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			‘The older one grows the more one likes indecency.’

			 – Virginia Woolf, The String Quartet
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			The remains of my dinner start to congeal. I bring the plate into the kitchen, rinse it off, and return to my recliner. Pull up my compression socks. Unpause the TV.

			The knock at the door is a surprise. It’s too late for salespeople or pollsters or children raising money for soccer uniforms. Too late for anything good. I mute the TV and wait for them to go away.

			Another knock.

			Sit still, I tell myself. God knows, it took me long enough to learn that sometimes the best thing you can do is sit still.

			‘Mrs Jones?’

			A female voice, one I don’t recognize. It’s young and a bit whiny, and I wonder if she is selling Girl Scout cookies.

			I heave myself up and out of the recliner. My joints do not appreciate this and show their displeasure with creaks and pops.

			‘Who’s there?’ I yell.

			‘Mrs Jones, my name is Plum Dixon.’

			Hard to forget a name like that, even for me. ‘You’re the one who left a message earlier.’

			‘Yes, I’m from –’

			‘I have nothing to say.’

			Plum Dixon called twice today. I did not answer either call, and now she is at my front door. I see her for the first time through the peephole. Mid-twenties. Tan skin, blond hair, perky ponytail. A big, annoying smile.

			‘Please, Mrs Jones. I just want to talk to you.’

			She’s got the persistence. Too much of that and it becomes a disease.

			I am hardly ready for company. My loungewear is faded and old, fraying at the cuffs, and my house shoes are shabby and worn. As for my hair and face, there’s not much room for improvement at this point.

			I unhook the chain, twist the dead bolt, open the door.

			Plum’s eyes light up.

			‘I’m sorry for showing up unannounced like this,’ she says. ‘I wasn’t sure what else to do.’

			‘You could’ve left me alone.’

			‘I’m sorry. Please, let me explain so you understand what I’m trying to do.’

			‘Come inside already. The cold air is getting in.’

			She hops in like a little bunny and looks around. Formal sitting room on the left, living room on the right, grand staircase in the middle. The floor has seen better days. So has the paint on the walls. But the bones are good. That’s what people always say.

			The house is much bigger than I need and requires too much maintenance. It’s old and more than I can handle, which is why it looks the way it does. We match, me and this house, though it’s important to note that I’m the younger one.

			Plum runs her hand along the carved banister. ‘So beautiful.’

			‘This way.’

			I lead her down the hall and into the kitchen, which was last updated sometime in the ’50s. Black-and-white tile floor, built-in breakfast bar, pull-down ironing board. The chipped and worn cabinets are a faded seafoam green.

			Plum takes a seat before I can offer her one.

			‘Thank you so much for inviting me in.’

			‘Is Plum your given name?’ I ask.

			‘Yes.’

			‘Fascinating.’ Fill the teapot, put it on the stove, set out two cups with saucers and spoons. My standard guest etiquette. ‘How did you find me?’

			‘Public records.’

			It couldn’t have been that easy. If it were, someone else would’ve found me by now.

			‘Go ahead, then,’ I say. ‘Say what you came here to say.’

			‘I’m making a docuseries –’

			‘Earl Grey or peppermint?’

			‘You don’t have to …’ Plum stops, realizing this is not a negotiation. ‘Earl Grey would be great.’

			‘That’s my favorite, too.’

			‘As I was saying, Reboot Productions specializes in telling the story behind the story. Here, let me show you the site.’ She pulls out her phone and jumps out of her seat, shoving the screen in front of my face.

			‘Looks nice.’

			‘What I like to do is really dig into a story. I investigate –’

			‘So you’re a reporter.’

			‘No, I’m the producer. I own the company.’ Plum smiles. She is quite proud of this. I’m sure it is a tremendous accomplishment, but I would be happier if she stopped hounding me.

			‘Congratulations.’

			The teapot whistles. I pour boiling water into our cups.

			‘Thank you. But I’m more interested in talking about you, not me.’

			Here it is. I may be seventy-five years old, but I know a sales pitch when I hear one. It hasn’t been that long since I bought my last car, and Plum reminds me a little of the car salesman. Not a compliment.

			I set the tray of tea and sugar and milk and spoons down on the table.

			‘You really didn’t have to go to this much trouble,’ Plum says.

			‘I think I have some cookies as well.’

			‘You don’t have to –’

			‘It’s no trouble. No trouble at all.’

			She puts a dollop of cream in her tea, ignores the sugar, and stirs it before removing the tea bag. Now the string is all wound up in the stem of the spoon. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch her try to discreetly untangle it.

			We all have different skills, I suppose.

			‘Mrs Jones, I think –’

			‘Please. Call me Lottie.’

			‘Lottie, okay. Well, Lottie, you’ve had one of the most fascinating lives I’ve come across. Lots of people would love to hear your side of the story.’

			I sit down and stir my own tea, not adding sugar or milk. Both are bad, according to my doctor.

			‘Your story is exactly what we do,’ she says. ‘We investigate old crimes and compare what we know now to how it was reported then. You lost your job, your family, probably all your friends. And the names they called you were so horrible! The media acted like you were some kind of she-devil.’

			She-devil. They did call me that, along with ‘that woman serial killer’ and sometimes ‘the psycho bitch.’ It all happened before the internet. The era of tabloid journalism was a precursor of things to come.

			‘How’s your tea?’ I ask.

			‘Lottie, I want to tell the story of what happened when you were wrongfully accused of a crime. You were tried and convicted by the public without ever being arrested, and I want to focus on what that was like for you.’

			‘Why would I want you to dredge all that up? The world has forgotten about me. I moved on years ago.’

			‘Did you?’ she says. Plum glances around my ancient kitchen, in the house where I live alone. To someone like her, Bluebell Lane probably feels like the end of the world.

			This girl has some bite. Good for her.

			‘Let me be very clear,’ I say. ‘I don’t want this brought up again, and I don’t want a docuseries made about me.’

			‘I’m not going to blame you for the murders or claim that you should’ve been arrested. I want to exonerate you once and for all. And just so you know, I plan to make the series anyway.’

			That’s a new piece of information.

			Plum has aquamarine eyes. Clear, translucent, beautiful. Long, natural lashes and rosy cheeks. The glow of youth radiates out of every pore.

			For a moment, I imagine the series she has described. An accused murderer – me – is absolved, cleared, exculpated. An elderly woman who was the victim of a system that got it all wrong.

			But I don’t believe in fairy tales. If she made this show and put me all over the internet, that isn’t how it would end. Not for me.

			I stand up. ‘Silly me, I forgot the napkins. But please continue. I’m listening.’

			‘If you agree to an interview, we can do it right here at your house. I’m flexible about time. We can break it up into a few different interviews or do it all at once. Whatever you prefer.’

			‘You live around here?’

			‘In Seattle. But I can come down anytime, and I’ll bring a cameraman with me.’

			‘Good to know.’ I reach into the corner, to the stand near the back door, and pick up my old umbrella. ‘Why don’t you show me some clips of what you’ve done before?’

			Plum buries her head in her phone, scrolling to find something to show me. I stand behind her and lift the umbrella above my head.

			She looks up.

			Unfortunately for Plum, she sees it coming.
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			I lean against the counter, feeling a little winded.

			Plum is on the floor, the blood from her head is a bright red spot on the black-and-white tile. It was disappointing that I had to hit her twice. But in my defense, I wasn’t prepared for this tonight.

			First, the cleanup. If I’m one minute late, that blood in the grout is going to be a problem.

			I rummage around for a plastic grocery bag. They’re in short supply these days; everything is reusable. I find one stuffed deep in the back of a drawer and wrap it around Plum’s head, tying it at the neck to prevent her blood from spreading farther.

			With that done, I push her body aside.

			Hydrogen peroxide gets rid of what’s left. I’ve known for decades that neither bleach nor ammonia is good enough. You have to use peroxide. But I suppose all of that is on the internet these days.

			Next, Plum’s car keys. They’re in her pocket. I head outside and find her little silver compact parked on the half-circle driveway, right in front of the house. The inside does not look like an airplane cockpit. The car is an economical model without all the bells and whistles.

			Plum has quite a bit of stuff in her car. Empty coffee cup, bottled iced tea, trash left over from lunch, and some clothing. It looks like she changed her shirt right before knocking on my door.

			In the trunk, I find a bag with gym clothes, sneakers, a water bottle, and an energy bar. No electronic devices.

			I head back into the house. She brought a tote bag inside with her. It’s in the kitchen next to her chair, and I nudge her body with my foot to get to it. Files, wallet, lipstick, mints, and a variety of other things that can wait. The problems are her phone and her laptop.

			I’m hardly a Luddite. I have a Wi-Fi network, my own cell phone, even a computer, but I am no expert. It’s impossible to keep up with advances today. If I take a nap, I miss some new technological advance. And I love my naps.

			Regardless of what’s new and improved or better, faster, stronger, I make one assumption about modern life: Every device is being tracked. I learned that a few years ago in a free class at the library. Now I’ve got to decide how to swing this data into my favor.

			I pick up a cookie. Shortbread, full of butter and sugar.

			Plum’s gadgets will track her here, in my home, at this moment. If I destroy the phone and laptop, my house will be her last known location.

			That won’t do.

			Now I have to get dressed and go out, no debate about that. Certain things need to be done, and you can’t skip any of them. Nobody wants to end up in the pokey.

			I use that word because it sounds better than prison, not because it’s from my generation. I’m not that old.

			Once I get all bundled up in a coat, boots, hat, and gloves, I wipe down the gadgets. For me, it’s rather late at night. My day should be long over. But for some, the world is just getting started. I remember those days when life didn’t begin until the sun went down, but that was fifty years ago.

			I pull out of the driveway in Plum’s car and head down the street. The houses here are large, same as mine, but they’ve been added to, redone, rebuilt. That makes me, and my outdated house, the bad stepchild of Bluebell Lane. But, as I mentioned, I’ve been called worse.

			There are only a few places left in Baycliff to get a taxicab that accepts cash. My options are limited to the major transportation hubs: the airport, the train and bus stations. Plum is – was – young and impatient. I saw that for myself. Not the type to waste time traveling on a train or bus. The airport it is.

			I pull into the parking lot and pick a place in the corner, where it’s the darkest. Lot of shadows. That gives me a chance to drop her phone and laptop on the ground. I run over both. Twice.

			Plum’s digital life ends here.

			My last stop is the arrivals pickup, where I dump the electronics in the garbage and search for a cab.

			Plum’s body is not big. She was short and petite, and I should be able to drag her right across the floor.

			This is difficult to admit, but I’m a little afraid that something will go horribly awry and I will end up with a broken hip or arm or leg. An injury like that would be disastrous.

			I take a sip of tea before heading to the backyard. My garden is in the center, vegetables on one side and herbs on the other. The rest of the yard is overgrown. It’s tended to a couple times a year when I break down and pay someone to do it.

			In the garden shed, I get my wheelbarrow.

			Once it’s in the kitchen, I tip it sideways next to Plum so I can shove her right into it, then stand it upright. Again, I take a minute to rest.

			I hate that this is necessary. My body has been turning against me for a while now, acting like it’s no longer happy to be here. The worst part is that my mind is still sharp. I am constantly aware of my body’s rebellion.

			I swallow a few ibuprofen and get on with it, wheeling Plum into the garage and over to the freezer.

			It opens from the top, which means I have to prop up the wheelbarrow and drop her in from above. The process is not pretty and takes an extraordinary amount of effort, but finally Plum is inside. I slam the freezer shut and roll the wheelbarrow back out to the shed.

			The last thing I do before going to bed is plug in my rechargeable chain saw.
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			I wake up with a bit of regret. And I don’t use that term lightly, because regret is one of the most insidious things out there. Arthritis is a close second.

			You can’t live and not have regrets. Some call them life lessons and try to figure out what they’ve learned from each experience. That’s well and good, but you’ll always wish you hadn’t done it in the first place.

			Maybe Plum didn’t need to die. There is a chance, albeit a tiny one, that I would have talked her out of that docuseries. I could have explained more thoroughly that I’ve lived a quiet life for many years and I don’t want to be in the spotlight. Crying might’ve helped.

			I pick up my phone and call voicemail. Plum’s messages are still saved, and I listen to the last one she left. It was a few hours before she knocked on my door.

			‘Hello, Mrs Jones. This is Plum Dixon again. I’m calling about the docuseries I’m making, and I want you to understand that this isn’t a hit piece. I don’t think you’re guilty or anything! This is a completely different kind of series. I’ll be in your area today and would love to explain it more in depth. I think you’ll see this will be beneficial to both of us. Please give me a call at your earliest convenience.’

			Until this moment, I’d never listened to the whole message. I had stopped as soon as Plum said her name. Now that I hear the confidence in her voice, how she really believed her series would be beneficial for me … my regret vanishes. Plum was never going to stop.

			I throw off the covers, feeling the chill of the morning air. Despite how stiff and sore I am, my body won’t slow me down today. A hot shower, a hot cup of coffee, and I’ll be ready to tackle my very long to-do list.

			The floor in the kitchen sparkles.

			It’s never good to be too confident. As the coffee brews, I drip more peroxide on the tile. One more cleaning won’t hurt.

			Breakfast is an egg-white omelet with tomatoes and one dry slice of whole-grain toast. Not the most flavorful meal. I miss bacon and whole eggs and lots of butter and jam. Then again, big picture. There are so many things I miss that breakfast doesn’t crack the top ten.

			I head out to the garage. Plum is frozen. Even her blood is hard. I put on gloves and protective goggles and get to work.

			A chain saw is not a toy. I wish it was, because it would be a lot lighter. That’s the worst part, I think. The weight of it all.

			After an hour or so, I take a break and go into the house. One missed call on my phone, and it’s from my son. Archie didn’t leave a message, but I call him back anyway. I always do.

			He picks up on the first ring.

			‘I’ve got great news.’

			‘Yes? What’s that?’

			‘Morgan is pregnant.’

			Pause.

			‘Wow.’ A genuine response. Maybe I shouldn’t be surprised, but I am. ‘That’s … That’s incredible.’

			‘Thank you. I really hoped you would be happy about this.’

			‘I am happy.’

			‘Good, because there’s more.’ Archie sounds like a little kid, and I do not consider this a good thing. ‘Morgan and I are getting married.’

			A longer pause.

			‘Hello?’ he says.

			‘I’m here.’

			‘You’re judging me, aren’t you?’

			How dare he ask me that. ‘I am not judging you. I’m just surprised by all of this news.’

			‘Mom, I know we’ve had a lot of discussions about Morgan, and I know you don’t agree with all my decisions, but I hope you’re happy for us.’

			‘Of course I am.’

			I don’t mention his first wife. Nor do I bring up the two kids he already has. Or the fact that Morgan is twenty-three years old and he is twice her age.

			‘Thank you,’ he says. ‘Because we’re coming up there to get married.’

			‘To Baycliff?’

			‘Probably Portland. That will make it easier to fly in, and cut down the travel time.’

			‘Yes, right. Very thoughtful,’ I say. ‘How big of a wedding are you going to have?’

			He chuckles. In the background, I hear another man say something. Archie tells me to hold on and mutes the phone. It’s the middle of the day. He must be at work.

			I love my son. He became a lawyer because of what happened to me, though he eventually switched from criminal to corporate law. But his intentions were good. His real problem is with women. He makes terrible decisions about them.

			While on hold, I step into the garage and survey how much of Plum is left. Another hour, two at the most. At least I’ve tackled the hardest parts first.

			‘I’m back,’ Archie says. ‘What was I talking about?’

			‘Your wedding.’

			‘Right. Morgan thinks about a hundred people. She’s working on the list.’

			‘That’s rather large.’

			‘She’s always wanted a big wedding. And probably soon, because of the baby. Most likely May.’

			I almost ask if Stephanie and the kids will be there. Olive and Noah are teenagers now, old enough to realize their father has traded in their mother for a younger model. I haven’t seen them much since it happened. Everybody’s schedule changed after Archie and Stephanie broke up.

			‘Well, that’s wonderful,’ I say. ‘But I’ve got to get going. I’m working in the garden today.’

			‘Mom, you know I can hire someone to do that.’

			‘I like to do it myself, thank you.’

			‘Okay, be careful.’

			He says that a lot these days. Archie means well, but I do not like being treated like I’m too old to do things by myself. Every household chore is not a life-or-death event.

			I end the call feeling the same way I always feel about Archie. His life is at least half my fault. I chose his father. That’s on me.
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			My freezer is a thing of beauty.

			Plum is carved up into pieces, none are recognizable. I’ve bundled them into small packages, each one wrapped in butcher paper and labeled. Chicken, Pork, Ribs, Tuna, Lamb, Salmon, Cutlets, and so on. Every type of meat and fish, even the ones I don’t eat.

			If the police stormed into my house right this minute, all they would find is a stocked freezer. Though it won’t stay that way for long. I consider this to be the middle part of the process. A stopgap until Plum is completely gone.

			Yes, I’m being overcautious. But I’ve never regretted doing that.

			Next, I get the fireplace going. That’s another thing Archie has a problem with. He thinks an old woman in an old house with a wood-burning fireplace is a recipe for disaster. He may be right, so many things could end in disaster for me, but not this. When I was growing up, a fireplace was the only heat we had. I know what I’m doing.

			One by one, I throw Plum’s belongings into the fire. The stuff from her bag is mostly useless, though I do take a closer look at her wallet. Credit and debit cards, along with cards from the library and gym. A few dollars in cash. No photos. They’re all on her phone, no doubt.

			The one thing I do keep is the file she had next to her laptop. My name is written on the tab. I suspect that if things hadn’t gone the way they did, Plum would’ve taken it out and showed it to me.

			I get settled into my recliner. If someone had told me half my life would be spent in the same chair, I might’ve killed them just for that. But now, ten years after buying this recliner, it fits my body perfectly. Every wrinkle and lump has its own place. There is nowhere I’d rather be.

			The first page in the file looks like a synopsis, followed by an episode-by-episode breakdown of her series.

			The Tragedy of Lorena Mae Lansdale

			Good Lord, so dramatic. She even used my full, original name.

			Well. This is what it came down to in Plum’s eyes. My life, or at least a good chunk of it, has been a tragedy.

			In the spring of 1985, the Spokane Police Department realized it had an active serial killer in the city. Detective Kenneth Burke was the first …

			I close the file. That’s enough for now.

			No time for a trip down memory lane, not when Plum is still in my freezer. First, I settle in for a nap. Long night ahead.

			The house is almost dark when I wake. The only light comes from the embers in the fireplace. I heave myself up, feeling all the activity of the past twenty-four hours. The soreness is deep in my bones, screaming out for me to stop.

			I rebuild the fire, get it roaring with three new logs stacked side by side, making a flat surface across the iron grate. I open all the windows and plug in a few air fresheners.

			In the garage, I divide the bundles by type – chicken and turkey first. I stack them all in a shopping bag and bring them into the living room. It would be easier if I had a crematorium and could burn Plum all at once. The whole middle part with the chain saw could be skipped.

			Alas, we don’t get everything we want. In fact, I’ve decided that getting one or two things I really desire is the best I can do.

			This process is not quick. It’s not like burning paper or even wood. Beyond the frozen veins, blood, muscles, and organs, there are bones.

			Using a fireplace requires work. You can’t just throw a body in and expect it to burn – or a limb, for that matter. Fireplaces are not incinerators. To do it properly, the body must be cut into small pieces, and the fire must continue burning so it can reduce as much as possible to ash. If it’s done right, only bone fragments and teeth will remain. The first time, I did it wrong and had to reburn what was left. An unpleasant process, to say the least.

			Success depends on the temperature of the fire. The wood and logs are stacked to allow for air flow and maximum burn, and I stoke it with a bellow. The more oxygen the fire gets, the hotter it burns. The gate in front helps keep the heat contained, in turn making the temperature rise.

			I step into the backyard to get some fresh air and wait for the first packages to burn.

			Over the next few hours, I get through the chicken, turkey, and red meat before taking a break. The smell still gets to me; that hasn’t changed. The charred, burning stench is impossible to get used to.

			I go out back and cut a hunk of rosemary from the garden – God knows, I have enough of it – and throw it into the fire. It helps.

			Only then do I notice the missed call. It’s the second one today from the same unknown number. This time there’s a voicemail.

			‘Hi. My name is Cole Fletcher. Sorry to bother you. I know this might sound a bit strange, but I’m looking for my girlfriend, Plum Dixon. I think she stopped by your house yesterday? I haven’t heard from her, and I’m getting a bit worried. Could you please call me back when you have a chance?’

			Her boyfriend. The world really does move faster than it used to, and Cole knows exactly where Plum’s phone has been over the past day. Even I know there’s an app for that.

			I call him back. Cole answers on the first ring. He sounds out of breath.

			‘Hello?’

			‘Hello. This is Lottie Jones. You left a message for me about Plum Dixon?’

			‘Yes, thank you so much for calling me back.’

			‘Of course. How can I help?’

			‘Plum was down in Baycliff doing some research for a project she’s working on. She went to your house yesterday?’

			‘Yes, she was here,’ I say. ‘She came by last night to discuss a docuseries she wants to make. We talked for a bit, and she left after that.’

			‘Okay …’ Cole’s voice trails off for a minute, like he’s reading something. ‘What time did she leave your house?’

			‘It was around nine or nine fifteen. You said you haven’t been able to get hold of her, is that right?’

			‘She’s not answering calls or texts.’

			‘That’s rather alarming,’ I say.

			‘Did Plum happen to mention where she was heading next?’

			‘She said something about leaving town last night but didn’t say where.’

			‘Really?’ he says. ‘Strange.’

			‘Is it?’

			‘I don’t know. Maybe not. I’m just trying to get hold of her.’

			‘I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful. But I’m sure she’s fine. Plum struck me as being quite determined.’

			Cole laughs a little. ‘She is that. Okay, thank you, Mrs Jones. I really appreciate your time.’

			‘Not a problem. If I think of anything else, I’ll be sure and let you know. Feel free to call if you have any more questions.’
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			What did I forget? What did I miss?

			At the airport, I wore a hat, kept my head down to avoid cameras, but did anyone recognize me? And that cabdriver. I had him drop me off at the wrong house, then walked home. Did he see that? Did my neighbors? Does he keep accurate records?

			What if there’s some other electronic gadget I missed? Something in her body, perhaps. Don’t they make those now? A chip that was embedded, now reduced to ash, and somewhere in the cloud my house is logged as the final location.

			Did I leave anything behind in the car? I wore gloves the whole time, so there won’t be any fingerprints. But what about a stray hair? A fiber? Something on the bottom of my shoes?

			No, no, no. I’m being silly. Everything’s fine. It’s fine.

			Plum’s ashes are in a metal bucket. I’ve gone through them, picking out the bone fragments and teeth to crush and pulverize. Other than the ashes, the only thing left of Plum is the file. And no one is ever going to see that.

			After a few days of this mental merry-go-round, I get a little tired of thinking about Plum. Between her body and the car and the electronics, she has dominated my life. Rush, rush, rush, get everything done.

			Now I am stuck in the lull.

			It’s sort of like being in the eye of a hurricane. The first part of the storm has blown through – the murder, the body – and now there’s a period of calm until the back side of the storm arrives. Sometimes it never arrives. It all depends on how well I did the first part.

			The lull gives me too much time to think.

			What about the police? Do they know yet? Has Cole called them? Have they found her car? Will they be able to search flight records? Does that require a subpoena? Do they even know why Plum came to see me? Does Cole?

			I’ve never been diagnosed with an anxiety disorder, but the lull can make me feel like I have one. My brain becomes a machine that spits out endless questions and worries.

			Ridiculous, I know. And I don’t have time for it. I need to get ready for church.

			Twice a week, I go to First Covenant Church. Sundays are the serious day, and Thursdays are for bingo, a raffle, and a potluck of refreshments. Homemade is preferred. Anything store-bought is frowned upon.

			The bingo game has already started when I arrive. Glenda greets me at the snack table. She is our event coordinator, a title she probably made up herself. The garish floral dress she is wearing looks exactly like all her other garish dresses.

			Glenda turns her nose up at my dish.

			‘Spinach dip. Again.’

			She places it at the end of the table, near the desserts, in the worst possible place for a dip. The thing about Glenda is she’s so blunt that it’s hard to fault her for it. I accept, and even appreciate, that she is incapable of lying. It’s like she can’t help being the way she is.

			I suppose none of us can. Not really.

			Sheila and Bonnie like to sit in the middle row near the center aisle, with a view of everyone and everything. Both are around my age, give or take a few years, though it doesn’t matter at this point. To the rest of the world, we’re so old we all have one foot in the grave. Strange, since I don’t feel dead.

			More than once, someone has asked if Bonnie and I are sisters. We both have grey hair, pale wrinkled skin, and light eyes. Sheila has dark skin with fewer wrinkles, brown eyes, and thick white hair. She is wearing her lucky sweater, a gift from one of her grandchildren, and Bonnie has a new pair of bingo earrings on. They match the pendant around her neck.

			I feel a little dowdy in my old slacks, plain blouse, and bulky cardigan. On Thursdays, I usually make a point of dressing up a little and putting on my face. Tonight, I was lucky to remember lip balm. My hair is braided, though. That keeps me from looking too scraggly.

			Bonnie grabs my cup of fruit punch, and it disappears under the table, where she keeps her flask. It’s a beautiful old thing, sterling silver and hand-engraved with her late husband’s initials. Alcohol is strictly forbidden at church events, a stupid rule considering we are way over the age of consent.

			‘You’re late,’ Sheila says.

			‘And I brought spinach dip.’

			Bonnie hands my cup back and wags her finger at me. ‘Now you’re on Glenda’s shit list.’

			‘When am I not?’

			The next round of the bingo begins. Pastor Doug is running the game this evening, which is a special treat. Normally, it’s Hector, his assistant pastor, who is much younger and louder. Doug usually stands around near the food tables, making small talk with the parishioners.

			‘N-33!’ Doug yells.

			‘Hector isn’t here tonight,’ Sheila says.

			‘What? Why?’

			‘Family issue.’

			‘B-6!’

			Even at church, life moves fast. I’m a little late, and I have already missed some gossip.

			‘I heard his teenage daughter got into a fender bender,’ Bonnie whispers.

			‘G-51!’

			‘Is she okay?’

			‘Yes. But apparently they’re having a family meeting tonight.’

			A family meeting. I remember those.

			My mother loved them. For a while, we had one at least once a month. My father hated them. He never said so, but I saw the way he would clench his jaw or roll his eyes when Mom had her back turned. Once, she caught him, and they had a huge argument. We didn’t have another family meeting.

			That was all when I was very young. Things weren’t too bad yet.

			‘O-68!’

			‘Bingo!’

			‘Dammit.’ Sheila grabs an eraser and wipes off her cards.

			Two more games later and we haven’t won a thing. Sheila came close once. So did I. But close didn’t put any money in our wallets.

			Glenda steps to the front of the room and claps her hands, demanding everyone’s attention. As if the floral dress didn’t do that already.

			‘It’s time for our raffle,’ she says. ‘I hope everyone bought a ticket when they came in, because tonight’s prize is very special. Holey Moley Donuts has donated a gift card for one free donut every week for the next six months!’

			Everyone claps, including me, though Bonnie whispers in my ear about the evils of twice-fried dough. But First Covenant is not judgmental except when it comes to alcohol on the premises. They don’t judge anything else, including the food we choose to eat, which is one of the reasons why I like this church.

			None of us win the raffle. All that fried dough will go to Janice. She jumps up and runs to the front.

			‘I have news,’ I say.

			Bonnie holds up both hands. ‘If it’s cancer, don’t even say it.’

			‘Not cancer. It’s Archie.’

			They both lean in, sensing juicy gossip. And boy, do I deliver.

			‘Archie’s girlfriend is pregnant, and they’re getting married.’

			‘Wait,’ Sheila says. ‘Is this the one named after a horse?’

			‘Morgan, yes. She’s twenty-three.’

			‘Practically a teenager,’ Bonnie says. ‘And have you talked to his age-appropriate ex-wife?’

			‘Not yet, no. I’m really trying to let him live his own life and make his own mistakes.’

			‘Morgan is a big one,’ Bonnie says. ‘But your Archie is still better than my Danielle.’

			I can’t argue with that. According to Bonnie, her daughter has always been a handful. I’ve heard some of the stories.

			We fall into one of our favorite conversations and debate whose children have screwed up worse. Not that we keep score. That would be absurd. It’s more like we’ve come to understand that there is no mother-of-the-year award, and if there was, none of us would win it. I think that’s rather healthy of us.

		
	
		
			6

			Glenda stops me at the door to make sure I take the spinach dip home. Half of it is left. I chalk that up to her table placement rather than the quality.

			‘Try a hot dish next time,’ she says. ‘You know we have plenty of warming trays.’

			‘I’ll do my best, Glenda. And thank you for all that you do.’

			She smiles. Sometimes I say things just to make myself laugh on the inside.

			I practically roll myself to the car, stuffed full from all the food I ate. Sheila brought her chicken-stuffed buns, and Bonnie made her infamous crumb cake. My doctor would be appalled, but it’s not like I’m going to tell him.

			Thursday is my favorite night of the week. Yes, it’s mostly old people like me. We’re retired and bored and looking for something to do. All of us come together because no one else sees us. Or wants to.

			There are no text messages or voicemails waiting on my phone. Nothing from Cole or the police or anyone else. Good. The lull continues.

			As much as I want to check the news and see if Plum has been reported missing yet, I don’t do it from my phone. In fact, I’m a little afraid to search at all, even on my home laptop.

			I once brought my laptop to a computer store and told the clerk, a young man named Ernie, that I was afraid of identity theft and hacking and all the bad online things you hear about … on the internet. Though it’s nice that the internet lets you know how terrible it is.

			Ernie set me up with a VPN, which he said would block my location and browsing data. I have no reason to disbelieve him; Ernie sounded like he knew what he was talking about. The police and the FBI and the ones who invent things to circumvent VPNs are the people I have nightmares about.

			I wait until I get home to check the local news. Decades ago, I used to check every channel – all four of them – to make sure I didn’t miss anything. That was long before twenty-four-hour news and the internet. Information was not readily or quickly available.

			A few times, I was stupid enough to attend press conferences by the police. But only because it was so infuriating when the news only showed the highlights. I wanted to see every question and answer.

			However, none of this did any good. The information didn’t help me. Either you do it right, and get a little lucky along the way, or you don’t. The most useless thing to do is sit in front of a computer, refreshing the news over and over. That’s a good way to drive yourself crazy.

			Sunday afternoon, the knock on my door comes right after I return from church. I’ve just taken off my hat. Today I wore the lilac one with the polka-dot ribbon. Spring is here, so we’ve all dug out our pastels and florals. I toss it on the bed and head downstairs.

			In the foyer, I grab my walker out of the hall closet. It came from a secondhand shop in a strip mall. It’s the aluminum kind with two wheels in front and rubbery grips for my hands. It also folds up and lies flat against the wall, hardly taking up any room.

			‘Who’s there?’ I say.

			‘Cole Fletcher. I called you last week about Plum?’

			Yes, I remember offering to help Cole, but at no time did I say he could stop by. And yet here he is. There was a time when stopping by without calling was considered rude. I don’t know when that ended, but it was a mistake.

			I thump my way over to the door and open it.

			Cole is very tall. That’s the first thing I notice, because it’s impossible to miss. His red hair and freckles are a close second.

			‘I’m really sorry to bother you,’ he says. ‘I was just hoping to ask a few more questions.’

			‘Of course. Come in.’

			He walks into the foyer, not appearing as impressed as Plum did. He stands in the center and awkwardly holds out his hand.

			‘It’s nice to meet you, Mrs Jones.’

			I nod and shake his hand. It’s soft, no calluses anywhere. ‘Let’s go to the kitchen.’

			Cole follows me down to the hall, which is a much slower process with the walker. Behind me, I hear him. Step, pause. Step, pause.

			‘I’ll make us some tea,’ I say.

			‘You don’t have to go to the trouble –’

			‘It’s no trouble. Earl Grey or peppermint?’

			He takes a reluctant seat behind the table, on the built-in bench. ‘Um … peppermint.’

			‘That’s my favorite, too.’

			Fill the teapot, put it on the stove, set two cups with saucers and spoons.

			Making tea while using a walker is a tedious process, but I have to stay committed. Cole jumps up more than once, offering to bring the sugar, milk, and cups over to the table.

			‘You said you wanted to ask some questions. Is this about the docuseries?’ I say.

			‘It’s about Plum.’

			I stop stirring my tea. ‘Don’t tell me you still haven’t heard from her?’

			‘Not since the night she was here.’

			‘What about her family?’

			‘Well, it’s really just her mom, and that’s a … weird situation.’

			Sounds like something to know more about, so I stay quiet. Let Cole fill in the blank air.

			‘Plum’s mom dumped her on her grandparents’ doorstep when she was little, said she wasn’t ready to be a mother, and took off. Plum didn’t see her mom again until she graduated from high school.’

			‘Are her grandparents still around?’

			‘They passed away before I met her. So it’s kind of just me. I feel like I’ve got to find her.’

			Cole wants to be the hero. Good to know. ‘Plum still isn’t answering her phone?’

			‘No. The last time her phone pinged was at the Salem airport.’

			I shake my head, look befuddled. ‘I don’t understand.’

			Cole launches into an explanation about their location app, describing her whereabouts in detail. He knew when she had arrived here, what time she left, and that she went straight to the airport.

			He’s right. Her phone did all those things.

			‘Have you looked anywhere else?’ I ask.

			He nods, takes a sip of his tea. The cup is so tiny in his hands I bet he could drink it all in two gulps. ‘We live in Seattle, so I looked there. And I went to Spokane, where she was also doing some research. Her car was found at the Salem airport, and that’s where I talked to the police.’

			‘What did they say?’

			Cole averts his eyes, looking down at the table. ‘They asked me what our relationship was like.’

			‘Your relationship?’

			‘When I told the police she left her car at the airport and disappeared, they sort of …’ He stops and moves his hand around, like he’s trying to conjure up the words. ‘They kept asking if we’d gotten into a fight. Sort of insinuating that she was trying to escape. Like I was … abusive or something.’

			This comes out of nowhere.

			I reach over and place my hand on Cole’s arm. ‘That must’ve been terrible to hear.’

			‘It was, because I never … I mean, I would never …’

			‘Of course you wouldn’t.’ But, really, how would I know if Cole is the abusive type? It’s not like they come tagged and bar-coded.

			‘This detective kept asking me the same questions over and over,’ he says. ‘The last time we argued. If it got out of control. How often things got physical between us. I kept saying it wasn’t like that.’

			Cole’s emotions are a little overwhelming for both of us, and it seems like a good time for cookies. Moments like this are why I disagree with my doctor about sugar. Sometimes, nothing else will do.

			The walker makes the trip to the cupboard slower than it should be. By the time I return to the table, Cole’s face has turned red, something he can’t hide with that pale skin.

			‘I’m sorry. I’m sure you have better things to do than listen to me,’ he says.

			‘Nonsense. A young woman is missing, and that deserves attention.’

			‘Right? That’s what I kept telling them.’ He picks up a cookie, eats it in one bite. ‘The thing is, this is the sort of stuff that drives her crazy. People making assumptions about what happened, thinking someone is guilty when they aren’t.’

			‘Plum seems like a very passionate young woman.’

			‘She is.’ Cole smiles a little. It makes him look about twelve. ‘Plum is a really positive person. She believes she can change people’s lives.’

			‘Tell me more about her.’

			Cole talks for the next half hour, sharing the story of how they met, how long they’ve been together, what Plum likes and what she hates. By the time he runs out of words, Cole is holding on to his teacup with both hands like he’s guarding it. Always the hero, even for porcelain.

			‘She’s just getting her business off the ground,’ he says. ‘She wants to help people who were wrongly accused of a crime. I think it’s because of her mom. She had a lot of problems, but Plum still wants to believe the best in her, you know?’

			‘Had she produced a lot of these docuseries?’

			‘Three so far, and they’re all online. Her dream is to get a deal with one of the streaming networks.’

			Good thing that hadn’t happened yet. Otherwise, a lot more people would be searching for her.

			‘She sounds like an amazing person,’ I say.

			‘I feel like I’m babbling now. Thanks for listening.’

			‘Anytime. And if there’s anything I can do, you let me know.’
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			By the time Cole leaves, he is hyped up on sugar and ready to continue his search for Plum. I sit down on my recliner and pull out her file. It’s been stuffed between the cushion and the armrest for days. Until now, I haven’t been tempted to go back to 1985.

			I read through the first page of Plum’s episode synopsis, then flip through the rest. Copies of news reports, interview transcripts, and a few pictures. Including the infamous one of me walking into the police station.

			My style was pure ’80s. That fluffy, feathered hair with the blond streaks. I didn’t wear the blue eye shadow that was so popular at the time, although brown and lavender wasn’t much better. Neither was my bright lipstick.

			But the horrible fashion and style choices aren’t what stand out in the photo. It’s the expression on my face. I don’t look surprised or shocked, no dewy or wide eyes. Mine are narrowed and aimed directly at the camera. Glaring at it.

			That’s how people perceived it, though it wasn’t true. There were so many reporters and so many camera flashes that I couldn’t see. I was squinting.

			That photo was printed and reprinted over and over. It damaged me almost as much as how I was described.

			Thirty-six-year-old Lorena Mae Lansdale, a never-married single mother.

			Good thing it was the ’80s and not earlier. Otherwise, they might’ve thrown me in prison just for that.

			When I went to the station, I had no idea the police had called the press or leaked my name and called me a person of interest. The media firestorm was a surprise.

			If they hadn’t done that, maybe the interview would have gone differently.

			Kenneth Burke greeted me at the door, after watching me navigate my way through the cameras. Spokane’s most renowned detective had thick, unruly brown hair, a matching mustache, and that coffee-cigarette stench. But I don’t remember him being particularly intimidating. Not at first.

			‘Miss Lansdale, thank you for coming in.’

			I nodded.

			He led me into the station. We walked by a lot of staring people and went into an interrogation room. No windows, a tile floor, a mirror on one wall. The table and chairs were metal and cheap.

			A secretary appeared. She was young and nervous and asked if I wanted something to drink. I shook my head no. She closed the door, leaving Burke and me alone. I assumed quite a few more were watching through the mirror.

			Burke had a cup of coffee, a pack of cigarettes, and a thick file of pictures and reports. I had nothing. A black ashtray sat between us.

			‘Are you comfortable?’ he asked.

			I nodded.

			‘Good. Like I said, I just wanted to ask you a few questions. Let’s start with Paul Norris. How did you two meet?’

			I stared at him.

			Burke waited for a few minutes, then repeated the question.

			I stared at him.

			‘How about Marilyn Dobbs?’ he asked.

			Still nothing from me.

			‘Walter Simmons?’

			Again, nothing.

			‘Maybe these will help jog your memory.’ He opened the file and laid out six photos on the table. Two photos each of Paul, Marilyn, and Walter. One alive and one dead.

			I did not react. Nor did I speak. Neither was easy, especially the silent part. I hadn’t planned on that until I saw the reporters outside and realized how stupid I’d been to think I could walk into a police station and convince them I was innocent.

			The problem was I didn’t know what evidence they had. And I didn’t know what they were hiding.

			When I sat down in that interrogation room, I decided this was their problem. If they wanted to charge me with these murders – and convict me – they would have to prove it. And I wasn’t about to help them.

			After about fifteen minutes of saying nothing, Burke got up and walked out of the room, slamming the door behind him. I kept my smile to myself.

			When he returned, his demeanor had changed. His frustration was gone. The pictures were still laid out in front of me.

			‘Miss Lansdale, I’m sorry I had to show these pictures to you, but this is what we’re dealing with. What their families are dealing with. We have a lot of evidence that points to you, but
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