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Meet Melissa


Chapter One


He sat on the edge of his queen-sized bed, the morning light streaming across his knees as it crept between the slats of the metal blinds. His dirty t-shirt hung loose over his protruding stomach. His thick, hulking shoulders rounded forward, lifting and falling with each heavy breath. He could feel the photographs on the wall opposite the bed calling out to him, taunting him. He clenched his fingers until his gnawed-off nails dug into his palms. He leaned forward, the streaks of sun shooting across the room and bouncing off the mirror with blinding heat.

He pushed himself off the bed with a groan, arching his chest forward in an awkward stretch. Each day the waiting became more difficult, weighing on him, suffocating his thoughts. His greasy brown hair stuck to his forehead in thin strands as he turned to face the wall opposite the bed. The edges of his lips curled upward in a sinister grin. He lumbered forward and leaned his enormous palms against the wooden dresser. His eyes, riveted to the photographs that surrounded the tall mirror, narrowed and widened as they shifted from one photograph to the next. His heartbeat quickened. He reached one sausage-like finger up and ran it over the beautiful woman’s blond hair.

“Marissa,” he whispered.

He dropped his finger to the map he’d spent weeks poring over, memorizing, scrutinizing. He knew every inch of the town where she lived, the route she took to work. He clenched his teeth, thinking about the bastard who’d been taunting her. Roland’s chest tightened and his hands fisted. It would be so easy to snap his wormy little neck, or to introduce him to the riverbed, face first, until his body went limp. Sweat beaded down the back of Roland’s neck. He reached for a particular picture, worn and gray with age, the veins in his massive forearms bursting with adrenaline. In the picture his child-self beamed. His arm was around Marissa, the newly formed scars and disfigurement on the right side of his face angry and pink. He hated the way Marissa looked, as if she were pulling away from him. Roland rubbed the photo of Marissa with his calloused thumb. The paper beneath was crinkled, faded, from this habit. He was careful never to rub over her face. He closed his eyes, slowing his breathing to an even pace. He had to bide his time, or his plan would fall apart. It had taken him eight years to track down Marissa, and eight months to develop his plan—a plan to keep them from ever being separated again.

[image: * * *]

It was another rainy, gray afternoon, the kind that drained the energy right out of most people—but not Kara Knight. Kara had a smile on her lips and a thin white envelope in her hands. She bit her lower lip, running her finger across the return address: University of North Carolina. She’d waited weeks to see if she’d been accepted to nursing school, and if she opened the envelope now, she’d have her answer. Her nerves were afire. What if she didn’t get in? She’d be stuck in this Podunk town forever. Her dreams were bigger than the small industrial town of Williamsport, Maryland, and she hoped to break free from the heartbreak that surrounded her like an inescapable fog. The edges of her smile drew south. She flipped the letter over in her hands, playing with the edge of the seal. She couldn’t bear the thought of not getting accepted. Kara pulled open a kitchen drawer, dropped the letter in, and slammed it closed. She turned away with a loud sigh, then turned back, reaching for the drawer. Even if she was rejected, she’d be damned if she’d be stuck in this crappy little place for another twelve months. A rejection would be a minor setback, not a deal breaker.

Kara took a deep breath, pulled the drawer open, and picked up the letter with shaking hands. “Here goes,” she whispered, and tore open the envelope. Her eyes slipped over the contents, her heartbeat quickening with each word. “Yes!” She pumped her fist, jumping up and down. “Shit!” She laughed, and reread the acceptance letter. “I did it. I freaking did it.”

Excitement danced in her chest. This was just the beginning. Soon she would submit her resignation at the power plant and start her new life. The job at the plant was a stopgap, a means to an end. She had begun working there shortly after she and Daryl were married, pushing her desire to complete school aside for the need to generate an income. She’d tried to do it all—work, go to school, and maintain her relationship with Daryl—but Daryl had felt neglected, and something had to give. School was that something. Now, she wished she’d had the foresight to see that Daryl hadn’t been ready for a monogamous commitment any more than she’d been ready to give up her dreams.

Kara felt her face glow. She was on her way. Now there was nothing standing between her and a real future. She set the open letter on the counter, grabbed her light blue windbreaker, and headed for the door of her second-story apartment.

Kara reached for the doorknob just as the phone rang. Mom. Her hand hovered over the knob. Her mother had taken to calling her three times each day since she and Daryl had separated. The last thing she needed today was her mother prodding her to fall back into Daryl’s arms. Kara didn’t have the heart not to answer. Sighing, she walked back to the phone that hung on the wall by the stove.

“Hi, Mom.” Her mother hadn’t been supportive of her applying to a nursing school that was so far away. Kara wasn’t sure if her lack of support was driven by her crazy notion that one day Kara might actually take Daryl back, or by her desire for her only child to remain nearby. Whatever the reason, Kara had a plan and she was sticking with it. Nothing Mimi said would dissuade her from moving on with her life.

“Oh, good, I caught you. Ted wanted to know if you could come get those boxes from the recreation room. He wants to set up a dart game with—”

“Yeah, sure. Tomorrow, when my car gets out of the garage.” She tapped her foot, anxious to tell her mother her news.

“Kara, it’s been two months.”

After two years of marriage, Kara’s worst fear had come true—Daryl had been having an affair. He’d lied to her about Kelly Parnell, and though her mother didn’t want to believe that he would be unfaithful, her marriage was over. Kara was well aware that it was taking her longer to pull her life together than Ted, her stepfather, might have liked. Ted had not been happy about her moving back in with them after he’d finally had her mother all to himself, and the tension had been thick between them. Then, when she’d finally moved out, he’d made no bones about his displeasure at her leaving items behind, though she’d had no other choice.

“I know, Mom. I’m doing the best I can. I can’t afford to move into a larger apartment while I’m saving for nursing school.” Her enthusiasm deflated with her mother’s nagging. Why was she explaining this again? They’d had the same conversation for months. She wouldn’t let this ruin her excitement. Kara mustered the energy to share her news.

“Mom, I got—”

“Daryl would be happy to pick it up for you.”

Kara sighed. What was I thinking? “Mom, please stop.” She’d spent the last four months trying to recuperate from her failed marriage, and from feeling like she’d been cast aside for someone better. Even if Daryl was doing a great job of hiding his affair from the rest of their judgmental little town, she knew the truth. Dodging her mother’s pathetic attempts to reunite her and Daryl had become the bane of her existence. Not for the first time, she was thankful that she’d kept her own last name when they’d married. Her mother would have taken great pleasure in reminding her that she still carried his name.

“I was just thinking, you know, he’s not your father. You can’t keep running from the good things in your life.” Mimi’s voice softened, apologetic.

“Mom!” Kara closed her eyes, pinched the bridge of her nose. She took a deep breath and sweetened her tone. “He lied about another woman—that’s pretty significant.”

“You don’t know that.”

They’d had this conversation far too many times, and the ending never changed. Would her mother ever believe her? “Can you please focus on your own relationship instead of my lack of one?” Kara hated the way her mother refused to believe that Daryl had cheated. If only Mimi would stop trying to fix Kara’s life, and listen to her instead. Kara longed to share the excitement of her news with her mother, but she also knew it would just lead to another discussion about why she had to leave town, why she had to leave her mother…or Daryl.

Silence thickened between them.

“Mom?” Kara looked at the clock on the stove. “Mom? I’m sorry.”

“Okay, okay.” Mimi’s thin voice pulled at Kara’s heart. “I just—”

“I gotta go, Mom. I’m late for work.” She hung up the phone, her fingers pulsating from her firm grasp on the receiver. She blew out a loud breath, her smile long gone.

When she’d graduated from Williamsport High School, she’d had big plans; two years of community college, then off to a bigger school. Her plans had quickly changed. Daryl Stahl had relentlessly pursued her. It had taken months for him to break through the wall of distrust she’d so carefully erected, and to believe someone like him could actually like someone like her, but he’d eventually won her over—her trust and her heart. She’d completed her two-year degree, then she’d married him.

Kara bit back the painful memories, and headed out the door.

She pulled the hood of her windbreaker over her long blond hair. Kara didn’t mind the seven-minute walk from her apartment complex to her job at the power plant, even in the rain. It gave her time to clear her head.

Kara walked past the row of rundown clapboard houses that overlooked the cemetery. Beyond that, the rusted metal stack of the power plant loomed. She cut through Mr. Cordon’s overgrown yard, thankful he wasn’t there to complain. Kara had known Mr. Cordon since they’d moved to Williamsport when she was five years old. He watched over her the way she imagined a grandfather might—always asking where she was going, commenting if she was dressed inappropriately for the weather. When Kara was a teenager, Mr. Cordon would appear out of nowhere when she went out for walks, or came home late. She didn’t mind. Mr. Cordon wasn’t stalker-ish. She’d bring the old coot some home baked cookies when she had time.

“Where ya’ headed?”

Kara bristled. Dean. She tugged nervously at her windbreaker and spun her head around, clenching her jaw and squinting her eyes into what she hoped was a nasty glare.

The obnoxious smirk never left his face.

Kara quickened her gait, wishing the garage would work faster to repair her broken muffler.

He kept pace with her, so close she could hear him breathe.

She stared at the ground as she crossed Conococheague Street.

“You look like shit.” Dean said as if he’d given her a compliment, complete with a sparkling smile.

Damn, how she wished he were as ugly as his personality. A freaking brown-haired Adonis in a football jersey on the outside, Satan on the inside.

She passed the lumberyard. Thank God. One more block. Please go away.

Dean bumped his hip against her arm. “Working tonight? Wanna be late?”

Kara clenched her teeth so tightly she thought they’d crack. Dean lived in the same apartment complex as Kara, and their paths crossed often. When she’d first met him, his square jaw and wide shoulders had blindsided her good judgment. He’d been complimentary of her looks, and had said it was commendable that she took work and school so seriously—the antithesis of Daryl’s lack of pride in what she was able to accomplish. He had come across as sincere, if a bit pushy. At first, she’d snubbed Dean, but that seemed to entice him even more. Eventually their game of cat and mouse became titillating to Kara—everyone wanted a bad boy—and her curiosity got the best of her. She quickly fell into the trappings of his looks, and his seductive brazenness. After the way Daryl had treated her, tossed her aside like dirty laundry, she’d have done anything to feel whole again. Three months ago she’d succumbed to a weak post-separation moment and spent a passionate ten minutes with Dean, something she regretted in the eleventh minute, when he’d lit up a joint and smirked, “Now that was good.” He’d looked around the dank room and declared, “My parole officer will never find me here. It’s the perfect place to party.”

His admission had shocked Kara into seeing herself more clearly. What on earth was she doing having sex in the basement of the plant? Was this what she had become? Had Daryl demeaned her so much that she’d lost every bit of pride she’d ever possessed? She’d realized just how desperate she’d been to feel good about herself, and just how low and dirty their tryst had made her feel. How could I have been so stupid? Never again would she be wooed by good looks and flattering words.

Dean stepped ahead of her and turned so he was walking backward in front of her, staring her down with that shit-ass grin on his face. “Come on. You know you want me.”

Kara’s blood boiled. “Yeah, like I want hemorrhoids.” She shoved her shaking hands in the pockets of her jeans.

“Shit, I’m the best thing that ever happened to you.” He stopped walking, the right side of his mouth lifted into a seedy smirk.

Give it up already. Kara stared him down. Her heart pounded against her ribcage. “If you like wiry little pricks,” she spat.

He grabbed her arm.

She twisted away and darted toward the ancient, one-lane bridge that traversed the canal.

Dean’s laughter trailed behind her.

[image: * * *]

Rain peppered Kara as she swiped her identification card at the entrance to the ten-foot high metal gate of Kearns Power Plant, still shaking from her encounter with Dean. Never again would she make the same mistake. She’d sworn off men a week after their tryst. Despite her mother’s desire for Kara not to be alone, Kara had finally realized it was better to be alone than with someone like Daryl or Dean. Without a man in the picture, Kara could focus on making her own dreams a reality.

She stared at the security camera, tapping her foot impatiently while the gate slowly slid open. Come on. Come on. She knew Keith would not be watching the gate. He never did. He had worked there so long it was like he knew when to expect trouble, and when he could slack off. He’d been the one who had shown her the hidden entrance the cameras did not cover, the one local teens used when they’d partied. The one she’d used when she’d snuck Dean in, trying to prove to herself—and maybe subconsciously to Daryl—that she wasn’t a boring fuddy-duddy, as he’d so often called her. The memory clawed at her mind.

She slid through the open gate and darted across the parking lot, glancing up at the ominous brick and iron building with its rusted metal stairs climbing the sides like scaffolding. Two banks of half-broken windows stared at her like partially blinded eyes. The old building looked as if it had a heart that beat within its thick walls. About twenty years ago, the plant had undergone an odd, partial renovation; one side was abandoned, the other utilized. With newer technologies having come along in the meantime, the plant no longer held the value it once had. It was slated to close down in just a few months. Kara hoped to be out of Williamsport by then.

Clank! Kara jumped. Two years of working at the plant had not diminished the sense of imprisonment that came with the sound of the gate’s locking mechanism securing itself into place. The thought of working in a hospital, helping those in need, someplace other than here—anyplace other than here—kept her moving forward.


Chapter Two


“Two scrambled eggs, toast, and black coffee.” Mable had waited on Roland Greer every morning for the past nine years. She set the plate on the table in front of him and asked, “How are you this morning, darlin’?”

Roland looked up through his long, stringy bangs. “Oh, fine, I guess.” His doughy cheeks, flecked with straggly whiskers, jiggled as he spoke. His skin had a fleshy look to it, as if it had lost all elasticity. Though he was only twenty-nine, every move he made was slow and calculated. He hunched his massive shoulders over the table, his arms encircling the plate—a habit he’d picked up in his foster home years ago, and had yet to relinquish. When Roland was just a boy, he’d been separated from his fraternal twin sister, Marissa, and placed into the Lowrey Home For Children. Roland reached into his pocket and withdrew the familiar photograph. In the picture Marissa had been anxious to pull away, to go play with her Barbies. Roland rubbed the photo with his thumb. Soon, he thought, and tucked the picture back into his pocket.

Roland looked up, watching Mable work her way from table to table. She was the type of woman he’d often wished he’d had as a mother. Her gray hair, piled high on her head in a messy, efficient fashion, somehow made him believe she would have been the type of mother to hold a child when he was scared. She always wore a smile and looked right at him, not away, like everyone else. She looked past the burn across the right side of his face as if it didn’t exist.

The local news blared on the television mounted above the counter. Roland had a perfect view. The television was the reason he’d chosen this booth the first day he’d happened across the diner, located across the street from Taylor’s Trucking, where he’d secured a job as a mechanic after trade school. Working on eighteen-wheelers was the perfect job for Roland; he worked with his hands, which he loved, and he worked in solitude, giving him plenty of time to think.

Roland ate with fervor, listening to the anchorwoman ramble on about the Vice President’s visit to Williamsport, Maryland for a ribbon cutting ceremony at the small town’s Civil War museum, and how Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, where Roland lived, would benefit from the same type of political attention. Roland’s eyes dropped back down to his almost empty plate, but his attention remained on the report. Williamsport. Just the name gave him shivers. Marissa lived in Williamsport. Marissa. Soon, he thought, soon.

He used the sides of his fork to scrape bits of egg from his plate and slid the fork into his mouth, glancing up at the ceremony on the television.

“How you doin’ today, Roland?” Sergeant Agnew stood next to Roland’s booth, hand on his gun, fingers drumming against the leather holster. His thick, dirty blond hair swept off his forehead in a feathered style reminiscent of the 1980s.

Roland’s head lifted slowly, the fork held in midair. He nodded, sizing up the man’s five-foot-ten frame. “Sergeant.” Roland knew Sergeant Agnew kept an eye on him. He’d seen him talking with his boss, Harry, on several occasions.

Agnew looked toward the television. “Glad they don’t do that stuff around here. Can you imagine the ruckus?”

“I doubt you’d have any trouble controlling it,” Roland said sarcastically, then took a bite of his eggs. Roland had heard the rumors about Sergeant Agnew. A few years earlier, he had questioned a rape suspect, Charles Maynor, and let him go. A week later, Maynor raped a third girl.

Agnew looked down, then pulled his shoulders back and met and held Roland’s gaze. “Oh, I can handle just about anything. It’s not the folks around here I worry about. It’s the people those events bring. Strangers bring trouble.” A grin spread across his face. “You just never know when an outsider will turn dangerous.”

Roland sat back and set his fork next to his plate. “Gotta problem, Sergeant?”

“Just look at all the trouble you brought,” he said, laughing. “Following the same routine day in and day out. I’m just waitin’ for the day you order pancakes instead of toast.”

Roland held his stare until the other man turned back toward the television. Roland’s eyes followed.

An old man’s wrinkled face appeared on the screen, full of pomp and missing teeth. The camera scrolled left to the anchorwoman. Roland’s mouth went dry, his eyes transfixed on the television screen.

The anchorwoman tapped a passerby on the arm. “Excuse me, ma’am? What do you think of the ceremony?”

The woman turned and faced the camera head-on, her blond hair tumbling in waves, just as he’d remembered. A line of perfect white teeth gleamed at the camera as she spoke. Roland rose to his feet and walked past Sergeant Agnew to the edge of the counter. His eyes were riveted to the television screen.

“Whatcha need, hon?” Mable asked, then followed his eyes to the camera. “She’s beautiful, isn’t she? They just don’t grow ’em like that around here.” Mable returned to wiping down the counter with a damp rag.

Roland’s heart pounded within his chest. There she was, his coveted twin sister. This had to be a sign. Just like the release of the last restraining order, which had opened the doors for him to search harder, smarter. It was time. A lump formed in his throat. Roland reached up and touched the scars on his cheek. Roland’s mother had sent them to Lowrey’s because she had slippery fingers, she’d said. She didn’t want to accidentally burn Marissa the way she’d burned him.

He and Marissa had been reunited with their father, only to be separated three years later. Marissa had been ripped from Roland’s clawing hands, and he’d been returned to Lowrey’s. To Roland, it was like having half of his heart torn from his chest. They were fraternal twins on the outside, but Roland was sure they were identical on the inside. Marissa had treated him as if he were a real big brother, not just a mere one minute older. He missed Marissa, the way she’d curled up next to him and told him how lonely and scared she was. He knew in his heart God had given him Marissa as a gift, someone who could look past his disfigurement and love him, trust him; he’d promised her, and himself, that he would always protect her. His hands fisted. He’d broken his promise. How could he protect her if he wasn’t with her? At the Lowrey Home For Children and then at Pittsburgh Social Services, he’d threatened trouble if they didn’t disclose her whereabouts, but was always met with the same frustrating story. The files are sealed, they’d said.

But he’d found her. There she was: beautiful, captivating. Waiting.

At work, Roland watched the minutes tick by like hours. He’d had to reset a manifold three times, unable to concentrate. His heartbeat quickened as he thought about relinquishing his daily routine. He’d watched a show on overcoming anxiety, and had been practicing the self-soothing technique involving his sister’s picture ever since. He reached into his pocket and touched the picture of Marissa now, taking a deep breath, and letting it out slowly. He could do this. His plans were already in motion. He felt guilty for not giving Harry notice, but he knew better than to open a door for his plans to be foiled. Harry was a kind and generous boss. He’d find someone to replace Roland without trouble. Besides, Roland was two trucks ahead of schedule at all times. He’d worked extra hard this week and brought that number up to four, buying Harry time to find a replacement without getting behind schedule.

In the locker room, Roland swiped the travel alarm clock from his coworker’s locker. A grin lifted the corner of his lips. He’d prepared for his and Marissa’s birthday like a squirrel, stowing away supplies for the winter. He was ready. He’d show them.

For years the system had kept him and Marissa apart. He’d spent eight of his twenty-nine years trying to track her down. It hadn’t been easy. Roland had a mind for mechanics, but he had no mind for complicated computers or those newfangled cell phones. His boss, Harry, had tried to teach him to use them once. The frustrating lesson made Roland feel like the kid who never did anything right, just like at Lowrey’s.

Why can’t you get good grades like Jeffrey and Michael? Lowrey used to ask. Jeffrey and Michael, the smart kids, had met untimely accidents shortly thereafter. Roland clenched his jaw as he thought about Mr. Lowrey’s frustration at his inability to calculate simple formulas. The tutoring sessions always ended with Mr. Lowrey shaking his head in disgust, whispering under his breath. He’d tried to get Roland to take special courses at someplace called the Staton Learning Center, but there was no way Roland would go to some school for special kids, hours away from where Marissa lived. He wasn’t special. His brain worked just fine. He just wasn’t numbers oriented. Roland didn’t need any reminders of those days. What he needed was Marissa. He’d show them.

He eyed the clock, wiping axel grease on the thighs of his dark blue Dickies. 4:50. Almost time.

[image: * * *]

Two hours later he was behind the wheel of the Brown Derby, his 1999 Dodge Ram truck, heading south on Route81—toward Marissa. Roland loved his truck. It was the one thing no one could take away from him. Roland didn’t really know what the word “derby” meant, but when he’d heard it on a television show, he’d liked the sound of it. The shine might have worn off the body, but the insides worked just fine. Roland was a master mechanic. He knew how to make an engine hum. He rubbed his hand across the dashboard. It would be hard for him to leave Her behind, but for Marissa, he would. He glanced at the thin, stiff blond hair of the Barbie doll lying on the seat behind him, then reached into his pocket and rubbed the picture.

The highway was crowded with eighteen-wheelers. The sky darkened as he traveled south. A sprinkle of rain dotted his windshield. He flipped on the wipers. Roland calculated the hours until their birthday, thinking about how many years had gone by without being together, and how many times he’d pressured the staff at Lowrey’s, and even Social Services, for information on Marissa’s whereabouts. It wasn’t Roland’s fault they’d pushed him to the edge. It wasn’t his fault he’d been impelled to take such extreme measures. Their birthday was coming, and Roland didn’t want another year to go by without being with her. They should have just told him where she was. Then, he wouldn’t have had to remove them from the equation. He’d had no choice.

His nerves tingled at the thought of finally seeing Marissa. It had been over twenty years since anyone had embraced him. Damn Mr. Lowrey used to drag him out of her bed at night, when he’d crawled in just to comfort her after hearing her whimper and whine in the wee hours of the morning. It was wrong, they’d said. Sick.

Roland reached up and touched his scars. They’d finally be together. He’d promised her, and he intended to keep that promise. He was sure she’d been looking just as hard for him all of these years. Hell, Lowrey probably lied to her, told her he was dead or something. Yeah, that was it. He was sure of it. He’d fought the urge to drive down the night before, just to see her walk to work. But who knew when the police were watching? If they knew he’d found her, they’d steal her away again. They may have lifted the restraining order, but Roland knew they had their eyes on him. Nope. Not this time. Roland was smart. He knew just what to do. He’d been careful. Born together, die together. With a sense of confidence, he turned up the country music and bobbed his head to the beat.

[image: * * *]

The sun mixed with the rainy mist, casting an eerie gray over Williamsport. Roland’s hands sweat against the steering wheel in anticipation. He scratched at the red bumps on his fingers. Psoriasis, the doctor at the clinic had said. Stress. He drove down the two-lane road, adhering to the thirty-mile-per-hour speed limit. Small brick ramblers lined the quiet road. The blinking red lights of the power plant emerged in the distance, high above the town. Roland stopped for a traffic light behind a line of cars, eyeing the beautiful brick library to his left. He could see himself walking into that library. Maybe he could move here, start over. He shook the thought from his head. His jaw tightened. The police would never let that happen.

The light turned green and the truck rolled down the hill. Roland pulled into the parking lot in front of Town Liquor, and parked amongst the other pickup trucks. Roland had spent so many nights over the last eight months trolling the town, he knew practically every truck. He thought back to seeing Marissa on the television screen in the diner. He nodded, a thin grin spreading across his lips. He never missed a sign.

Roland pulled the hood of his sweatshirt up around his neck, then tugged the bill of his blue baseball hat down over his eyes. Maybe he could hide his burn altogether. He knew it was a pipe dream. He could no better hide his scars than ignore his ache to be with Marissa, and every time he looked in the mirror, his broken promise to his sister came rushing back.

He climbed out of the car. A young girl driving a Honda Civic parked beside his truck. He waited for her car to stop before walking in front of it. The young girl looked up, bobbing her head to the music, which was turned up so loud, Roland could hear it. The girl’s eyes washed over Roland. Her smile faded, replaced with that all too familiar look of shock Roland had become so used to. His scars had that effect on people. She looked down, the music quieted. Roland was used to the stay-in-the-car-until-he-passed routine. People had avoided looking at him all his life. He stared at her, willing her to look up, to treat him as she would any other guy who happened to be walking by. Her eyes remained trained on the steering wheel. A hurt feeling pierced his heart. He tapped on the hood, startling the young girl. He nodded, the right side of his lips curling upward. Maybe she’d see that he wasn’t so bad. A few seconds later, Roland walked casually into the store.

The cashier looked up, her smile instantly fading, her eyes dropping to the counter.

“Ma’am.” He nodded. Adrenaline coursed through his body. Roland walked with a bounce in his step. His plan was finally coming to fruition. His heart pulsed hard and fast against his chest. He tethered the grin of excitement that vied to stretch across his lips. He looked at the bottles of whiskey, wrapping his thick fingers around the largest one on the shelf, then put it back and grabbed four smaller bottles instead. The last piece to his puzzle.

Roland smiled at the cashier. “You know Marissa Greer?”

The cashier shook her head, avoiding eye contact.

Roland grit his teeth. Just like the foster system. Marissa’s three-year-old voice rang in his head. “You’re not scary, Ro, you’re regular looking.” Roland thought of the way she’d said it, urgently, like it was true. He rolled his shoulders back and lifted his cap off of his head, turning puffy lidded eyes and his gruesomely disfigured face toward the woman who’d entered the store.

“Marissa Greer? You know her?”

A man appeared from behind the freezers in the back of the store. “We don’t know a Marissa Greer.” His tone was stern.

Roland nodded. “Shame. Her birthday is in a few days.” He slipped his hat back on his head, and lumbered toward the door. “It’s gonna be a good one.”

[image: * * *]

The Brown Derby hummed to life, vibrating in a familiar, comfortable way. Roland drove toward the U.S. Route11 bridge that ran between Falling Waters, West Virginia and Williamsport, Maryland, thinking of his plan. Marissa had appeared in his dreams and laced his every thought from the time he was a little boy. He’d used those thoughts to propel himself forward, secure a job, so he could one day find her and take care of her, protect her from the world of people who wanted to keep them apart. He’d always known one day he would find her again, and then they’d be together forever.

He parked the truck and checked the time. 8:20 p.m. He was right on schedule. Roland took the photograph of Marissa from his pocket, and rubbed his thumb over her hair. His heartbeat calmed. He stuffed the picture in his sweatshirt pocket and stepped from his truck and into the night, shoving the doll into his other pocket.

[image: * * *]

The burlap bag of supplies rested heavily over Roland’s shoulder as he walked along the murky water’s edge, reminding himself that not adhering to his usual routine was okay. He could handle it. Panic swelled in his chest and his heartbeat hastened. His forehead broke out in a sweat despite the evening breeze cutting across the water. Breaking routine was not easy for Roland. Born together, die together. He reached for the photo. The simple touch eased his panic, which morphed to anticipation as the magnitude of what was soon to come hit him full on. He walked along the grassy bank, toward the red blinking lights of the power plant.


Chapter Three


The tinny click of the time clock filled the small, barren office. In the past month, the workers had become complacent about the handshake meetings that were supposed to take place at shift changes. The handshake meeting—perfectly named for the passing of news from shift to shift, followed by a handshake—was a tradition carried over from the forties. Ever since the corporate office had announced the impending closure of the plant, and the skeleton crew was put into place, Kara and the others had felt the handshake meetings were unnecessary. She couldn’t have cared less if the crew before her left a few minutes early, and her boss, Jackson Darner, didn’t seem to mind that they’d let those meetings go. Kara was used to the desolation of the plant during the night shift. She barely ever saw the other three members of the crew.

At first, the idea of being an equipment operator hadn’t been appealing to Kara; but before she and Daryl had purchased her car, she’d needed a job that was within walking distance from her home, and in Williamsport, the plant was the only option. Daryl had wanted her close by, and he’d nixed the idea of her working in nearby Frederick, which was a larger town, but thirty minutes away. She had thought she’d work at the plant for only a short time, until something better came along, but as the tension thickened between her and Daryl, and worries of him cheating mounted, she grew fond of the solitary work at the plant.

Once she and Daryl had separated, remaining at the plant was a no-brainer. The pay was significantly higher there than it was in retail, which would enable her to save money faster and make her dream of leaving Williamsport come true. To Kara, leaving couldn’t happen soon enough. Despite the jolt she experienced when the gate locked each night, she actually found the plant relaxing. When she was here, she was away from her mother’s prodding phone calls, and reminders of Daryl and Kelly. At the plant, she could almost pretend she was somewhere far away. Almost.

Kara had always been a loner, a little shy. Even in elementary school, when they’d moved to Williamsport, she was too shy to go play at friends’ houses, which led to her being a bit of an outcast. Kara enjoyed her solitude. Her co-workers, Paige Reich, the Boiler Room operator for the last five years, and Joe Shane, the Crusher House mechanic, usually took full sexual advantage of the solitary nights, and holed up together after they completed the 7:00p.m. equipment check in their areas. And Keith, the security camera operator, usually spent his time sleeping or watching a video on his phone.

The quiet evenings enabled her to complete her anatomy homework in peace. She didn’t even mind the physical work of clearing out the coal chutes and cleaning the equipment, but Kara had no desire to end up like the employees from the earlier shifts, most of whom were in their sixties and had been working at the plant since they’d graduated from high school. Everyday she worked, her bank account grew, bringing her one step closer to leaving Williamsport behind.

She glanced at the other two time cards in the metal holder secured to the wall. A note with her name on it was taped to the time clock. She snagged it and unfolded the paper, recognizing her boss’s rushed scrawl. Paul’s replacement starts tonight, 7:00. Sorry can’t be there for orientation, Nancy’s b’day. Show him around—J. Kara pictured meek Jackson Darner and his shy, plump wife, Nancy, their gray-haired heads touching as they leaned across the dinner table, gazing into each other’s eyes. She’d almost lost faith in relationships. Almost.

Paul Warren had quit last week, no thanks to her. One day he just hadn’t shown up for work. She hadn’t meant to cause trouble by complaining, but the way he looked at her creeped her out. And he was always making snide comments, joining in with the others when they made fun of Jackson, calling him Mr. Safe and Sane. Sure, Jackson was methodical, careful, maybe even a little dull, but Kara found those traits appealing. Her only regret was that she’d had to work two hours of overtime the last two nights to cover his duties as well as her own.

Damn it, Jackson. They needed the help until the plant closed, but the last thing she wanted to do was break in a new employee and answer all the typical questions: Why do they call that area the graveyard? Has anyone ever fallen down the coal chute? Why are there so many cameras? Why aren’t there lights everywhere? And her favorite: Aren’t you scared walking around this place at night?

Kara glanced at the clock. Great, he’s already late. The familiar beep and clank of the alarm, signaling a blocked coal chute, filled the air. She sighed. This night just keeps getting better and better. She dropped her jacket and bag on the table and reached for the gloves, goggles, face shield, and respirator mask. God, how she hated the respirator mask.

Clad as if she was going into surgery, Kara climbed the grated metal steps that led from the second story to the third, slipping the thick gloves onto her small hands. The alarm grew louder as she neared the chute, echoing two stories below off of the massive metal tanks and concrete floor. She looked down through the open ceiling, each footstep causing the catwalk to vibrate. When she’d first begun working at the plant, she’d had a difficult time feeling safe on the metal stairs that weaved their way from floor to floor like ivy up the walls. She used to cling to the railings, afraid she’d fall to her death. Kara’s diminishing relationship with Daryl had somehow strengthened her independence, yet fed her insecurities at the same time. Her tryst with Dean had underscored that insecurity, and she had been quick to nip it in the bud before it ate away at her resolve to get out of town, propelling her forward with more confidence. Now those stairs were a piece of cake.

Once at the top, Kara stared down the coal chute, her body shaking from the force of the coal vibrators, feeders, and pulverizers rattling below. She hit the red alarm button, temporarily quieting the beeps, which still rang in her head. She inhaled through gritted teeth, hefted the punching rod, and began the difficult task of trying to clear the rain soaked coal from the chute. Sweat beaded her forehead and soaked her armpits. She shoved and pushed with all her might, but the damn thing was packed tight. She withdrew the metal punching rod, leaning on it to catch her breath. Her face, covered in soot, grew tight as she realized how much Paul’s absence affected her. They’d had a system with the clearing of the chute. He cleared two clogs for each of the clogs she cleared. It was the one thing he’d done right. Where the hell was his replacement? She suddenly wished that cross-training was mandatory for plant employees. Jackson had explained when she’d first been hired that each job was specialized
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