothing to do with murder, he’s so struck with grief and guilt of his missing child after allowing her to be taken due to his negligence and has simply lost his mind. The weight of that would be too much to bear for most people. Or two, if he did kill her, this is his way of surrendering—of giving in to the pressure, the questioning, the unbearable knowledge of what he’s done. Maybe he’s too exhausted to keep up the lie, or maybe he wants to be punished, to rid himself of the weight crushing his conscience. Or worse—maybe there’s no guilt at all, just a hollow confession from a man who sees no way out.

      We are FBI agents. We’re not mind readers. It’s hard to understand what goes through Charles’s head.

      Today, it’s just Kirby and I questioning him. Kirby sits across from him, slouched in the chair, like he’s right at home. He’s chewing on a toothpick that he’d grabbed on our way from the diner after lunch earlier today. He sucks his teeth, annoyingly, and props himself up, leaning toward Charles.

      “What did you do with the body, Charles?”

      Charles sniffles and cleans his nose with the back of his hand. His eyes are enormous against his skinny face as he stares at Kirby. “What did I do with Charlotte?” He fixes his gaze on Kirby with a creepy look in his eyes, as if possessed by a devil.

      “Yes. What did you do with her body?”

      “I…” his voice quivers, but he is otherwise calm. “I…I don’t know. I think I suffocated her.”

      Kirby leans in. “You think?”

      Charles’s lips part, then shut. He looks down at his hands, then back up, his pupils dilated.

      “No. I did. I suffocated her.”

      “You suffocated her?”

      “Yes, that’s right.” His face dances in a funny way. Tics. I haven’t noticed those before.

      “How did you suffocate her?”

      It’s at times like these I wished I was a florist or an interior designer, but I know—it’s way too late to regret. As Charles confesses, I wince at his words.

      “I grabbed her from the kiddie pool and carried her to the house…she…she cried, you know. She didn’t want to be inside.”

      Charles goes silent, and the silence stretches into long seconds.

      “What did you do then, Charles?”

      “I took her to the bedroom upstairs and put her on my bed.” He looks down and cries.

      Kirby glances at me, his face confused as if he doesn’t know what to do with this information. We give Charles a few minutes to settle. It feels like we’re at a funeral, waiting for the eulogy to begin.

      “Charles? We need to know what you did to Charlotte. Go on.”

      He sniffles and wipes tears from his eyes. “I put a pillow across her face and pressed it hard. Like, real hard.” More crying.

      “Charles?” Kirby clenches and unclenches his fists. I think I know what he’s thinking or feeling. He’d kill the guy if he could. Or maybe I’m just projecting.

      “And then…when I realized she was no longer moving, I knew she was dead. I knew I’d killed her.” Charles laughs, but it’s that hollow, manic laughter that sends chills up your spine. He sounds crazy.

      I watch him closely, waiting for that moment—the slip-up, the inconsistency, the thing that tells me whether this is a real confession or a desperate man playing a part.

      Because something about this doesn’t sit right.

      “What then, Charles?” Kirby says.

      “When it got dark, I put a blanket over her body and walked her outside to the sewer.”

      If he’s telling the truth, I’m getting sicker by the minute. Kirby is composed and calm, though I sense the contempt in his voice.

      “Sewer? Where is the sewer located?”

      This could be the end of our investigation. Or the beginning of another patchy road.

      “It’s…it’s down the street from my house.”

      “Can you take us to the exact location?”

      Charles stares at Kirby while making strange faces. “What?”

      “Will you take us to the exact location? The sewer, where you left your daughter’s body.”

      He nods. “Yes. Sure.”

      Later that day, Charles leads the way to a sewer that he claimed he’d used to hide his daughter’s body.

      Charles stands at the edge of it, staring down at it like it’s an open grave. His hands shake at his sides.

      Kirby gives the nod. The lid is pried open. The stench rises first—pungent, rotting, and I heave, suddenly convinced that something horrific is down there.

      A flashlight beams down into the darkness.

      “I see something!” one officer calls out.

      I hold my breath.

      The team descends to investigate, and minutes go by. We stare down, waiting for their discovery to be announced. I’m not ready to see the body, but I’m ready for all of this to end.

      And then, the voice projects from below. “It’s just trash. No body.”

      Silence. I don’t know how to feel.

      Kirby turns to Charles, his jaw tight. “Where is she?”

      Charles blinks. He looks confused. Almost surprised.

      “She…she was here a few days ago.” His voice is small.

      Somehow, I know this can’t be true. It’s just another dead end.

      But I’m almost certain at this point that Charlotte is probably dead somewhere.
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      Most days lately, we’re home more than we’re at school, because Father seems to leave the house for work earlier and earlier, and Mother still can’t seem to take care of us and get us ready for   school on time.

      Even this summer’s day, with its birdsong and blooming flowers, fails to lift our mother’s spirits. I don’t think any beauty in the world matters to her.

      Like every day, she retrieves the vodka bottle from the kitchen cabinet and gulps it like it’s water. My brothers and I are careful not to upset her, so we tiptoe around the house and wait for her to collapse in her bed so we can rummage through the fridge. Hunger is almost always guaranteed still and a constant among my brothers and me. We’re all getting older now, and we need food to grow big and strong.

      Mom takes a sip of her favorite drink and waves a hand dismissively. “I want you boys out of the house this afternoon.” She’s slouching and leaning against the kitchen counter. Her skin is pale, and her voice sounds shallower than usual. She waves her hand again. “Go, go.”

      My older brother runs through the door, and by the time my younger brother and I exit the house to follow him, he’s already gone around the corner. Where he goes, we never know, and we never dare to ask.

      We trudge to the shed next to the house. In the corner are three bikes stacked on top of each other: two Schwinns and a pink Huffy, the latter for our younger brother. Under the cover of a rainy night, Dad had snuck into a junkyard and took them all.

      My younger brother gives me a mischievous look and grabs the other Schwinn instead. If our older brother knew, he’d about kill him right now.

      “You sure you wanna take his bike?”

      Our brother can be possessive and gets angry if we mess with his things. He once hit our younger brother when he took his favorite baseball glove without asking, leaving a bruise that Mom had to explain away to the teachers.

      Not that our younger brother had learned his lesson. He smiles widely at me. “You won’t tell him, will you?” but then his smile turns into something sinister I haven’t seen before. I flinch.

      “No, of course not,” I assure him.

      We sit on the bikes and head down the street, the opposite direction our brother went in. If he sees our brother using his bike, that will be the end of our game. We don’t want to be inside. For one, Mother kicked us out, and two, the day was gorgeous, with the sun warming our backs as we go up and down the street.

      My younger brother only learned to bike just recently, but he can hold his own.  His disability makes it hard for him to balance and what-not. I don’t understand most of it, and even if I ask, I doubt my parents will bother to explain. My brother looks quite comfortable on a bike, zooming around and grinning like he’s conquered the world.

      Yet, as he gets closer, I notice it’s more of a malicious smile, contorting his face into an expression I haven’t seen before. Just as I’m about to avoid him in his path, my brother rams me on his bike, causing me to fly off and land on the ground, hitting the curbside.

      An insurmountable amount of pain is all I feel. My head is dizzy and suddenly I smell something metallic on the side of my face. It’s blood streaming down my cheek and onto the curb.

      I fight an extreme spell of dizziness. If I pass out, I won’t be able to scream, and I need to do that if I’ve any hope of getting help. I try to calm my mind. Maybe my brother will come to his senses and realize he needs to call an ambulance. I manage to lift my head for a second to look for him, and the air leaves my lungs when I catch a glimpse of him.

      He’s rooted to his spot, his arms resting on the armrest of the bike. He’s just watching me, unmoved by my pain, or my crying.

      He’s doing nothing.

      That somehow makes the pain feel a lot worse. What’s going to happen to me? If I scream, Mother won’t hear. She’s probably passed out in her bed.

      I’m bleeding profusely. There’s a puddle of blood next to me, and I reach for my head, a handful of blood sticking to my skin like glue.

      Miss Sally must have seen me lying on the ground, as she shuffles out of her house to help me, mumbling something as she kneels to lift my head up. Her face is scrunched up. She looks up at our house, maybe hoping Mother will emerge and come out to help, but she doesn’t. We’re all alone, because my brother has just rode away.

      A car drives by, and Sally waves it to stop, her voice filled with panic. “Please help. Please. This boy just fell off his bike, and he needs to be taken to the hospital.”

      Everything becomes a daze around me, a fog I’m being forced to move through.

      A man, the driver, carries me to the car and lays me in the backseat while Sally sits in the front seat, instructing him on where to go. I just peer up at the car’s ceiling, counting stars to try to stay conscious.

      I am holding a towel to my face, and I don’t remember how it got there. But at least it’s helping stop the blood.

      From the depths of my mind, my brother’s face appears, making my heart pound. Did that really just happen? Could he really hurt me like this and not care. Was he a monster? Then my stomach tightens as something occurs to me.

      Maybe he’s learned to behave like this from watching our parents.

      I close my eyes, the smell of blood thick in my nose, and a sickening thought curls around my brain. 

      If he could do this now, what else is he capable of?
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      That night, we watch Charles unravel on the video of the surveillance feed from the jail. The camera in his cell has caught every second of it, and the prison staff thought we should see it in case it’s relevant to the case.

      Kirby and I are frozen in place, sitting in a conference room in the FBI headquarters, watching the whole thing like it’s a movie. The actor is familiar, but mysterious. His moves are deliberate, but unpredictable.

      We just wait and watch what comes next.

      There are no sounds coming through, but we watch Charles suddenly become a storm.

      He sits at the edge of his cot, his elbows digging into his knees, his face buried in his hands. He rocks forward and back, his shoulders heaving as if the weight of his grief is crushing him.

      Kirby and I glance at each other and then continue to observe. His hands are on his waist, while his eyebrows are stitched together in a deep, rage-fueled frown.

      “What the fuck is going on there?” Kirby whispers.

      If I’m to guess, he’s having some kind of episode, a mental breakdown. It’s one of those genuine things that looks scary when witnessed. I’ve had my fair share of seeing many desperate people acting out, but this is something else. It’s as genuine and raw as you can imagine.

      “Let’s just watch,” I tell Kirby, treading carefully.

      “Is the motherfucker going to hurt himself?” Kirby shakes his head. “I think we should prepare to call for an ambulance.”

      Suddenly, Charles stands up, pacing the cell in erratic, jerky movements. His hands twitch, clenching and unclenching as he mutters to himself. We can’t tell what he’s saying, but it’s obvious his words become a loud scream as his mouth is wide open. It’s really like seeing a wild animal in a cage attempting to free itself unsuccessfully.

      He stops abruptly, eyes darting to the door, then the window, as though expecting someone—or something—to burst in. When no one appears, he staggers to the wall and slams his fist against it. For a moment, he freezes, his chest rising and falling rapidly, his face distorted into anguish. Then, as if his legs can no longer hold him, he slides to the floor, his back against the wall, and stares blankly ahead, tears streaming down his face.

      “Fuck it. Let’s tell them to get him in an ambulance.” Kirby walks across the room to find the closest phone.

      That evening, Charles is promptly taken to the hospital for evaluation. A nervous breakdown or a sign of deep remorse?
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      With no other evidence surfacing, a week later, Charles remains our prime suspect.

      There are absolutely no other clues or leads to discover Charlotte’s whereabouts. At some point, we’ve become desperate, and Kirby may have done some deep psychological damage in his determination to press Charles further in our quest for the truth.

      Exactly as we suspected—Charles has been diagnosed with a nervous breakdown. He’s had a few more episodes since they admitted him. They’ve got him on meds now, something to level him out, make him more compliant when we bring him back in. I’m not holding my breath. But we’ve got him pegged as the main suspect, and once you start down that road, there’s no turning back.

      Three days later, when Charles comes out of the hospital, we bring him back into the police station. Maybe he is more amendable to sharing information that’s closer to the truth. Charles is probably the only one who can unearth it.

      Kirby talks to him more softly this time around.

      He starts with niceties, which I’d never heard Kirby do with suspects. Come to think of it, he’s just not the type that likes to have a mindless chat.

      “Okay, Charles, if you just tell us where Charlotte’s body is, the consequences will be much less dire. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      Charles nods, though I’m not even sure I understand what he’s saying.

      “Now tell us. Where is Charlotte? Don’t you want us to find her? Bring her back home? See your baby sleeping in that comfy bed upstairs?”

      Charles nods and says nothing. A smile crawls across his face and leaves again.

      “So? Charles, tell us. Where is Charlotte? What did you do to her?”

      “Oh. I’ll tell you.” His eyes glaze over, and his demeanor changes, as if he’s in a faraway land. He is calm. The meds must be working. “I buried her in my father’s grave.” He chuckles. “Don’t worry. She’s safe now. She’s safe.”

      “Your father’s grave? Where is your father’s grave?”

      He tells us the location, and I jot it down, already thinking of a team in mind to go there and investigate.

      Charles continues, like he’s transcended into a fairytale. “But don’t worry. I am Jesus.” He smiles creepily. “I can bring her back to life.”

      Kirby gazes at me and smirks. “What?”

      Charles looks at Kirby and smiles. “Yes. You didn’t know? I’m Jesus. I can bring my daughter back to life. Just watch me do it.”

      Kirby scoffs, “For Christ’s sake.” He turns to me. “Can we have a word?”

      We exit the room and stand by the door outside. “Has this guy completely lost his fucking mind?”

      “Seems like it. I guess a nervous breakdown can do that to a person.”

      “Right,” Kirby says. “I think we should check the grave, just to cover all the bases. But frankly, I don’t know…I think he’s playing us.”

      Later that day, Maloy’s team exhumes the grandfather’s grave. They find nothing.

      The fact that he thinks he’s Jesus and can raise Charlotte from the dead? Just the final, fucked-up flourish. Maybe it’s guilt eating him alive. Maybe it’s something worse.

      And yet, what can we do? No body. No solid evidence. We have no choice but to let him walk. The case stays open. Charlotte stays missing.

      But as we leave the station that night, something gnaws at me. What if he truly believes he can bring her back?

      And worse—what if, in his own twisted way, he tries?
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      The sick fuck in the cell next to mine produces another drawing. He waves between the bars of my cell like he’s hanging the white flag. I shake my head, knowing well what this is about. It’s a drawing of one of his victims. 

      “Come grab it.” He shakes the sheet as if to get my attention.

      With hesitation, I stand up and drag my feet to the barred door. I yank it out of his hands and make a beeline for my bed, placing the drawing next to me. Even if I’m going to look at it, I’m not ready yet.

      “Did you see it?”

      I shake my head, though I’m aware he can’t see me.

      “Jesus, you want to know more about Charlotte?”

      I cup my eyes with my hands, bracing myself for the story. My stomach is already churning. Bile rises in my throat. 

      “I was so fucking angry that day.” The creeper’s voice is steady. “Charlotte was in her kiddy pool, so I dragged her out and took her upstairs to Ellen’s room.” 

      He pauses. “I don’t know how it went exactly. You know, I black out a lot. I don’t know what I did exactly or how it all happened. But I don’t think it was me. It was Christina. She did this. She took a 12-inch chef knife out of the block in the kitchen and took Charlotte upstairs.” 

      What is he talking about? Christina? Who the hell is Christina now? Before I ask, he continues with his story, telling it like it’s a fairy tale, and not some gruesome true account of the murder of an innocent child.

      “You should’ve seen her face. So much fear, yet, at the same time, she trusted me.”

      I feel sick to my stomach, but I keep listening.

      “She kept asking what I was doing—sweet little voice, all innocent. But I didn’t answer. Just backed her into a corner. That’s when I carved the first mark into her back, a Z-shaped cut. Then I slit her throat.

      Jesus. The blood. It was everywhere. So much of it. But I knew I could clean up later.” He stops for a breath before continuing, and I want to block my ears. “Her head was barely hanging on. She was gone instantly. No screams, no struggle. Just silence.

      She was small. Easy to handle. You know?”

      As he talks, a tear slips down my cheek. I sniff, trying to push the image out of my head—but it’s there, clear as day. A little girl. Innocent. Terrified. And him, cutting her down like she was nothing.

      How the fuck does someone do that to a child?

      I’m surprised the inmates haven’t killed him yet, as is normally custom reserved for the worst scum-of-the earth convicts.

      I shake as the story gets even worse.

      “I took off her little swimsuit and tried to, you know, go inside her, but I wasn’t successful. She was way too small.”

      He giggles like the motherfucker that he is. If I could, I would punch his face until he bleeds to death, then kick him on the side and mangle up his fucking body until it’s unrecognizable. 

      Another tear falls down my cheek. I swallow a lump in my throat and muster the strength to ask, “How old was she?” 

      “I think six. Yeah, no older than six.” No emotion injected.

      I do my best to compose myself. I need to know what drives a human being to become a monster and kill an innocent child.

      “Why did you kill her?”

      He remains silent, as if contemplating his response. “I don’t know. I was angry. I lost my cool.”

      “So, what else did you do to her?”

      “I sliced her up, tasted her blood, and tasted her flesh, too.” 

      What the fuck.

      “I put her in a duffle bag and buried her in the woods. The cops never found her. She’s still there.”

      This feels like a punch in the gut. It’s bad enough he killed her and ate her flesh, but to bury her like an inanimate object carried such a loss of dignity for life and humankind. I feel like shit. I knew this guy was “special,” but he’s actually one of those people who doesn’t deserve to be on this planet. 

      After all his storytelling, I’m hoping he can at least confess where he buried her, so that her remains can be found and exhumed.

      “Where in the woods?” I croak.

      “Why should I tell you that?” He suddenly changes his tune.

      I tread carefully. I don’t want him to lose trust in me, not now that we’ve made so much progress in getting the truth out. 

      “Because I’m Jesus. And I’m here to absolve you of all your sins. Do you trust me?” I ask.

      Silence. We simmer like that for a while, the air feeling suffocating. But I hope and pray he will come through.

      “Yeah, yeah, I trust you.”

      A sigh of relief comes out of me.

      “Where did you bury this little girl?”

      “Listen, I can’t say it like this. You need to come closer. I don’t want anyone to hear.”

      “Okay,” I agree.

      “Come to the door. I’ll tell you. I’ve told you everything.”

      I hear his steps getting closer, so I stand up to meet him in the middle. Thank goodness I can’t see him; and thank God he can’t see me, either. I’m pretty sure he’d see the rage and sadness etched on my face, and that just may discourage him from confessing further.

      Now we’re leaning on our respective walls, close to the bars, I can hear his breathing—heavy and uneven, as if the weight of his confession has finally caught up to him. My heart pounds in my chest, torn between the instinct to end this man myself and the need to keep him talking. If I lose him now, Charlotte stays lost forever. I clench my fists, swallowing my rage.

      Just a little longer.

      To my relief, he leans forward and tells me.
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      Today is Lila’s birthday.

      She’s turning eleven, which is unfathomable. Time feels like a commodity, slipping by in seconds, minutes, years. But as you grow older, you feel the weight of it. As your child grows, you feel a little less energetic. You wake up aching—bones stiff, head heavy. You become more conscious of your mortality. As a single mother, I often wonder if I’m bringing up my daughter the right way. Am I telling her everything she should know about life? Or should I tell her just enough and give her the freedom to come to conclusions on her own? It’s always hard.

      Now that her eleventh birthday has arrived, she’s becoming a little sassier, a little more independent. Last night, she declared she wanted a big dance party with her friends—no asking, no hint of doubt, just a statement like it was already planned. At first, I thought she was joking, but now, as she rummages through her clothes for the perfect outfit and talks about how she’s going to decorate the living room with streamers and balloons, I realize she’s dead serious. She’s already in full party mode, and I’m just trying to keep up.

      A dance party is harmless, I suppose, but I still have my reservations about it.

      An hour later, I’m drinking my coffee in the kitchen, the heat from the mug seeping into my cold hands, when I hear her feet hit the stairs. At first, I don’t think anything of it—just the usual noise. But then I look up, and my stomach sinks.

      A miniskirt, white tights, a midriff-baring top, and a headband perched on her head like she’s trying to channel some pop star from a music video. I blink twice, thinking maybe I’m imagining it, but no. It’s real. The whole damn outfit.

      I want to say something, anything, but the words catch in my throat. She's eleven, for God’s sake. But she's staring at me like she expects me to approve, waiting for some reaction. I force a smile, but it feels brittle, fake. What happened to my little girl?

      I don’t remember buying her that skirt or the top.

      “Lila, where did you get that outfit?” I do my best to hide the concern in my voice.

      Lila looks down and checks out her skirt, then looks at me and smiles. “My friend Cindy gave it to me.”

      “Cindy?” I don’t remember her ever mentioning Cindy.

      “Yes. She’s new at school.”

      “Lila, your outfit isn’t appropriate for school. Do you mind going back upstairs and putting on a jumpsuit or something else?”

      Besides, it’s September, and the leaves are turning yellow and brown, and it gets chilly at night already. A miniskirt is not the right outfit for either the occasion or the weather.

      She pouts and makes a sad face. “But I don’t want to. I really like it.”

      I walk up to her and kneel to be at her eye level, but she turns around and crosses her arms. As I get closer, I notice something else about her: her eyelids look darker. I picture her sneaking into my bedroom and rummaging through my makeup bag to locate the eyeliner, then applying it to her eyes. When I was her age, I was still playing with dolls and hid under my mom’s skirt when we were out and about. These new generations are flourishing too fast, shedding their innocence before they even realize what they’ve lost. I wonder if she even sees herself as a child anymore or if she’s already stepping into a world she doesn’t fully understand.

      “Lila, listen to me, baby.”

      “Don’t call me a baby! I’m not a baby!”

      I’ve told her many times that calling her a baby is a term of affection, but she’s still not having it.

      “Okay, I won’t call you a baby anymore. But listen, you can’t be wearing a miniskirt to school. Period.”

      She doesn’t say a word and storms up the stairs, crying. I remain anchored to the same spot, watching Lila stomping. My heart aches. She’s clearly still not old enough to understand how the world works. That there could be a pervert lurking, watching her move, waiting for an opportune moment to snatch her up and take her away.

      But I hope my messages will be retained in the back of her mind and will resurface as useful when she understands the world better, when she needs to hear it. It’s all noise to her now.

      Minutes later, she skulks downstairs. She’s wearing a black jumpsuit, much more suitable for her age and occasion. But she doesn’t look at me.

      “What do you want for breakfast?”

      “I don’t want breakfast.”

      “Lila…you need to eat something. You can’t go to school without food in your stomach.”

      She shrugs and sighs. “I’m not hungry. Can we just go?”

      I gaze at the clock. It’s too early to leave the house, but I won’t argue with her. I’ve upset her enough already.

      On our way to school, I do my best to engage with her. “Do you want to have your dance party at the house? Maybe this weekend?”

      Today is only Tuesday, and birthday parties are awkward on school days.

      “Whatever.” She stares out the window, her eyes looking sad.

      Lila ignores me for the rest of our short ride.

      Silence is heavy, so I turn on the radio to listen to the news.

      The Soviet Union announced a unilateral nuclear test ban on September 2, urging the United States to follow suit, but the U.S. did not reciprocate…

      On September 5, a Pan Am flight in Karachi, Pakistan, was hijacked by four armed Palestinian terrorists, leading to a deadly standoff. Twenty passengers were killed during the ordeal…

      The Oprah Winfrey Show debuted nationally in syndication…

      Oprah Winfrey? Who the hell is she?

      NASA released updates and initiated changes in safety protocols after the Challenger disaster earlier in the year…

      By the time we get to the school, Lila looks ready to jump out of the car. She unbuckles her seat belt and unlocks the door.

      I turn around to look at her. “Not so fast, missy.”

      Lila freezes in place. “What?”

      I cock my head at her. “I’ll pick you up today, and we’ll go out for dinner. Okay?”

      Lila doesn’t give me any sign of excitement. She stares at me and stays silent until she finally mutters, “Okay.”

      She opens the door and gets out of the car without saying goodbye. As she walks toward the school building, I watch her drag her feet; her backpack resting on her back. But here’s what hurts the most: she doesn’t turn around to wave like she usually does. My hurt sinks, and I stifle a sob. I tell myself it’s just a phase. Lila is just upset about having to change her outfit this morning, but she will be fine. I keep repeating to myself, everything will be fine.

      I wait for Lila to enter the building before I turn the car engine on and take off. For a split second, Lila turns around and shoots a gaze at me, putting on a smile. Oh, how much I adore her. Her existence has changed my life's perspective and added a deeper meaning to it.

      I drive away, but instead of going home on my day off, I head to the FBI quarters to do some more digging. The cold cases of missing children could give me some clues to Charlotte’s case. Thus far, she is still missing, and the father is now off the hook as well, his confession having been declared to be a result of his psychotic delusions.

      But if not him, then who? Where is Charlotte? Who took her? Why?

      The day is chilly, even though it’s only September, so I run from my car to the building. I sneak in the back, hoping no one sees me. The cold cases are in the basement, so I hop down and walk through the door, chilled air cutting through me as soon as I come in. It’s eerily quiet. Unsure where to look, I reach out for a relatively recent case that took place in Massachusetts.

      I pull out the file and sit at an oval table in the corner. As I read, a chill climbs up my spine, but I’m not sure if this time, it’s the chill in the air or the words I’ve been reading on the paper in front of me.

      The details are eerily familiar—a young girl vanishing without a trace, a desperate search leading nowhere, a family torn apart. My grip tightens on the file. Every missing child I read about feels like a warning, a glimpse into a nightmare I refuse to let become my own.

      Lila is safe. She has to be.

      But as I stare at the words in front of me, the doubt lingers, gnawing at the edges of my mind. How long can I keep her that way?
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      I read through a couple more cases, and a pattern emerges—so many of them have elements in common. Too many. The same details keep appearing: young girls vanishing without warning, frantic searches that lead to nothing, families left shattered, their lives forever altered. The cases overlap, the circumstances too close to ignore. It's like I'm looking at a map of destruction, each missing child marking a point on the same twisted trail.

      It makes me wonder if the 1980s has ever been a good time to be a child.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a folder sticking out from the rest. Something about it pulls at me. I grab it, flip it open, and stare at the photograph inside.

      A young girl beams back at me, a gap between her front teeth visible in her wide, innocent smile. Freckles are smattered over her young face. Her hair is parted neatly, her face framed by soft waves. She looks like she had her whole life ahead of her.

      She didn’t.

      Her name was Emily Warren.

      She vanished just over a year ago—October 9, 1985.

      My heart clenched as I read the statements from her mother, the scenes unfolding in my mind as clearly as if they were my own memories. Emily and her family—her parents, Barbara and Andy, along with her sister and brother—had recently moved from Pennsylvania to Wayland, Massachusetts. Andy had landed a new, more lucrative job, and Barbara had been thrilled at the fresh start. They’d found a new church, a new community. They were ready to build a life there.

      Emily wasn’t.

      The move had been hard on her. She’d cried most of the drive, devastated to leave behind the only home she’d ever known. No matter how many times her mother had reassured her that things would get better, the ache of leaving her friends behind lingered. She was nine years old. The concept of “starting over” didn’t comfort her—it felt like a punishment.

      Then came October 9.

      A Wednesday. A normal day.

      Emily came home from school, grabbed her Walkman, and told her siblings she was going for a walk—something she’d done a few times since moving in, trying to familiarize herself with the neighborhood. New England in the fall was beautiful, the foliage a burst of gold and amber against the crisp blue sky. The kind of place where people felt safe letting their kids explore.

      Barbara got home from work around six. Andy was already there. They were about to start dinner when she asked, “Where’s Emily?”

      Andy frowned. “She’s not in her room?”

      Barbara checked. No Emily. The small, anxious pit in her stomach expanded.

      “When did you last see her?” she asked, her voice tight.

      “She had some cake around four. Said she was going to explore. I thought I heard her come back in.”

      But she hadn’t.

      Their other children watched as their parents’ movements became frantic, darting from room to room, searching for their sister. The dog lifted its head from its bed, ears twitching, sensing the shift in energy. Andy suddenly remembered—Emily had left the dog behind, saying she didn’t want to be slowed down.

      And now she was gone.

      Andy grabbed his car keys. “I’ll go look for her.”

      Maybe she had turned around, ended up at Barbara’s sister’s place in Concord. It wasn’t far, and she’d mentioned visiting before.

      They drove there, hope battling dread in Barbara’s chest.

      When they arrived, she burst through the door, breathless. “Is Emily here?”

      Her sister wasn’t home. Her husband stared at Barbara, confused. “No…why? What’s going on?”

      “Emily’s missing.”

      Emily wasn’t there. It didn’t look like she’d made it to Concord at all. Barbara couldn’t say for sure, but her gut twisted, a mother’s instinct screaming the truth. Emily was supposed to be there. And if not—if something had gone wrong—maybe she’d gotten lost. It had only been six weeks since they’d moved to Massachusetts. The unfamiliar streets, the new roads she wasn’t used to. It didn’t take much to slip through the cracks, to be swallowed up by the unknown.

      Her parents drove back in silence, scanning every street, every corner, every shadow. Hoping. Praying.

      But there was no Emily.

      When they got home, she wasn’t waiting for them on the couch. She wasn’t anywhere.

      At 8:00 p.m., Barbara picked up the phone and dialed the Wayland Police. “I need to report my daughter missing.”

      Within an hour, police cars filled the street, their red and blue lights flashing against the darkness. Neighbors stepped outside, drawn by the commotion, whispering amongst themselves. Barbara’s sister and her husband arrived, ready to join the search.

      They retraced Emily’s steps, flashlights cutting through the night. “Emily?” Their voices echoed into nothingness.

      By 11:00 p.m., police made an announcement: The search would continue at dawn.

      They would deploy helicopters. Canine units. State troopers. FBI agents.

      But deep down, Barbara already knew.

      Emily wasn’t coming home that night.

      The next morning, the news exploded. MISSING: 9-YEAR-OLD EMILY WARREN.

      Days turned to weeks. Weeks to months. Leads ran dry. Her name faded from headlines, her case a distant memory. Just another missing child. Another cold case.

      I exhale sharply, snapping the folder shut. “Shit.”

      Emily Warren’s case is too similar to Charlotte Mercer’s. Both girls disappeared in broad daylight from fairly affluent neighborhoods. No struggle. No clues. No remains. Gone.

      I scan the other missing children files. 

      Johnny Gosch. Missing since 1982.

      Emanuela Orlandi. Missing since 1983. 

      Shandra Whitehead. Missing then found dead three days later. But the case is still open, looking for the perpetrator.

      Different states. Different countries. Same vanishing act.

      It’s a pattern.

      It’s a pandemic.

      And the worst part?

      The people who took them are still out there.

      I shove the files back, my pulse pounding. My mind spins with possibilities, with theories, with faces of little children who should have been safe.

      I need to get out of here.

      I step outside, and the wind hits me like ice. My hands clutch my purse as I rush toward my car, my heart still hammering.

      I can’t shake the feeling. The weight of all these missing children presses against my chest like an invisible hand.

      I tighten my grip on the steering wheel, jaw clenched.

      An hour at the gym. That’s what I need. Something to drown out the noise in my head. Maybe a good workout will push some of these thoughts out of my system. Except, there’s no such thing when you're an FBI agent. You just learn to cope, grow thick skin, and tell yourself that everything else will eventually fall into place.

      I start the car and drive, but the names don’t leave me.

      Emily Warren. Johnny Gosch. Charlotte Mercer. Emanuela Orlandi.

      How many more?
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      If one thing is true, it’s that things don’t just change over time—they get worse.

      Mother and Father constantly fight, and my brothers and I have somewhat gotten used to it. My older brother and I have dodged a bullet plenty of times from Mom lately, but now every time she gets drunk, she takes our little brother to her bedroom and dresses him in fancy little dresses with bows and lace. She’s even started adorning him with different wigs that she herself puts on when she pretends she’s getting ready to go out with her friends.

      I don’t think she has any friends. I remember a young lady coming to our place when my brothers and I were younger—the lady had long, dark hair and her red, bright lipstick made her lips larger. But one day, she and Mom got into a fight in the kitchen, and that was the last time we saw her. Mom used to go to church as well, but those activities dwindled.

      The wigs mostly exist for my brother, though—to make him even more foolish than he already is.

      When our brother appeared in the living room, with a dress and a wig on, he’s now wearing a smile of satisfaction, as if he’s finally accepted his fate. Mother tells him to swirl around and showcase his new looks, but my older brother and I are stunned, our mouths open and eyes wide.

      Why does Mother do this to him? And only him? Does she find the cross-dressing amusing? Is she bored out of her mind? Is she pleased by our brother’s metamorphosis into something unfamiliar? Does she want to please Father and give him a girl he always wanted?

      Suddenly, my brother bursts into a cry and runs to the bedroom. Mom waves her hand and says, “Don’t worry, boys. He’ll be alright.”

      But he won’t be.

      Over the next days, weeks, months, our brother changes into someone I no longer recognize. Whatever’s in his little brain seems to have short-fused and turned malicious.

      I follow him around to learn about his world, how he deals with it, and I find out the hard way that he’s become a bit of a menace. I don’t think of the bike accident often anymore, but it has caused me to keep my distance from him.

      On a sunny summer day, when Father’s at work, and Mother has finally ventured out to a grocery store or what-not, I see my little brother in our backyard and decide to watch him.

      I’m crouched behind the shed, spying on him through the crack in the wood. My brother is in his usual spot behind the big maple tree, the one that towers over our backyard like it’s guarding secrets no one’s supposed to know. He’s got something in his hands—a rabbit, I think. Its legs are kicking, but not hard. Just weak little jerks, like it already knows it’s not getting out of this alive.

      My brother’s face is calm, almost bored, but there’s a gleam in his eye that makes my stomach twist. He sets the rabbit down on the old picnic table we’d stopped using years ago, the one warped by rain and peeling from the sun. He’s got that damn pocketknife out again; the one Father gave him for his twelfth birthday. I don’t know what Father was thinking.

      I can’t look away, though. I hate myself for watching, but I can’t stop. He’s humming under his breath, something tuneless but rhythmic, like he’s setting the pace for what he’s about to do. The rabbit makes a soft, pitiful sound, and my brother laughs—a quick, sharp sound that cuts through the stillness of the afternoon.

      He pins the rabbit down with one hand, the other hand steady as he flicks the blade open. I swallow hard. My breath catches somewhere between my lungs and my throat. The first cut is quick, precise, like he’s done this a hundred times before. Maybe he has. Blood wells up, bright red against the rabbit’s gray fur, and my stomach churns. I press my hand to my mouth, trying to block out the sound of its whimpering.

      When he’s done, he wipes the blade on his pants like it’s no big deal. Just another day in the life of the little monster. He picks up the rabbit’s limp body and turns it over, examining it like he’s studying for a science test. His head tilts, and for a moment, he almost looks curious. Not cruel, just detached. Like he’s trying to figure out how it all works.

      He doesn't care if anyone's watching. Maybe nosy Sally is peering through the window, witnessing the whole thing, but my brother doesn’t seem to notice.

      I can’t take it anymore. I back away from the shed, my shoes crunching on the dry leaves. I freeze, heart pounding, but my brother doesn’t look up. He’s too absorbed in his minor project.

      As I creep toward the house, a rustling noise stops me cold. The cage near the maple tree shudders, metal bars rattling. Inside, the raccoon paces, its beady eyes locked onto me. It knows.

      My brother calls it his “pet,” but it’s not a pet. Pets are loved. This thing is trapped, waiting. Maybe for its turn.

      My brother’s trained it to sit on his head, like some kind of twisted circus trick. I don’t know how he did it, but the raccoon listens to him. It always listens to him. If not, it’ll probably meet the same end as the rabbit.

      I rush inside, slamming the door behind me. My hands are shaking, and I can’t get the image of the rabbit out of my head. Mother’s in the kitchen, staring into space as she stirs a pot of soup. She doesn’t notice me at first, but when she turns and sees me, her face drops.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I want to tell her everything. About the rabbit. About the raccoon. About the fact that her other son keeps a shoebox under his bed filled with teeth and claws, like trophies. But I can’t. Because if I tell her, he will know I know. And if he knows...well, I don’t want to think about what he might do. The bike accident was enough already.

      “Nothing,” I say, forcing a smile. “Just tripped outside.”

      She shrugs. Mother doesn’t care about me getting hurt.

      I grab an apple from the counter and head to my room, shutting the door behind me. I sit on the edge of my bed, staring out the window. From here, I can see the maple tree, the picnic table, the cage. My brother’s still out there, hunched over, working on something I don’t want to know about.

      I bite into the apple; the crunch echoing in the quiet room. But it doesn’t drown out the sound of my brother’s laugh, or the way the rabbit had whimpered before it stopped moving.

      Then, as I chew, I glance toward the maple tree one last time.

      My brother is standing there, his head tilted, staring straight at my window.

      At me.

      I freeze, the half-eaten apple slipping from my fingers. He lifts his hand—slow, deliberate—and presses one blood-streaked finger to his lips.

      Shhh.

      A shiver crawls down my spine.

      Because in that moment, I know.

      He saw me watching. And now he’s watching me.
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      I’ve seen too much. The case files on my desk aren’t just reports—they’re remnants of stolen lives, childhoods ripped away in an instant. And I can’t stop thinking about it. Not just the monsters who take these kids, but the question of what made them that way. No one is born a predator. Somewhere along the line, something snaps—or maybe it erodes slowly, piece by piece. Was it neglect? Cruelty? A lack of love that hollowed them out until there was nothing left but hunger and control?

      I think about what it takes to raise a child—how fragile they are, how every word, every touch, every moment shapes who they become. A child isn’t just raised; they’re built, layer by layer, by the hands that hold them. And yet, there are parents who fail, and worse, those who deliberately twist innocence into something unrecognizable. It haunts me—the knowledge that evil doesn’t just exist; it’s made.

      My parents say I’m doing a good job raising Lila, but they don’t consider how much the world around her plays a role. I can guide her, but I can’t shield her from everything. If she doesn’t share her thoughts with me, how can I help her navigate them? How can I prepare her for the reality that some people are broken beyond repair? How can I protect her physically when a child can go missing in a heartbeat?

      The weight of it all presses on my chest as I climb into my car, suddenly remembering my lunch date with Mary. Ah, my friend Mary. Haven’t seen her in a while.

      Social obligations aren’t my strong suit—I’m so used to spending my free time with Lila that it’s easy to forget things like this. Most of my friendships survive on the occasional postcard or phone call, a fragile web of connection that I barely maintain.

      Mary had called last week out of the blue and said she had news to share. We went to college together, survived sleepless nights cramming for exams. But, unlike me, Mary never cared about grades. Her parents’ wealth cushioned her from life’s worries. The only reason she studied at all was to escape the monotony of her family’s business, something she could inherit any time she wanted.

      By the time I pull into the diner’s parking lot, I realize I’m sweating through my shirt from my morning workout.

      “Shit,” I mutter, grabbing a sweater from the passenger seat to cover the evidence.

      I make it on time, though I nearly forgot about the meeting. Mary, true to form, is late. She’s never been punctual, not once since I’ve known her.

      Sliding into a booth, I order a glass of orange juice and let my gaze wander out the window. What kind of news could Mary possibly have? Is she getting married? If so, I already know she’ll ask about my love life. And I’ll give her the same answer I always do—it’s nonexistent. People without children never seem to understand how sex and relationships become the last thing on your mind when you’re busy keeping a child alive.

      Still, the thought crosses my mind. Maybe when Lila gets older, I’ll start focusing on finding someone. I don’t want to grow old and die alone.

      Mary finally arrives, spotting me with an exuberant wave.

      “Dee!” she exclaims, her smile lighting up the room.

      I stand to hug her, catching the scent of her perfume. She’s dressed in a mix of workout clothes and full makeup—a strange but oddly fitting combination.

      “How are you, love?” she asks, sizing me up in a way that makes me instantly self-conscious about my outfit.

      “I’m good,” I reply, slipping back into the booth.

      We exchange pleasantries about the weather and traffic. Mary lives in an affluent neighborhood but zips around the city in her sporty convertible without a care in the world.

      “Gosh, I haven’t seen you in ages. How’s Lila? Your parents?”

      I always hesitate at this question. The instinctive answer is “fine,” but that word feels like a lie. My family survives in silence, masking our collective pain. The only bright spot is Lila, who resembles my brother so much it’s both a joy and a burden. But we don’t talk about that. We never talk about that.

      “We’re all good,” I finally say.

      “And the FBI job?” She doesn’t wait for an answer before practically squealing, “I still can’t believe my friend is in the FBI! I’m so proud of you. If I ever need connections, I know who to call!” She laughs, and I force a small smile. Mary clearly doesn’t understand how the FBI works—or that I’m still struggling to make a name for myself.

      “Well,” I say lightly, “I’ll do my best.”

      As our conversation shifts to old memories, Mary casually brings up someone from our college days.

      “You know who I ran into the other day?” she asks, swirling her iced tea with a straw. “Marcus Daniels.”

      I stiffen at the name. Marcus had been one of my brother’s closest friends back then, practically part of the family. But after my brother’s death, Marcus disappeared, leaving a trail of unanswered questions. I’ve often wondered if he knew more about what happened the night my brother died.

      “Marcus?” I say, keeping my tone neutral.

      “Yes! He looked good—well, older, of course, but don’t we all?” Mary chuckles. “He mentioned he’s back in town, working on some big project. I was surprised he even remembered me, but we chatted for a bit. He actually asked about you.”

      My stomach churns. I hadn’t thought about Marcus in years, but his sudden reappearance feels like a door unlocking—a door I thought was sealed shut.

      “What did he say?” I ask.

      “Just that he’d like to reconnect. He seemed…I don’t know, a little hesitant. Like he wanted to say more but didn’t know how to bring it up. Oh! And he said he’s staying at the Hotel Indigo if you wanted to reach out.”

      I force a polite smile, but my thoughts are already spinning. Why was Marcus hesitant? What was he doing back in town after all this time? And why now?

      “Is this why you wanted to meet?” I ask, narrowing my eyes. My throat tightens. This is difficult, and Mary’s talking about it like she’s discussing a shopping spree.

      Her eyes widen, and she cocks her head in sympathy. “Oh, gosh. No. No, absolutely not. I just thought you might be curious.”

      Curious? How would I be curious about someone I thought I’d never see or hear about again?

      Mary continues, “I wanted to see you, to tell you I’m moving to France.”

      She pauses, watching me closely. I exhale in relief. I couldn’t take another bad piece of news.

      “That’s wonderful, Mary,” I say. “What are you doing in France?”

      “Change of scenery,” she says with a shrug. “Things have gotten a lot better there, politically. They seem to welcome people from all over the world. You should come visit.”

      I nod. “I will, Mary.”

      The rest of our lunch is mindless chatter, but my mind stays locked on Marcus Daniels. Maybe it’s finally time to confront him. Maybe it’s time to unearth the truth.
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      I remember my brother’s funeral like it was yesterday.

      My mother hired a guitar player to play Sultans of Swing by Dire Straits before we lowered his casket down. The player was sensible enough to tone down the happy-go-lucky mood of the song and played it softly, strumming the guitar as he sang and stared at the ground.

      Mom and Dad stared into space like living zombies, about to devour the very last minutes of their son’s physical presence. I was numb. I remember watching my parents for clues about when to cry and what to feel. But their subtle demeanor, the pain in their eyes, didn’t give away much else.

      When we came home and felt my brother’s absence, that’s when I locked myself in my bedroom and sobbed. I sobbed until my eyes looked like muffins, and there were no more tears to shed.

      He was such a fun, cool guy. I was just a teenager when he went off to college, but growing up, he was always my big brother—always there, teaching me strange things. Like how if you want to stop a sneeze before it happens, all you have to do is say the word “watermelon” and it’ll disappear. Or that hiccups meant someone was talking about you at that very moment, and if you could figure out who, the hiccups would stop. And weirdly, it always worked. My brother was full of these little nuggets of wisdom, things I held onto as I grew up—like he had this secret knowledge of the world that made everything a little easier to understand, or at least more bearable.

      My family and I don’t talk about my brother’s murder anymore.

      The case is closed. The only suspect, his classmate, was acquitted because the evidence wasn’t strong enough. The jury seemed to think his case was convincing. They ruled it an accident.

      The only two people who witnessed my brother dying said that his group of friends had too much to drink one night, and my brother’s friend—well, not really a friend, more like some guy who he thought was his friend—was playing with a gun and pulled the trigger. The bullet hit my brother’s heart.

      He claimed he didn’t know the gun was real. So, where did he get it from? He said he’d found it in the park, some weird excuse. Who finds a fully loaded gun in a park by mistake?

      People don’t understand what I do. When I tell them I’m an FBI agent, their eyes widen in surprise. They have the misconception that being an FBI profiler means I run around with a gun and show up at a crime scene on a whim, like I’m Spider-Man or something. It’s all glorified in the TV shows. I’m flattered, but they couldn’t be farther from the truth.

      My real job is a lot more complex than pointing a gun at a perpetrator and catching them in the act. My job is to rely on evidence, psychology, and experience to make an educated assessment of the best suspect in a bunch. No hunches or gut feelings involved.

      My brother’s sudden death is the reason I became an FBI agent. My parents’ insurmountable pain, the hollow look in their eyes, is why I’ve remained one.

      And part of it is that people also think I don’t have feelings like everybody else. They think I’m a stone-cold bitch designed to fight evil, but I’m just a person of flesh and blood, fighting my own demons.

      Not perfect.

      But here’s the thing: Marcus was with my brother and their alleged friend, and he witnessed the whole thing. The gun pointed at my brother; the release of the bullet; the screams in the dorm room; the ambulance arriving ten minutes later and pronouncing my brother dead at the scene. Marcus saw it all, even though he was under the influence.

      Marcus was stoned and drunk out of his mind, but when the pistol went off, the adrenaline must have rushed to his head, enabling him to gather his wits and call 9-1-1.

      At the witness stand, he confirmed it was an accident, but his body language lent him a mysterious aura.

      I didn’t believe him.

      Even if you’re drunk out of your mind, the possibility of playing with a random gun thinking it’s a toy is a bit of a stretch.  

      Maybe Kirby was right. Maybe money changes everything.
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      After my meeting with Mary, I head to Lila’s school to pick her up. She comes out of the building a few minutes after four. When she spots my car, she grins and runs toward it. Lila doesn’t smile much, so seeing her look so cheerful is a relief.

      She opens the door and hops into the backseat. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Hey, love. How was your day at school?”

      “It was good.” Her voice is chirpy, lighter than usual. She looks different today, maybe because it’s her birthday, or maybe because the boy who’s been teasing her recently has finally been moved to a different class.

      A couple of months ago, I noticed something was wrong with Lila—she was distant, moody, and even mentioned she didn’t want to go to school anymore. When I confronted her, I knew something was off. So, I went to the principal’s office and demanded that whoever was giving her grief be dealt with. Maybe I should have told Lila to stand up for herself, to show the bully who he was dealing with, but not everyone has that in them. Some people take it all in and shrink. That’s Lila. It’s part of her personality. It’s who she is.

      “Everyone’s coming to my birthday party on Saturday—Nancy, Susan, Gretchen.”

      I glance at her through the rearview mirror, and she’s beaming. Her smile is so wide, it almost seems like she’s trying to prove something, but it’s still a welcome sight.

      “Oh, good,” I say, feeling the lightness in her mood.

      As we drive toward Chuck E. Cheese’s, Lila suddenly leans forward and says, “Mom, can we just go home?”

      I raise an eyebrow, glancing at her through the mirror. “Are you sure? I thought you loved Chuck E. Cheese.”

      She shrugs, her shoulders drooping a little. “Yeah, but…can we just go home?”

      It takes me a second to register her change in mood. This was supposed to be a treat. I thought she’d be excited about it.

      “Okay,” I reply, my voice uncertain. “We’ll go home.”

      As I drive back, I can’t help but wonder if Lila’s more excited about locking herself in her room to prepare for Saturday’s dance party than spending time with me. It’s a small change, but it doesn’t escape me. She’s growing up, and sometimes, that’s a little harder for me to handle than it is for her.

      When we pull into the driveway, my mother is standing at the door, holding a large platter covered in foil. It’s probably for the best we didn’t end up at Chuck E. Cheese after all.

      "Mom, what are you doing here?"

      It’s the usual: her relentless need to feed the entire neighborhood at every damn chance. She gets excited about Lila’s birthday like it’s a national holiday and cooks as though she’s about to feed an army.

      I take the platter from her, forcing a smile as I hug her. "Hi, Mom."

      "Hi, sweetie." Her voice is warm, soft, the way it always is when she’s about to throw a guilt trip on me. She turns to Lila. "I made your favorite. Thought you’d like it."

      Inside, I ask Mom if she can watch Lila for an hour while I run an errand. She nods, waving her hand dismissively as if to say, don’t worry about it. “It’s fine. Do what you need to do.”

      I hesitate, thinking about Lila, but then I remind myself that she’ll be busy in her room getting ready for the party. It’s her day.

      I pull out of the driveway, heading toward the familiar route. The air has a cool edge to it, and the sky is starting to darken, casting shadows over the town. It’s a town that always feels a little desolate when the new school year begins—a mix of excitement and emptiness, like everyone’s holding their breath.

      Hotel Indigo is a ten-minute drive away. People use it for conferences or cheap weddings, and I’ve dined in their restaurant once or twice—the food is forgettable, at best.

      The parking lot is nearly empty when I arrive, which feels fitting. It’s not a fancy place by any means and has seen better days. I park closer to the entrance and just sit there for a moment. I could go in and look for Marcus Daniels. I could confront him now, figure out what he’s up to. But something stops me. A hesitation I can’t quite place.

      I turn on the radio, and the familiar tune of Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go by Wham! fills the car. A smile tugs at my lips as the memories flood in. My brother was a drummer, and I dabbled at the guitar. We’d often make a duo, improvising songs. His energy was infectious, and I wanted to be around him all the time, hoping some of his spark would rub off on me.

      My brother was a bit of a rebel, always resisting the preachiness of our parents. He’d scoff at their advice, sometimes pretend to listen, but mostly, he did his own thing.

      As another song plays, the mood shifts, I start to feel a little self-conscious. What am I doing here, parked outside Hotel Indigo? Am I really just sitting here, waiting for Marcus Daniels to walk out and hoping to learn something from him? And I’m following him without his knowledge, so it’s technically stalking, right? The rational part of my mind tells me it’s a waste of time, but something else drives me—curiosity, fear, maybe a bit of both.

      And then I think about Eliot. What if he found out about this? Am I jeopardizing my position in the FBI for a hunch, a need to know what’s going on with Marcus? What if I’m wrong? What if this all turns out to be nothing?

      Before I can put the car in reverse, my eyes are drawn to the automatic doors of the hotel. They slide open, and there he is. Marcus Daniels.

      My heart skips a beat, and a surge of tension fills my chest. For a moment, I don’t move. I can’t move. There’s an impulse to duck down, to hide, to avoid confronting him, but I’m frozen. My body doesn’t respond.

      And then, I see it.

      Marcus is in a wheelchair. I blink hard, trying to clear the haze in my mind. Maybe it’s not him. Maybe I’ve got the wrong person. Mary never mentioned anything about Marcus being handicapped.

      But no, it’s him. I can’t mistake those piercing green eyes and the sharp jawline. The stubble that never fully connects—it’s unmistakable.

      His left leg is gone. Missing. The sight of him like this takes me completely off guard. A wave of discomfort washes over me, and I feel like I’ve been punched in the gut.

      I stare at him for what feels like forever, but I don’t want to face him. I don’t feel like probing for the truth anymore. And maybe it’s better that way. Maybe I should just forget this moment and leave. Let sleeping dogs lie.
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      It’s getting dark outside, and the temperature is falling.

      I stand by the window and watch our next-door neighbor, Sally, tend to her garden, cutting the dead stems off the flowers, then watering healthy ones. She holds the hose; her gaze drifting beyond the house. I follow her line of sight, but I can’t tell what’s caught her attention. Sally must know everything that’s going on in the neighborhood. Her eyes are always darting toward the neighboring houses. But I can’t tell what she’s looking at now.

      As if she senses me looking at her, she does a double take, smiles and waves at me.

      I lift my hand and wave, somewhat hesitantly. As far as I can tell, Sally avoids us like plague and doesn’t want to associate with us. Whenever she sees my parents, she coughs, turns around and runs in the opposite direction.

      Just like now—she waves at me, but then turns around, minds her own business and goes inside the house shortly after.

      Minutes later, a car pulls into our driveway. Father drives a brand-new Ford Mustang. He takes care of it by washing it every weekend and shining it to death. It makes me feel like he cares about his car more than us kids.

      He gets out of the car and leans in, noticing a smudge on the windshield. He spits on it, then pulls a sleeve of his jacket and wipes the smudge in a circular motion. After he’s done, he walks in, slamming the door behind him.

      He is in a bad mood. I can just tell. When he lashes out, my brothers and I instinctively scatter like leaves caught in a gust of wind. We’ve learned to expect the storm, each of us retreating to our hiding places, hoping to avoid the brunt of his anger. The house feels smaller in these moments, every creak of the floorboards amplifying the tension in the air. My heart races as I crouch in the shadows, willing myself to disappear.

      He doesn’t say hi or ask for Mother. He throws his briefcase onto the kitchen table and loosens his tie. My brothers and I are sitting on the couch, waiting, anticipating.

      Without even as much as looking at us, Father says, “What’s there to eat?”

      My brothers and I gaze at each other, nervous smiles emerging across the faces.

      “We don’t know.” My older brother sounds confident, but his voice cracks a little.

      Father opens the fridge and stares at it for a while, then closes it, empty-handed.

      “Where’s your mother?”

      “Upstairs.”

      “Patricia!” Father screams at the top of his lungs, breaking the dead silence.

      Mother doesn’t respond. She must be passed out in her bed.

      “Patricia, come downstairs and prepare food, damn it!”

      Seconds pass, but still nothing.

      I fear for Mother, who will probably pay with punches later. Maybe it’s better she stays put and out of her mind.

      Minutes pass, and it becomes clear Mother isn’t coming downstairs. Father approaches the fridge again and grabs a package of raw ground beef.

      He looks at it for a second, examines the package, and tears the cellophane from the top. He grabs a handful and brings it closer to his nose to sniff it. At first, I think he will just do that, then think of something to make, surely.

      But no. The handful that Father grips doesn’t return to the package or a pan. Instead, he lifts it to his mouth and stuffs it in, raw and dripping. My stomach churns as I watch him chew, his jaw working methodically like he’s savoring every bite. Before I can fully process what I’m seeing, he picks up the package, tilts it to his lips, and drinks down the red juice pooled at the bottom. A faint, satisfied sigh escapes him as he wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, oblivious to the horror etched on my face. I suppress a gag, trying to imagine what the raw meat and animal’s blood taste like. It must be disgusting. But not to Father, I guess.

      I look at my brothers, and neither one flinches.  It’s as if bizarre behaviour in this house has just become the norm. It makes me sick to my stomach.

      Later that evening, I pretend to do homework while my brothers sit on the floor and allegedly read a book. Dad sits on the couch with his feet up and turns the TV on. He has a glass in his hand, which is most likely vodka with a little ice in it.

      Mother finally shows up, wobbling down the stairs. She holds onto the railing as if to keep her balance. The bags under her eyes look prominent; her skin is pale, wrinkling.

      She has enough strength to walk to the kitchen to pour herself a drink. When she does, I see her head tilt back far enough to get a generous swig of alcohol. She slams the glass down on the counter and turns around to walk in our direction.

      Father averts his gaze from the TV, his brows furrowed at Mom. “What’s with you?” His voice is unkind.

      Mother drifts her arm up and points her index finger at my younger brother. “This one got in trouble today.” She’s slurring her words. “He got caught slaughtering our neighbor’s pet.”

      I flinch. I already knew my little brother enjoyed killing and decapitating small animals, but never did I imagine he would kill someone’s pet. A dog. A cat. A parrot. Beloved creatures kids live for.

      My father takes a sip of his drink. He doesn’t seem particularly petrified like I am.

      “Well,” my mom continues. “The parents came to school to complain, so he has been indefinitely suspended from school.”

      My father makes an angry face; his nostrils flail and his forehead creases. But he still says nothing.

      “Aren’t you concerned?” Mom changes her voice by an octave.

      “He’s a fucking retard.” He spits the words out like a curse, then downs another sip of vodka, as if washing the taste of his son from his mouth.

      Mom already grounded our younger brother by locking him in the room upstairs.   

      Later that night, sometime around two o’clock, I wake up to pee. I swing my legs to the side and sleepily make a beeline for the door. On my way out, I notice my younger brother’s bed is empty. My other brother is in his bed, sound asleep, his back facing me.

      I step into the hallway and listen to the sounds, wondering if my younger brother might be sneaking in the kitchen, looking for snacks. We’d gone to bed still hungry yet again, so his late trip downstairs wouldn’t be surprising. When I come to the kitchen, it’s empty. I look through the living room window and see only the empty street; the houses across the street show no sign of life. Everything is so dark.

      It's drizzling outside.

      I go upstairs to the bathroom, then back to the bedroom, wondering where my brother could be. He hasn’t run away from home, has he? That, too, wouldn’t be surprising, given the amount of beating and constant belittling he gets at home.

      I toss and turn around the bed, forcing myself to fall asleep again, but sleep doesn’t come.

      A whisper outside the window gets my attention. I draw the covers closer, fearing who it might be outside. A burglar? Could it be the police investigating?

      Maybe our parents got in trouble with the law, given so many complaints have been filed against my brother. My older one—a recluse of sorts—recently shoplifted in a local store and got caught by the store clerk. He called the cops on him, and they soon apprehended him. But because he’s a minor, they drove him home and gave my mother—who was drunk out of her mind at the time—a brief lecture and a threat. My father beat him up that night.

      And my younger brother? He’s been decapitating the pets of any school kids who make fun of him. Their dog or cat would disappear from their yard, then reappear a few hours later, dead, covered in blood, looking like victims of a lion’s mouth. My brother always denies the accusations, and no one has solid proof, even though everyone suspects it’s him. It has to be him—the creepy kid from the neighborhood everyone runs away from, everyone laughs at. The kid who doesn’t get any better treatment at home. What the hell is wrong with him?

      A whisper cuts through the silent air. “Here.”

      It’s my dad’s voice, and it’s coming from our backyard.

      My fear is quickly replaced by curiosity, so I sneak out of my bed and walk to the window. Darkness is thick with the rainy clouds covering the moon, but I see two silhouettes moving around the yard.

      My father and younger brother.

      My other brother is still snoring, and I consider waking him up to witness whatever’s happening, but I quickly change my mind. I can’t trust him not to reveal our cover.

      Standing by the window, I can hear better than I can see.

      A thumping sound on the ground awakens my senses. I lean forward to better decipher the movement below, but I can’t quite tell what they’re up to. It sounds like they’re digging a hole.

      It ceases for a second. My father loud-whispers to my brother, “Don’t do anything until I tell you. Do you hear me, you retard?”

      My father sounds angry. My brother is quiet. The digging resumes.

      It must have lasted at least thirty minutes. I suppose I could just go downstairs and ask them what they’re doing, but a little voice in my head tells me I’d better not.

      I peek in Sally’s direction once in a while and wonder if she’s watching them. But I’m pretty sure Sally is growing deaf as she ages, or simply chooses not to hear us. Either way, it works in my dad’s favor, whatever he’s up to.

      My brother stirs in his bed. He turns around, but he still seems to stay asleep. I watch him until he becomes still again, then peel my eyes on the action below.

      The thumping noise stops.

      “Be careful.” My father’s voice vibrates through the air.

      I spot the movement of two figures rushing through—but then, as I sharpen my vision, I see another one. I flinch and retreat from the window, sensing my presence could disrupt whatever was happening down there. My breath catches in my throat as I count the figures again. One, two—no, definitely three. The third, smaller figure between them is unmoving.

      A knot forms in my stomach. My hands shake as I grip the windowsill, willing my eyes to adjust to the darkness. My father and brother lower the small form into the hole they’ve dug. Though my mind struggles to process what I’m seeing, the truth remains undeniable. They are burying a body. A small body.

      A child.

      My breath comes in ragged gasps. Who is she? Is it a she? Where did she come from?

      The rain picks up, pattering against the glass, masking my choked inhale. I want to look away, but I can’t. My father shovels dirt over the lifeless form, his movements methodical—like he’s done this before. My brother stands still, staring down at the newly dug grave, his expression unreadable. I search for signs of remorse in his posture, but there are none.

      Something cold and heavy settles inside me. I think of the missing pets, the cruel laughter of schoolchildren, the way my brother never flinched at the sight of blood. And I wonder if this is where it’s all been leading.

      I press a trembling hand to my mouth. I should scream. I should wake my other brother. I should run. But I stay rooted to the spot, watching as my father smooths the earth with the back of his shovel, erasing the evidence of whatever nightmare just unfolded.

      A strange feeling crawls up my spine, one I can’t quite name. Fear? Horror? Understanding? I don’t know which terrifies me more.

      When they finish, my father grips my brother’s shoulder, speaking low and firm. “This stays between us. Do you hear me?”

      My brother nods. The way he does it—the obedience, the lack of hesitation—chills me more than the crime itself.

      My father doesn’t look around as he leads my brother back inside. They don’t check the windows. They don’t suspect an audience—me, standing here dazzled, confused, and shaken.

      My heart pounds against my ribs as I step away from the glass.

      The following day, our neighborhood is in uproar when the news spreads around that Maura Callahan is missing. I don’t know who she is; the name doesn’t sound familiar. Neither does her face. All I know is that she’s around our age, and went to the same school as my brothers and me. I’m not good at math, but it’s easy to put the two together. The girl must be the one my father buried in our backyard last night. It has to be. The coincidence would be impossible to ignore.

      Maura Callahan is gone. And I know exactly where she is.

      I should tell someone.

      But who? My mother, drunk and indifferent? My other brother, who might be just as afraid as I am? The police, who might turn their suspicions on all of us?

      Somewhere beneath the wet earth in my backyard, a little girl lies buried in the cold. And I don’t know if I’ll ever have the courage to dig up the truth.
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      Lila’s laughter rings through the air, high and sweet, as she runs ahead of me in the golden afternoon light. I call her name, but my voice catches in my throat. She doesn’t hear me. Or maybe she does and doesn’t care. My feet feel heavy, the world slowing around me as she turns a corner and vanishes from sight.

      Then—a gunshot. A deafening crack that shatters the dream like glass.

      I lunge forward, my heart slamming against my ribs, but my legs won’t move fast enough. The street twists, warps, and suddenly I see her—Lila, crumpled on the pavement, a small, dark hole blooming in her chest. Lila is shot. She’s bleeding profusely. Her little hand rests on her heart. Her wide eyes lock onto mine, confusion flickering across her face before it fades into something worse. The light drains from her eyes, and I scream. But no sound comes out. My hands reach for her, but she’s slipping away, like smoke between my fingers.

      I jolt awake, gasping, my skin slick with sweat. My fingers dig into the sheets, gripping them as if they could anchor me back to reality. The weight of the dream presses down on me, the phantom sound of the gunshot still ringing in my ears. It was just a dream. But the terror? The grief? That feels real.

      I force myself out of bed and stumble into the kitchen, rubbing the exhaustion from my eyes. The smell of coffee brews some semblance of clarity into my foggy mind, but the lingering panic from the nightmare claws at my chest.

      Then I hear footsteps.

      Lila walks in, her presence grounding me for a fleeting moment. She’s safe. She’s here. But something about her seems off still. Her “Good morning” is unusually meek.

      “Hi, love,” I say, studying her. “How did you sleep?”

      She shrugs. “Good.”

      A one-word answer. That’s unlike her.

      “Are you ready for school?” I press, searching for any sign of unease.

      “Yep.”

      She moves through the morning routine with an eerie quietness, pouring cereal with precise, almost robotic movements, her spoon stirring in slow circles. Usually, she’s chatty, full of stories about school or strange, whimsical dreams. But today, silence stretches between us, thick and unnatural.

      Watching her grow up is both beautiful and painful. Beautiful because I see the independent young woman she’s becoming. Painful because I feel her slipping away, bit by bit.

      She finally looks up, her gaze steady but hesitant. “Mom, can I have a sleepover at Gretchen’s tonight?”

      Aha! There it is. The reason for her silence.

      I exhale, already knowing where this is going. We’ve had this conversation before. No sleepovers until she’s older. And even then, it’s questionable.

      I tilt my head. “We’ve already talked about this.” Pause. “Right?” I squint my eyes and watch her reaction.

      She drops her gaze, stirring her cereal again. “But Nancy is going, too, and we just want to listen to music and talk. Please, Mom. Please.”

      I hesitate. I don’t know Gretchen’s parents well. I suppose I could do a background check, but that’s an abuse of power. Eliot would have my head if he found out. And the truth is, guilt already gnaws at me. I should know more about Lila’s friends and their families. I should be more involved, more present.

      I waffle like I always do when I’m unsure. “Let’s talk about it after school, okay?”

      A flicker of hope crosses her face. “Okay.”

      She heads upstairs, and I watch her go, an uneasy weight settling in my stomach. Something about her demeanor feels wrong. But maybe she’s just distracted, wrapped up in the excitement of spending the night with her friends.

      After dropping her off at school, I sit at the kitchen table, drumming my fingers on the wooden table. The unease doesn’t go away. It only intensifies. With a sigh, I reach for the phone book, flipping to P for Paige. My finger traces down the list until I find their address on Mulberry Road.

      I dial the number, my pulse quickening with each ring.

      Finally, a woman’s voice. “Hello?”

      “Hi, Mary?”

      “Yes, this is she.” Her voice is light, polite.

      “Mary, this is Daisy, Lila’s mom. How are you?”

      There’s a pause. “Oh! Hi, Daisy. I’m well, thanks. Is everything okay?”

      I twirl the phone cord around my finger. “Yes, everything’s fine. I just wanted to check in about the sleepover tonight.”

      Silence.

      Then: “I’m sorry, what sleepover?”

      My breath catches. “Gretchen didn’t invite Lila over?”

      Another pause. Then Mary laughs nervously. “Nooo. There’s no sleepover. I always check with parents first.”

      A cold wave crashes over me. My grip tightens on the phone. “Oh. Got it. Must’ve been a mix-up. Thanks, Mary.”

      “Of course,” she says, still sounding confused. “Take care.”

      I slam the receiver down, my pulse hammering. My hands shake as rage, confusion, and disbelief swirl together.

      She lied to me.

      She fucking lied to me.

      I push up from the chair so fast it scrapes against the tile. My mind races. Why would she lie? Where was she planning to go?

      I grab my keys, my heart pounding in my ears.

      I need to see Lila. I need to see her now.
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      Just as I pull out of the driveway, it starts to rain.

      Raindrops streak across the windshield, clearing away the dust.

      I turn on the wipers, drifting from side to side, the water mixing with dust and making the windshield less visible. “Shit.”

      I prop myself up on the seat to better see beyond the rim of the dirty patch the wipers had just made. Last thing I want to do is get into an accident or hit someone. Not now, when I’m eager to see my daughter. It’s probably reckless. But my gut screams something is wrong. I have to see Lila—now.

      By the time I move two blocks from my house, the clouds have darkened and thickened, making the morning look like nighttime. The clouds swell and burst, unleashing a downpour that hammers against the car like an angry mob. I can hardly see.

      I increase the wipers’ speed, but the rain is stronger, faster. With the beating rain, I feel my heart pulsating with the beat. Lila isn’t telling me something I should know. Something that might put her in danger.

      As I proceed further, I realize I’ve taken a wrong turn two blocks away. “Shit.” I slam the steering wheel and stop in the middle of the road. Thankfully, the streets are empty. Only fools like me would venture out in weather like this.

      Without even looking around, I make a U-turn and head in the right direction, toward Lila’s school. The streets look desolate, like it’s the end of the world.

      Given the storm, it takes longer to get to the school than usual, but when I arrive, I sigh with relief. I am closer to Lila. The pickup parking spot is empty, so I pull in and step outside the car.

      The deluge of rain soaks my clothes and hair as soon as I step outside. Even though it’s pointless, I run to the building and run through the front door, feeling the noise and intensity of rain diminish.

      I stop in my tracks when I realize I don’t know where to go, where to find her.

      I pick a direction and sprint down the hallway, my footsteps uneven as I try to keep my balance on the slippery floor. The door to the first classroom I reach is ajar. I push it open, startling the teacher inside.

      “Agent Adams,” I blurt, flashing my ID for a brief second, my voice too loud, too urgent. “Is Lila here?”

      The teacher, a young woman with glasses, looks up from her desk, her mouth agape. “No…no, she’s not in my class.”

      I nod briskly, not waiting for more of an answer. I’m already moving to the next door. My breathing comes out heavy, and I barely hear the squeals of chairs and shuffling papers behind me.

      The next classroom is full of fifth graders, their heads snapping toward me as I shove the door open. “Lila Adams!” I shout, scanning the room. “Has anyone seen her?”

      A few kids shake their heads. A few giggle. The teacher, older and frazzled-looking, steps forward. “What’s going on? You can’t just barge in⁠—”

      I don’t let her finish. I keep running.

      I reach the gym, shoving the double doors open with both hands. The sound reverberates through the cavernous space, drawing the attention of a handful of students scattered across the bleachers.

      “Lila!” I shout again, my voice breaking. “Lila Adams!”

      The gym teacher jogs over, wiping his hands on a towel. “She’s not here,” he says, confused. “What’s going on?”

      I’m on the verge of tears. Just as I’m about to turn around and run again, another wave of fear knocks me out. Is it possible Lila isn’t at school at all today? Is it possible that someone might have kidnapped her?

      During my career, I’ve seen so many cases of missing children, many of them becoming cold, but the fear of losing a child becomes more palpable and chilling when it’s your own. It can’t be. Lila must be safe. Except, I haven’t found her yet.

      I head out and run outside the building, thinking Lila might have skipped a class and taken refuge in a corner of the building’s grounds somewhere. The rain is still pounding down with vengeance.

      “Lila!” I want to scream, but my voice is a mere whisper.

      The gate to the playing field lures me in, so I run in that direction, looking around for my daughter. A passing staff member gives me a strange look, but I ignore it and keep going.

      The school grounds are mostly deserted. I walk by the place behind the bike sheds where kids have chosen as a place to hide and smoke cigarettes, if the fag butts on the ground are anything to go by. Sometimes I wonder if Lila partakes in the activity, but I hope not.

      But right now, who cares? She can do anything as long as I find her safe.

      After I’ve run the circle around the outside of the building twice now, Lila is still nowhere to be found. She’s not in the building, and not around the school. What’s my next step? I should find the pay phone and call my office to inform them my daughter is missing.

      A sudden surge of weakness pulls me to my knees, and I cover my face with my hands, feeling tears mix with the rain. My body convulses as the drops soak me up, down to the bone. If something has happened to Lila, I’m ready to die. I don’t think I could live through the loss.

      Am I already in heaven? I hear Lila’s voice calling me, “Mom?”

      Have I heard this correctly?

      I uncover my face and turn around, looking at Lila standing in her bare clothes, holding a huge, red umbrella in her hands. Her face looks terrified. I must look like a hot mess.

      “Lila.”

      “Mom, what’s wrong with you?”

      She trots over to me, careful not to slip on the wet grass, and gets me under her umbrella. Nothing about this is funny, but I laugh like a lunatic, feeling like I’ve been handed an extra life.

      “Lila, sweetie.” I grab her and give her a hug, even though I’m wet. “Lila, you’re here, baby.”

      She looks at me with obvious confusion, but I don’t tell her what prompted my fear or why I look like I’ve lost all my marbles.

      “I heard you screaming my name. I was in the bathroom. Everything okay?” Her eyes are wide in shock. I know this will embarrass the hell out of her, but I promise to make up to her.

      “Yes. Now it is.”

      Later that evening, Lila tells me that Gretchen hadn’t asked her mother about the sleepover yet. This is why Mary, Gretchen’s mom, had no idea what I was talking about when I called this morning.

      “Do you still want to do a sleepover?”

      Lila gets excited for a moment. “Yeah! Can I please, Mom?”

      “Let’s call Mary and find out if it’s okay.”

      Lila claps her hands in excitement. “Yay!”

      Back home, I peel off my soaked clothes and wrap myself in a warm towel, still shaken from the morning’s panic. My hands tremble as I pour myself a cup of coffee, the rich aroma grounding me, reminding me that everything is fine—Lila is safe. I let out a long breath, leaning against the counter, replaying the moment I saw her standing there with that ridiculously huge red umbrella. Or was Lila just too small under it?

      The weight in my chest eases, but not entirely.

      I call Mary, and she answers the phone right away and tells me she’d be more than happy to host Lila tonight. She invites me for a glass of wine before I head back home, and I tell her that’s a great idea. That’s what we will do. Nothing more important than getting to know your neighbors, especially when they’re responsible for your daughter for the night.

      Lila gets ready, and we leave the house in silence before heading to Gretchen’s place. My baby is getting older. As much as I want to protect her all the time,  one day I’ll need to let her go, give her freedom to spread her wings, find her own happiness.

      But until that day comes, I need to stay vigilant. I need to be the best mom I can be to my dear Lila.
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      He’s singing in his cell. A new guy across from us shouts for him to shut the fuck up.

      It’s that familiar nasal, screechy voice that I’ve been listening to day-in, day-out. He still thinks I’m Jesus, his savior, so he keeps talking, telling me about things he’s done—singing in between. Ever since I’d told him to draw things, he’s been presenting them to me like trophies.

      I’ve kept them. 

      By nature, I’m not a rat, but I need to do something about this. Yesterday, he confessed to slashing a young girl with a chef knife, cutting her to pieces, drinking her blood, tasting her flesh before taking her to the woods to bury her. The guy is a monster. If he doesn’t have a conscience, I must use mine.

      Through a chuckle, he tells me her grave hasn’t been found yet. It’s been fourteen years. But if I tread carefully and plan well, I can get more information out of him and relay it to the guards. I just need to find the right time. 

      Later, when we get released from our cells for a meal, he sits across from me. His beady eyes stare at me, and I do my best to divert my eyes. I don’t want to look at him. After everything he’s told me, I could just punch him in his fucking mug. People like him shouldn’t live on this planet. 

      He cracks his mouth as if he wants to say something, but he doesn’t. He better not.

      The guards usher us back to our respective cells. After a meal, I like to take a nap.

      “Jesus,” the creeper pipes in.

      I roll my eyes.

      “What? What do you want?” I’m pissed, and it shows in my voice.

      “Hey, I’ve got a lot more to tell you. I’ve only just started.”

      I shake my head in desperation. How on earth did this happen? I’ve tried to convince him I am not Jesus, and definitely not his savior, yet he still keeps talking…confessing.

      “What the fuck is it now?” 

      “I’ve got to tell you all about my other victims.” 

      “What other victims?”

      “Well, there’s many more. Linda Morrison, Susan Parker, Diane Thompson, Patricia Evans, Karen Reynolds, Janet Foster, Deborah Campbell, Nancy Morgan, Brenda Wallace, Kathleen Bennett…”

      The names keep coming, each one landing like a gut punch. My stomach clenches. My breath is shallow. I can’t listen anymore, but he won’t stop. My hands are over my ears, pressing, blocking—shut up, shut up, shut up. But I still hear him. I still know. And now, I can’t un-know. I’m definitely not his Jesus. But if I don’t listen to him, who will?
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