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Chapter One

I couldn’t see the terrified woman behind me in the dark woods, but I heard her labored breathing, almost synchronized with my own. Frequently we stumbled into trees, gasped in pain at the lash of a branch across the face, and stubbed our toes on unseen rocks and roots. I sensed her flagging energy, but I wasn’t much better off. And, I asked myself angrily, why should I care if she fell behind?

We had to stop running soon. We had pushed ourselves farther than I’d have thought possible for two women almost into the fifth decade of life. In addition, we made so much noise crashing through the woods like crazed hippos that tracking us was easy for our pursuers. Worst of all, we had no idea where we were going. We might end up making a big circle and coming face to face with the very people we were trying desperately to avoid.

Sensing something in my path, I stopped. The way ahead was blocked by a tree broken off halfway up, no doubt by lightning. Its jagged trunk pointed into the sky, but its branches swept the ground, held in place by a splinter of raw white wood that caught what little moonlight there was.

Unable to see that I’d stopped, my companion plunged into me. Her push sent me forward a step, and I caught my balance by grasping the branches that swept the ground before me. As I did, my foot felt the edge of a depression. The ruined tree’s top lay over a gully, and its thick branches hid the space beneath. A place we might rest and evade capture? It was better than nothing.

In low tones I communicated what I had in mind. The dim form beside me offered no objection. Navigating my way through the branches and into the hole, I held them aside so she could crawl in as well. The space, just wide enough for the two of us to curl into, was half-filled with leaves fast turning to compost, but the surrounding depth felt protective. We lay there, struggling to quiet our exhausted lungs and staring into the darkness as if by sheer will we could see danger approaching.

In minutes, we heard them. One was some distance off but noisy. The nearer one was stealthy, pausing every few steps to listen. When he stopped beside us, I could have reached out and touched the fluorescent stripe on his sneaker.

Each second’s passing seemed to shave a year off my life. It was terrifying to lie there imagining what would happen if they found us. The two men had planned we’d die by fire, but no doubt they’d come up with a Plan B to cover this situation. If we died out here, would anyone find our bodies? Not for years. Our only hope of staying alive was complete silence.

“They’re here somewhere,” the noisy one called.

“Sh-h-h!” hissed the other, the words barely a sound.

The men stood for a long time, waiting for us to betray ourselves with a movement, cough, or cry. They say it’s impossible for two women to keep silent for long, but neither of us so much as twitched. While my body remained tense and still, my mind worked overtime.

How had this happened to me? The fact that I was hiding from murderers, desperate men who intended I would breathe my last before this night was over, was due to a woman who’d once been such a close friend I could never have imagined she’d turn on me. Because of her I’d suffered confusion and stress, told the biggest lie of my life, was suspect in a mysterious disappearance, and was now a candidate for murder victim. As we sat frozen, our legs cramping in that earthy almost-grave, I had a long time to consider my situation. What had I done to deserve this? Until two years ago, I’d been Sarah Elizabeth Leigh’s best friend.​
Chapter Two

I’d known Sarah Mathews Leigh since before I could remember. We were the same age—actually, she was four months older, which she used to mention often when we were kids but stopped noting when we hit twenty. Our mothers went to the same church, sang in the same choir, taught Sunday school together, and played bridge on Friday nights. Sarah and I played together as babies. I don’t remember a time when she wasn’t around.

I grew up comparing myself to Sarah, who was demure where I was brash, circumspect where I was impulsive, and tactful where I was (am) inclined to be impatient. Sarah never seemed to mind the things that drive me crazy: mindless tasks, waiting around, and the inefficiency of the clueless.

I remember once suggesting to our Sunday school teacher that she might not have so many problems with the Stickley brothers if she planned activities that were a little more interesting. Her lips tightened just like when the boys were at their worst, and she said in that quavery, high-pitched voice that begged to be mimicked, “You should try to be more like Sarah, Caroline. She doesn’t criticize her elders or laugh when those boys act up.”

It was true. Sarah never caused the slightest irritation for the adults we encountered, and even my own mother sometimes held her up as a shining example. “Margaret Mathews never has a minute’s trouble with that girl,” she’d say. She never added out loud what I knew she was thinking: “Why can’t you be more like Sarah?”

Both our mothers are gone now, but if I could see mine once more, the question I’d ask is not what heaven is like or how it feels to die. I’d ask if her friend Margaret Mathews ever made her as furious, as downright hysterical, as her daughter Sarah eventually made me.

They say people grow apart sometimes. All I can say is that in our case, we didn’t just grow apart. One of us grew malicious.

It was cold in the damp hole, and I pressed my lips together to stop my teeth from chattering. I hadn’t come dressed for a March night in Michigan’s north woods. My loafers were soaked, my jeans felt clammy in the seat from the rotting leaves beneath me, and the scratches on my arms and face burned. I was a mess.

Another memory came to mind: our prissy neighbor Mrs. Albine, who from time to time took it upon herself to scold me for being such a tomboy. “Look at your little friend,” she’d urge. “Such a little lady! If you took the time in the morning to braid your hair like Sarah’s, it wouldn’t fly all over.” When my hair hadn’t displeased her it was the dirt on my knees, the hole in my sleeve, or the scratches I’d earned climbing into blackberry bushes. I wondered what the old biddy would think if she could see me now.

Sometimes the dark is a woman’s friend.

​

Chapter Three

Sarah and I were close growing up, despite our differences. In high school we shared clothes, lipsticks, and boyfriends with equal lack of concern. I should state that in those days boyfriends were just that: boys who were friends. Sarah and I dated twins for a while, but neither of us paid much attention to which of them kissed us goodnight. It was all perfectly innocent.

After graduation we were separated for a while. Sarah, whose parents had little money and few aspirations for their children, went to beauty school, while I trained to be an RN. Back then that meant leaving northern Michigan, but when I graduated, I returned home. Sarah had married (I was maid of honor) and already had a small child. She’d set up shop with two other women and seemed content with her choices. We took up our friendship again as easily as putting on an often-washed flannel shirt.

Abaletta is a small town in northern Lower Michigan, usually located for strangers by pointing to a spot on the inside of your index finger, near the first knuckle. The northeastern side of Michigan’s “mitten” is sometimes considered less blessed by Mother Nature. The long-ago glaciers left more of an impression on the western side, giving rise to places like Traverse City and Petoskey, where lovely hills sweep down to charming bays. Tourists flock to the west side to enjoy the views, the sports, and the waters.

East of I-75 the land is flatter, the coastline less impressive. There are fewer vacationers, more long-established families and retirees from the auto plants of Detroit. Abaletta is inland from the Great Lakes, just a dot on the way to Lake Huron. Our only housing development is the trailer park, and fast food consists of a ham and cheese at the gas station’s deli counter.

Although there are no ski hills on the Sunrise Side, there is peace and quiet. There’s plenty of recreational water too: lakes of all sizes, rivers, and the only waterfall in the Lower Peninsula (Ocqueoc Falls, which is pronounced AH-kee-ahk. The name brings endless delight to locals who love to hear tourists try to say it correctly). I never wanted to live anywhere else, despite the fact there’s only one stoplight—in the whole county.

I married shortly after getting my nurses’ cap, and when Sarah’s James was almost two, Ben and I had our first child. We babysat for each other, joined committees together hoping to expand the insular world of Abaletta, and generally enjoyed each other’s company. We held the same political and social views, pretty much middle-of-the-road on everything. Over the years we cooperated on local events, worked the concession stand at the school, and even shared the chairpersonship of the local Friends of the Library. The first thought either of us had when something happened, good or bad, was to call the other and tell her.

Sarah was the quiet one, and her face lit up when she saw me in a way that almost made me feel guilty sometimes, like I was someone special. There wasn’t much fun in Sarah’s life outside the time she and I spent on our various projects. Her husband, though not a bad person, was the so-called “man’s man” who didn’t share much of his time with his wife. Sarah seldom talked about their relationship, even with me, but what slipped out from time to time made me feel sorry for her. Once when I was babbling about Ben and his foibles Sarah asked, “Does Ben ever tell you he loves you?”

“Not every ten minutes, like some people,” I replied. “He usually sings it, slightly off-key, with the likes of Jim Croce or Rod Stewart.”

“Marv won’t say it.” She stared straight ahead as she spoke. “I even asked him to once, but he won’t.”

I didn’t have a good response, but I tried. “He loves you, Sarah,” I told her. “He married you.”

“I was pregnant.”

“Oh.” She’d never mentioned it, but of course I can count. “Just the same, he loves you. I can tell.”

That was pure bunk, because I didn’t know Marv well at all, despite our growing up in the same town. Marvin Leigh was a standout in high school, but he hadn’t run with our crowd. In fact, Marv’s friends were the type for whom dedication to a cause meant ramming your head into your locker door to psych up for a football game.

Marv and Sarah’s relationship began during baseball/softball season our senior year, a direct result of the fact that the two teams shared a bus for away games. Softball was the one thing in high school that Sarah did without me, and she was really good. When she and Marv started dating a lot of people were surprised, but Sarah is pretty in a quiet way, and she was a definite step up from his previous girlfriends.

Like most females our age, we’d grown up with “Don’t,” “You can’t,” and “What will people think?” It’s hard to leave that well-meant litany behind, but we stuck together, two “good” girls viewed with grudging admiration by our peers. When I went away to school, Sarah had no one to hang onto but Marv, and their relationship gelled. I hoped that Sarah would make Marvin Leigh into the man he was capable of becoming.

Though Sarah’s parents were thrilled she’d caught the eye of the local football star, I’d never thought much of their judgment. Mrs. Mathews was the kind who puts the just in “just a housewife”: no hobbies, no talents, no interests outside the home, and even what was there was dull as dishwater.

Sarah’s dad thought Marv was great, but I suspected that was partly relief that their marriage ended any silly thoughts Sarah might have had of going on to higher education. If she’d done that, he might have been expected to make some sort of financial contribution, and Bob Mathews was the type who saw college as a waste of time, especially for females. He probably thought of Marv as the best thing for Sarah, a practical man who’d keep her feet on the ground and her head out of the clouds.

To be truthful, I found Marv slightly greasy, the kind of man whose gaze is a foot too low when he talks to a woman. Still, he was a decent provider, and some of the locals lauded his business acumen. I told myself you don’t have to like your best friend’s mate. You just smile a lot and say nothing.

Sarah seemed convinced that Marv was everything a man should be. Sometimes I could manage only a noncommittal, “Mmm,” when she hinted that other men cowered in Marv’s presence while women swooned at his feet. Many in town declared them a mismatched couple, but that’s an old story, from Heathcliff and Kathy to made-for-TV weepers. They’d made it work for them, and that was all that mattered.

Sometimes a weak marriage is strengthened by the children, but here again, Sarah had some trials. Sarah’s older son, Jason, was a nice kid but so quiet it was hard to remember he was there. Two days after graduating high school, he left Abaletta and never returned. Sarah had never met her daughter-in-law and grandson. “Marv doesn’t like to travel,” she’d explain. Jason didn’t seem interested in it either.

The second son, James, was a more active problem. After living at home until he was twenty-five, he moved in with a succession of low-class, hard-living women who shared his streak of aggression. These temporary pairings often led to loud, violent quarrels requiring police intervention. James was uncommunicative and surly when sober, but when he drank, he was a real handful. Everyone in town felt sorry for Sarah, and most blamed James’ behavior on Marv’s side of the family. “Sarah’s such a sweetheart,” they’d say. “It’s a shame that boy turned out so much like his grandfather, old Jake Leigh.”

Maybe because of her own troubles, Sarah looked to me as a shining example. Mostly through luck (since choices we make in our twenties seldom stem from any sort of deep wisdom), I married happily and raised two children who did well, though the town whispered it was past time one of them gave me grandchildren.

Back when we were more than just civil to each other, Sarah often asked about my kids, apparently enjoying stories of their adventures in the wider world. She seldom talked about her boys, and when she did it seemed carefully measured, as if she decided what had to be told and then made it as palatable as possible. “Jason got a promotion at work. He’s very happy, but it means he can’t come home for the Fourth again this year.”

Then she’d ask about Rachel or Tony, and I’d tell the latest funny or interesting things they’d been doing, hamming it up until she giggled at my antics.

My life changed abruptly one day when my beloved Ben came home from work, said he didn’t feel well, and died of a massive coronary only a few minutes later. For a year afterward I was lost in grief, self-absorbed, surly, and unwilling to participate in life, as if I could punish it for hurting me.

Such events bring out the best in towns and in friendships. Everyone in Abaletta went out of their way to let me know how saddened they were by Ben’s death and my loneliness. And gradually my friend Sarah, without shaming or blaming, encouraged me to go out in public again, to take up my old duties in civic affairs and to mix with people.

Being a widow is like anything else; no one is good at it right away. It takes practice, guts, and time to begin again and build a different sort of life. I was grateful to have Sarah beside me those first few times I faced my friends and neighbors without Ben. I learned to tolerate their pity, and gradually they stopped thinking of me as “Poor Caroline.” I became just Caroline again.

My children were supportive, though Tony, an airline pilot, spends a lot of time literally over seas. To him I’m just Mom, and the possibility that I could fall apart never occurred to him. Tony calls once a month and texts from time to time, but mostly he just thinks of me fondly. On the other hand, Rachel sensed how altered my life was without Ben and made an effort to speak with me several times a week, giving me little pep talks I didn’t think I needed but did.

Despite the fact that life didn’t turn out the way I’d planned, I had my children to sustain me. And despite the fact that her life wasn’t idyllic, Sarah had someone to hold onto as well: a grand-daughter I hoped made up for her other disappointments.

In one of his tumultuous relationships, James had fathered a child with a woman who, once she was a mother, rejected parenthood out of hand. She moved on—to Oklahoma, I heard—and James was left a single father of doubtful qualification. Sarah poured her affection onto the child, a little girl whimsically named Spring, and spent as much time with her as possible. Sarah’s love for Spring had to be rewarding, and it was obvious to everyone who saw them together that the child adored Nana Leigh.

That was my life in Abaletta until two years ago, give or take a month. Sarah and I were friends, and when we were working on something or dallying over lunch, the differences in our lives didn’t matter, at least to me. If Sarah wasn’t ecstatically happy in her marriage, I admired her for holding her head up and building on the other areas of life: church, civic, and social. If her children were a disappointment in some ways, I told myself there were compensations in others.

***

The moon showed for a few minutes, wisps of cloud racing past it like they were in a hurry to get somewhere. I was glad when it disappeared again. Dark was what we needed, though it felt like all the lights in the world had gone out. We were alone, and we were not alone, safe yet not. I wished I were somewhere else, anywhere else.

***

“I wish I were somewhere else.” For no apparent reason, my mind dredged up a comment made by Sarah’s son Jason one day years ago when I’d given him a ride home from football practice. He’d been about fourteen then, gangly, uncoordinated, and shy.

“What do you mean, Jason?”

The boy’s earnest eyes sought mine in the rearview mirror, something that seldom occurred. Well-behaved, polite, and difficult to know, Jason spoke little and revealed almost nothing of what went on in his head. His grades were good, the opposite of his brother James’, but he made himself almost invisible by being mostly silent and totally unremarkable.

“I hate football.”

I kept my tone non-judgmental. “Why’s that, Jase?”

Thin shoulders rose and fell. “It’s dumb.”

“You don’t have to play.”

There was a pause. “Dad thinks I do.”

“Oh.” Neither of Marv’s sons was destined to equal his glory days. Jason’s performance was lackluster, and James never came close to being eligible, even if he’d any inclination to do as his father wished.

I’d felt a stab of pity for Jason, trying to please his dad when he’d never be anything but second string. I wondered if Marv gave the kid any credit at all for trying, or if only superstar status would satisfy him.

Marv often commented on our Tony’s football prowess, never caring if his sons were within hearing. “Now there’s a boy to be proud of,” he’d say, and I’d see Ben glance at the Leigh boys to judge how they took the implied criticism. It was no wonder Jason had wished he were someplace else, no wonder he’d gone there as soon as he was able.

Maybe I too should have moved far away from Sarah and Marv Leigh, I thought. Maybe I’d have been better off.

The clouds above us thickened, blotting out the moon entirely.​
Chapter Four

My first clue things were going sour between Sarah and me came one afternoon at lunch. A group of ten of us had a standing date one Saturday a month for whoever could make it. It was a chance to catch up on each other’s lives, gossip, and be girls again, forgetting the responsibilities of adulthood. I’d guess the wait staff hated to see us coming. We were noisy and often silly, and we always stretched a salad and an iced tea into a two-hour confab.

At this particular lunch there were seven of us, and I told a story of how an irritating woman had made everything about her first-visit paperwork ten times harder than it had to be. As the rest of them laughed, I noted an angry expression on Sarah’s face. That was unusual, and I made a mental note to ask in private if there was something wrong at home. For the rest of the lunch Sarah avoided looking at me, turning her body away and speaking only to those on her other side. After a while, it was downright ridiculous.

When we left I caught up with her as she strode toward her van. “Hey, wait up!” She turned, no sign of welcome on her face. “Sarah, is something wrong?”

“No.” Her body language screamed the opposite.

“You acted a little funny in there.” I had a thought; sometimes I’m a little slow. “Did I say something wrong?”

“You made fun of the woman at the clinic.”

I hadn’t identified the woman by name, just described what happened, admittedly with sarcastic asides. Sarcasm is part of my charm—I think. “Well, it was pretty irritating,” I defended myself. “Her insisting we justify every single question on the form.”

“Maybe she was concerned.”

“I’m sure she was, but we have other things to do.”

“Right. You’re busy with your career.”

I frowned. “Look, Sarah, I admit I made fun of the woman, but she wasn’t there. She’ll never know.”

“What you won’t say to someone’s face, you shouldn’t say at all.”

Now I was totally lost. I’ve never claimed to be as good a person as Sarah, who never gossips. But she’d been my friend forever and knew perfectly well I’m a bit—maybe a lot—impatient with people who waste my time. She’d never indicated it was a problem before. Mumbling a feeble farewell, I promised to see her the next day. She didn’t even answer me. On the drive home, I decided Sarah must somehow have identified with the lady I’d groused about.

The next time I noticed something wrong was at a PTA meeting. Jan Chambers, the chair, asked if anyone had ideas for a fundraiser. I suggested a Men’s Beauty Pageant, a gag thing where lunch would be served and the guys would parody the whole pageant thing with funny swimsuits, awful talent, and lots of strutting.

Jan fell in with the suggestion immediately. “Do you think they’d wear evening gowns?”

“Oh, that would be good,” another woman said with a chuckle.

“And heels,” chimed in a third. Soon ideas were flying thick and fast. Corny, I know, but popular.

With a tiny wave of her hand, Sarah Leigh intervened. “Won’t that upset the Miss Abaletta committee? They’ve worked hard to build a good reputation for their pageant. Should we make fun of it?”

A few tried to say it was all in good fun, but Sarah plainly saw no merit in it. In the face of her disapproval, the idea died. I didn’t argue, but I had the feeling she didn’t dislike the idea of a mock pageant as much as she disliked my coming up with it.

After that I noticed more and more animosity. For years I’d been the leader and Sarah the backup. That didn’t mean she was less important, but I’m naturally more outgoing (mouthy, some might say). Sarah liked working in the background, or so I thought. She simply didn’t have the assertiveness (pushiness?) it takes to chair a meeting or create an event.

I never thought less of her for it. In fact I appreciated Sarah for keeping me rooted in practicality. Someone would ask, “Caroline, will you head up the drive for the Humane Society this year?” I’d be doubtful about taking one more thing on, but Sarah would pipe up, “I’ll help, Caro,” and it would be doable.

Sarah was real help too, not like some who make promises and later give lame excuses for not following through. She was there when she said she’d be, and I had always appreciated what she did. I listened to her opinions. I bragged about her when people commented she was timid and overly solemn. We were a team, and it worked.

Then it didn’t work anymore. Sarah disagreed with me on almost everything, and not sweetly, as she once would have. Now there was anger that surprised me. “You can’t do it that way!” she’d say, and her lips would pull in like closing doors. I usually backed down, but I could never figure out exactly what it was I’d done that was so wrong.

Sarah seemed irritated with anything I did. At meetings I chaired, she sat looking down at her knees. When the others were gone, she challenged what I’d said, her objections picayune and caustic. Why was my friend so unhappy with me?

Oddly, everyone else saw the sweet, smiling Sarah they’d always seen. Only for me did the smile on her lips never make it to her eyes. Sarah seemed able to tolerate everyone in town except the person who was supposed to be her best friend.

I tried asking others if they noticed anything different. From most I got “Isn’t she just the sweetest thing?” One friend commented, “I bet you feel lucky to have Sarah around.”

I used to, I wanted to say, but I kept quiet.

One person had an interesting comment, but since he had nothing good to say about anyone, it hardly counted. When I asked Diane Gehring if Sarah seemed distracted, she said no, but her husband Jeff, standing a step back and half-turned away as usual, overheard and commented in his grumpy way, “Do you mean she’s distracted as in not thinking about what she’s doing, or distract in the Shakespearean sense, out of her mind?”

I shouldn’t have asked, because I hate his pedantic, superior manner, which is based on the fact that he teaches a few classes at the local junior college. Still, I wanted to know what other people saw in Sarah. “Which one fits?”

He raised skinny eyebrows over deep-set, shiny-black eyes. “Both, I’d say. The woman’s a classic enabler who lets that husband of hers get away with all kinds of shenanigans.”

“Sarah’s just kind-hearted.” Diane warned her husband into silence with her eyes. “Caroline of all people knows that.” She chuckled. “Now, I hear you’ve caught the interest of a certain bachelor in town.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Diane’s smile turned arch. “He asked about you.”

“He who?”

Jeff nudged his wife with more than usual irritation. “Come on, Woman. We’ve got seed to buy.”

Diane gave me an I’ll-talk-with-you-later look and hurried off after the Grouch. I went on, feeling disgusted. Instead of finding out the answer to my little mystery, I had another one to puzzle on. What man in Abaletta had been dumb enough to show interest in me out loud? The gossips would have us married before I even learned his identity.  

So that was it. Everyone agreed Sarah’s only fault was being too kind to dump her awful husband and give the boot to her useless son. In the end, I told the whole story to the only person I could really talk to about it, my daughter Rachel. She suggested I simply come out and ask Sarah what the problem was.  

“I’ve tried,” I insisted, building a ketchup sandwich as we chatted. “Several times I’ve gotten her alone so she has the chance to tell me what’s bothering her. She won’t say anything.”

“She’s waiting for an opening from you, Mom. All these years you’ve been the leader.”

“I’ve come as close as I can to demanding an explanation.” I will admit that I avoid asking questions when I’m afraid the answer might upset me. “Yesterday I said, ‘Sarah, is there something we should talk about?’ and then I looked right at her.”

“That was fairly direct, for you.” Rachel sounded amused.

“It didn’t help. All she said was, ‘No, Caroline, I don’t think so.’ Then she walked away.”

Knowing my attempt seemed feeble to my assertiveness-trained eldest, I tried to rationalize. “It’s a small town, Rachel. There’s no sense in having a knock-down, drag-out fight with someone you’re going to see every day for the rest of your life.”

“So you’ll go on pretending things are okay?”

“It’s better than starting a squabble that will have everyone in town taking sides.”

“I just hate the idea of this dragging on,” Rachel countered. “It could be a misunderstanding.”

I murmured something noncommittal, but I knew differently. Sarah’s animosity wasn’t a petty snit. A major change in her outlook had caused her to regard me as an enemy.

So it went on, like a nightmare where I was back in junior high, snubbed, criticized, and uneasy whenever a certain person was around. The worst of it was that that person was Sarah.

Anyone present at the meeting where she moved that Alison be team leader for Diet & Dance, our exercise group, would have seen nothing wrong. Only I knew Sarah finds Alison arrogant, and she’d admitted that only when I asked her point blank the year before.

So why did she suggest Alison? To avoid my being chosen. While I had no regrets about heading up one less organization, I wondered for the hundredth time what I’d done to earn the dislike of my best friend.
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