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“She was lying.”

The teenage girl at my front door enunciates the words as if she thinks I won’t believe her, but my little sister is a liar.

Just not on this scale.

Until now.

“Get in here.”

I grab my neighbor’s upper arm, filling my hand with the slippery fabric of her puffy bright blue coat, and narrow my eyes at the darkness lurking outside.

Laura’s usually straight, smooth dark hair is frizzy in the dry, cold air, the inky curtain of it like an electric waterfall down her back.

Her shoulder blades are stiff, but as she looks down at my scuffed hardwood floor, they begin to shake.

She and my sister have been friends since they were toddlers, and I’ve swatted Laura’s behind as often as I have Addie’s.

But it’s my sister who has started trouble this time.

I sigh and pat Laura on the arm as I walk around her, pointing absently at the ratty sofa.

She shakes her head, her emerald eyes damp as she holds my gaze.

“Addie didn’t just lie about last night. She’s been lying about other nights she said she slept over at my house for the past three months. Not all of them, of course, or my mom would wonder where she was.”

My arm falls to my side as the words filter through my thoughts.

What in the world would my sixteen year old sister do out on her own, at night, when she told me she was having a sleepover at Laura’s?

And why is Laura only telling me now?

“Where is she?”

The wind kicks up and the single pane windows surrounding us in the living room and kitchen rattle in their chipped wood frames.

Laura’s dainty features crumple against the backdrop of her pale skin, and her exhausted moan shocks me.

There’s a hopelessness in the sound that makes my heartbeat thud faster, the weight of it like the warning beat of a tire losing air as it spins frantically.

“Speak up, Laura Grace.”

My voice is harsher than I intend, although she’s used to my hollering.

“There’s a boy. No, he’s a man.”

Well, damn, I think, pushing my hair out of my face.

The ponytail I managed this morning before heading out to the county jail sags now, and I settle my hands on my hips impatiently.

Laura knows I don’t like to wait, and I’m about to insist she spit out her information on this little romance my sister has going on behind my back when her spine straightens.

“I told her not to trust him. We’ve never seen him around here before, and no one knows him. Outsiders are always trouble, right? You tell us that all the time, Caroline.”

I sniffle, sucking back the postnasal drip that plagues everyone here this time of year.

Most times of the year.

Something scratches at the back door, but I ignore it.

I hate to admit I was looking forward to the distraction tonight, but nothing is more important than my sister.

If she’s out there in the backseat of a rusty bucket car with a sketchy kid from the next county, I’ll remind her she’s not too old to be grounded.

But how could I reinforce that, when she just passed her driver’s license test and has babysitting money?

“Wait. How about watching those Wyatt kids? Has she been making out with some boy instead of doing that, too?”

Highly unlikely, as I’d have heard about it from Mrs. Wyatt, formerly Crystal Jones, who was the prom queen the year she graduated from Navier High.

Same year I would have graduated, if I hadn’t dropped out and finished my GED online.

The school is exactly one point five miles down the road from where I stand right now, waiting for Laura Grace Ryan to tell me where in the hell my sister is.

This girl is as quiet as Addie is mouthy, and while I’ve always appreciated her calming influence over my sister as they grew older, I wish she would get over it and talk already.

“No, she needs the money. But what I’m telling you, Caroline, is that Addie is gone.”

The last word comes out of Laura’s mouth on a choke, and she bursts into tears.

I know nothing about consoling a crying girl, especially one three inches taller than I am in spite of our age difference.

She’s sixteen, like Addie, and the seven year stretch between us might as well be thirty.

My phone hums on the kitchen table, the round slab barely wide enough to hold a smattering of used coffee mugs and stacks of receipts for bonds, mingled with titles to houses and cars.

There’s a piece of linoleum tile underneath it that curls up, just where my foot hits when I sit down every morning, catching my little toe each time.

It catches my attention now, as my thoughts race.

Addie is my only family.

“Gone where, exactly?”

I close my eyes, knowing whoever is calling is looking at some website that will give them a list of people who can help them.

Or a social media page, with tough looking male faces promising assistance.

Assurance whoever is desperate at this moment will be free and at home before afternoon turns to evening if they make that call.

If Laura can spit this out, I might be able to catch the job first.

The phone goes silent, and Laura’s mouth falls open.

“I don’t know, but it’s probably with that man. She hardly talks to me outside of school anymore since he came, so I don’t know.”

The last three words are spittle as fresh tears stream down her cheeks.

I reach out to shake her, but rest my hands on her shoulders instead, hoping I can coax more information from her.

This crap weather, usual for about ten months of the year around here, has my sinuses aching and a migraine flaring to life behind my eyes.

But if my sister is out somewhere with a strange man, I have bigger problems a double dose of over the counter meds won’t help.

“How long, Laura? How long has she been gone?”

It’s Sunday afternoon, already dark, with the last silent streaks of orange and purple fading on the horizon.

The last time I saw Addie, she was hoisting her school backpack over her shoulders and sticking her tongue out at me on Friday morning, whining over my usual questions.

“So overprotective. It’s not like you’re my mom, Caroline.”

Her sneer was standard Addie, her words a repeat of a perpetual complaint.

It’s not like I want to be her mom, but someone has to look out for her.

Clearly I have not done a good job of it.

Addie’s high ponytail had swished dramatically when she hurried out the front door, leaving it open as if I wanted stray animals wandering in after her.

I hadn’t bothered to yell at her, as my phone was already humming and it wasn’t even seven thirty.

Nearly three full days.

And two nights.

She could be anywhere.

It’s all I can do not to wrap my hands around Laura’s pulsing neck.

Her tiny gasps, ripe with fear, annoy me too much for me to stay this close to her.

“And you waited to tell me because . . . ?”

I turn away as movement at the kitchen window tells me the visitor at the back door got the message.

Not tonight.

“I didn’t know if I should go to the police first, but Addie always said we can’t trust them.”

Laura sniffles, wiping her nose with the back of her hand.

I might be strict with Addie, but I’ve never been this angry before.

“You know better, Laura Grace. Tell me everything you know about this man, and tell me what my sister has been doing with him these past three months.”

We sit at the kitchen table, and Laura speaks as she stares at the stained mugs, which will end up in the sink sometime or other, washed some time after that.

I’ll never run out of them, since my mother left a cabinet full of dollar store mugs behind, as if she was planning to entertain the entire PTA someday with a coffee chat right here in our tiny, worn out kitchen.

She could have bought Addie a new winter coat instead of taking one from the donation bin at the YWCA, if only she had kept that money aside instead.

“Twenties, dark hair, crooked smile. Smells like cigarette smoke. That’s a start, Laura.”

She nods as I repeat her words, pressing her dry lips together as she stares at me, unblinking.

The tears are gone, and I wait for her to pull out a sticky, sweet-scented lip gloss from her jacket pocket.

But she doesn’t, which worries me more.

“Get something to drink, will you?”

Laura nods and gets up from the only other chair at the table.

Once our mother was gone, I put the other two away, hiding them in our cold, damp basement, because there were only two of us left.

Laura opens the refrigerator door and grabs a can of Dr. Pepper from its haphazardly torn box.

Aside from a half-eaten Big Mac from last night, snug in a plastic baggie, the shelves are empty.

I rub my eyes as my stomach churns, partly from hunger but more out of gnawing fear.

The pop fizzes and gurgles as Laura chokes down a mouthful, her hand on her flat belly in a way that makes the hairs on my arms prickle.
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“You better not be pregnant . .”

I point at Laura’s stomach and she holds the can of Dr. Pepper out to me, breathing deeply.

When I set it on the table, she shakes her head slowly.

Too slowly.

“Caroline.”

My name is like a prayer on her cracked lips, but the pleading in her fearful tone infuriates me further.

I slap my hand on the table, the Formica jumping underneath my palm.

It stings satisfyingly, and I slide my fingers over to the side of it to pick at the chrome edging.

Addie is getting out of this nowhere town, going to college, and taking advantage of whatever opportunities are out there for a smart, pretty girl who doesn’t take crap from anyone.

I have money set aside to send her wherever she wants, and she knows it.

“He said he loved her, wanted to have a family with her. She’s so tired of school, you know, and she never had a boyfriend before.”

Laura’s babbling reminds me I’m wasting time thinking of what I’ve wanted for Addie, when I need to be looking for her right now.

But where to start?

“Have you heard from her since Friday? Any texts, emails?”

Addie doesn’t bother with social media anymore, so a lack of posts in that department hadn’t alerted me to any trouble.

Laura chews on her bottom lip as she nods slowly.

“Just saying she was okay, and she’d let me know when they stopped driving. He said he had an apartment, but he wanted to buy a house. He wanted her to pick it out.”

Of course he did.

I squeeze my eyes closed and pat at the stack of papers at the tips of my fingers.

There are two properties I was looking at selling, and I was about to take a look at the parcel information on the county website when Laura showed up.

While I ate the remaining half of my Big Mac.

“Sean could help, couldn’t he?”

When I open my eyes, Laura steps back.

“Sorry,” she mumbles, and I know my expression has discouraged her from forcing the issue.

She’s not wrong, but I won’t be beholden to Sean Cody.

He owns too much of me as it stands.

“Sit.”

I stab my finger into the table and Laura does as she’s told while I push the papers aside to find my small notebook.

Flipping it open, I grab a golf pencil, which I snagged for free at my least favorite place in town, the bank. I write down everything Laura has told me.

Twenties.

Dark Hair.

Crooked Smile.

Smokes cigarettes.

Doesn’t sound like he’s involved with drugs, or at least, he doesn’t use them.

Laura opens her mouth, but closes it again.

What is she holding back?

“Addie said she’d never talk to me again if I told you about him. She’s the only friend I have, and . . .”

“And what? You’d rather stay friends with someone you might never see again instead of helping me find her?”

The words sound harsh to my own ears, and the knot of fear curdling in my belly rises into my throat.

I swallow it down, glancing at the kitchen window.

“What does his car look like?”

Laura nods as tension eases from her shoulders, as if she’s glad for the new slant of questions.

“Black, SUV. I didn’t see it up close, since he always parked across the street from school, in the parking lot of the strip mall.”

The strip mall with no open stores anymore, I want to add, where plenty of kids find trouble to smoke or shoot.

Where more than one teenage couple gets themselves in a situation where they’re hitched for life, or at least until they can’t stand each other any longer and romance devolves into divorce court and shared parenting.

A black SUV.

Not much help.

“He was missing a hubcap, on the front passenger side. The SUV was always parked so that side was facing the school, so I couldn’t see him too well.”

If he could afford an SUV, surely he could buy himself a new hubcap, which was probably stolen by one of the local kids if he left it parked anywhere in town.

Easy enough for him to pick up on the way out, so it wouldn’t be noticeable if someone was trying to find him.

Or my sister.

“Any clue as to where this apartment might be? Did Addie say something about the weather there, or what this man did for a living?”

My hand is shaking, and I press my fingers tighter around the short pencil.

“Did you tell anyone else about him, or that Addie is missing?”

Laura shakes her head.

The school never called me when she was absent Friday, so I decide to pay the principal a visit in the morning.

To check my sister’s locker, ask around.

Or maybe not.

Word gets around town quickly, and I’ve been the subject of more speculative and nasty gossip than I’d like over the past seven years.

Not that I care.

If this man has any connections here, my questions might get back to him, warning him I’m coming for my sister.

And for him.

“It would be good for us to have help from, you know, law enforcement. Or something.”

Laura’s voice is moderate now, and while she might seem to make sense, she knows better.

She’s not talking about the police, and I’m fairly sure I’ve set her straight about Sean already.

But she’s not wrong.

“Go home. There’s no us about this, and you better keep it to yourself.”

I push up from the table and sniffle hard, rubbing the side of my face against my shoulder as she stands.

“But, Caroline . . .”

When I grab her shoulders and spin her around, stopping her so she’s facing the front door, she whines in protest.

“I’ve got one kid to look out for, so don’t make my life harder by adding to it.”

When I push her forward, she trips over her shoes as she tries to stop the movement.

She and Addie are as close as sisters, closer than Addie is to me.

Without Laura, how long would it have taken me to figure out Addie had left town?

I frown as Laura turns, her whine distracting me.

“Stop that, Laura. I’m thinking. What if they didn’t leave town? Not yet, anyway?”

Her eyebrows shoot up.

“But Addie said he wanted to take her away.”

I’m torn about talking this out with her, but remind myself not only she’s a kid, but I work alone.

“I appreciate the information, but it’s time to go home. Stay close to your parents and don’t talk to any strangers.”

While I sound like some kind of warning poster strung along the walls of the school hallway, I mean what I say.

She should have told me sooner, and I don’t understand this concern about losing Addie’s friendship.

How is that more important than my sister’s life?

“You don’t get it, Caroline, because you don’t have friends.”

Laura’s accusation is couched in a sweet tone, her pity infuriating.

“Out, Laura Grace. Now.”

Her house is across the street, the lights beckoning from its front porch although the building itself is far back from the road.

I step outside, watching her stumble down my gravel drive and glance quickly from side to side when she reaches the dark street.

As soon as her porch light flickers, the old signal she’s safe and sound at her own front door, I close mine.

But not quickly enough to shut out the last person I want to see right now.
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“I didn’t see Addie come in with Laura.”

Sean Cody is in my kitchen, knowing damn well I don’t tolerate uninvited guests.

He holds up his hands in surrender as I glare at him while I step to the table to grab the family of mugs that need washed.

I’m dangerously close to him, close enough to feel his breath on the side of my face, but I push away the temptation to hurry by.

I won’t be made uncomfortable in my own house.

“Is Addie okay?”

Laura’s suggestion we talk to the cops echoes in my mind.

“You know better than to let yourself in this house when I don’t want you here.”

Sean backs up to the counter, crossing his arms over his chest.

He’s out of uniform, but he still has an authoritative air about him, as if he’s certain he knows best.

Certain he can save the world single-handedly, whether or not those of us living in it want him to.

Once upon a time, we were best friends.

There are no school buses in Navier, the smallest town in this county, and we all end up converging in the middle of the city as children.

All roads lead to the school, a single building added onto over the decades to accommodate grades kindergarten through twelfth.

Sometimes there’s standing water in the basement, and the makeshift biology lab always stinks like the fluid used to preserve the dead frogs used for dissection in the high school wing.

It made sense for Addie and Laura to become besties, as they’ve always called each other, since they walked to school together, but Sean and I . . .

“You saw me outside earlier, Caroline, and we both know it. Did you think I wouldn’t slip in when you opened that door?”

When he drops his arms, the mugs in my hands fall into the sink with a crash.

Something must have broken, but I don’t care as I back away from him.

“Out, Sean.”

I point towards the door, my eyes never leaving his so he knows I mean business.

Don’t I always?

His eyes spark a glassy blue as his lips flatten into a thin line.

Clearly he had expectations for this visit, and his certainty angers me further.

He glances down at the table, at the pile of papers, deeds to homes and land, car titles, and a single safety deposit box key taped to the blank side of a grubby index card. A recipe for strawberry freezer jam is scribbled on the faint blue lines up front.

“Let me know if you need any help, Caroline. Tell Addie I said hi.”

I don’t let myself sigh in relief until I’ve slammed the front door, resting my back against it as I shake my head, tucking my chin to my chest.

That man has never let himself in this house, and I’m not about to let him start now.

My phone hums and I hurry to grab it.

Money in the bank, I think, although I have something better to do than chase hundred dollar bills.

My voice nearly catches in my throat as I swipe the screen.

“Caroline Hunter.” I spit my name out of habit, sorry as soon as I hear who is on the other end.

“Hey, it’s me. Don’t be mad, okay, Caroline?”

In my haste I hadn’t looked at the caller’s number when I picked up the phone, and my little sister’s voice, her pleading words couched in an assured tone, pulls a growl from my throat.

“Where the hell are you, girl?”

I lean over the sink, propping myself up on one hand as I look at the remains of the mug our mother used the most.

She usually left it in her bedroom, after guzzling cup after cup of instant coffee in the morning while she got ready for her job at the bank.

Right after she disappeared, I caught Addie making faces over the same plain powder blue cup, full of the same crappy coffee prepared with too little hot water.

Just like our mother, she would leave it in her bedroom, once ours, and pretend she actually enjoyed it.

It was only after I convinced her it would stunt her growth that she stopped the act and gave up coffee altogether.

“I couldn’t tell you because I knew you wouldn’t understand.”

Someone mumbles in the background as she continues, and I suck on my teeth, wondering if it’s the man Laura told me about.

Addie giggles like she’s six instead of sixteen, a sound I haven’t heard since our mother has been gone. I let my head drop back, staring at the fluorescent bulb tucked behind a frosty glass frame in the ceiling.

There are so many bugs fried to a crisp inside the thick barrier I don’t know how any of the light comes through at all.

“You’re missing school and that’s the one thing I won’t tolerate. Get home now before I drag your butt back here.”

My sister grows quiet and I wait for her to refuse, to whine about rules.

To remind me I’m not her mom, and I can’t tell her what to do.

She’s right on the first count, wrong on the second.

I frown as I let my head drop back down and stare at the front door, where moments ago Sean stood at the threshold.

The heavy silence, weighted with something unsaid, worries me more than any protest I expect her to make.

“Gotta go. I’ll call once we’re home, so don’t worry about me. I’m out of your hair now, so you should be happy.”

Addie sniffs, but it sounds more like a sniffle than a sneer.

“Hold on a minute . . .”

The line grows quiet again, but this time, I know she’s hung up on me.

And I want to throw my phone against the door.

I sit down hard in one of the chairs and push the papers around until I find one that isn’t a legal document.

Flipping it over to a blank side, I realize the golf pencil has rolled away, and bite my lower lip hard.

While I could make a list, one of my favorite things to do, and dump all my ideas of how to handle this onto what seems to be the back of an envelope, what I need to do is make calls.

But to whom?

My hand shakes as I hold it above the envelope flap, and I press it down to steady it.

And shove everything off the table.

A flurry of papers of varying weights and colors cascade to the floor, covering the cracked linoleum haphazardly as the tiny key clicks underneath the table.

Denise Dailey’s granny gave me that deposit box key to secure her granddaughter’s bail, promising me there was gold and silver jewelry, and maybe, if her memory served her right, some diamonds from back in the day.

Back when she and her husband worked country clubs all around the state, waiting tables for events and picking pockets as they filled wine glasses for rich guests who had been served too much to notice.

I didn’t check the safety deposit box before accepting the key, because I trust Denise’s granny more than I trust Denise, who is headed for some real time in state prison if she doesn’t clean up her shoplifting act.

But she has nowhere to run, so I’m not worried I’ll ever have to find out if Granny’s trying to pull a fast one, although I’m a little curious as to what exactly she’s squirreled away in there all these years.

Sean says Granny Dailey has a rap sheet that would get her a Netflix series deal, but all she wants nowadays is a bag of Lay’s potato chips, Lawson’s chip dip, and a bottle of Jack Daniel’s.

If it’s around the holidays, she’ll have Denise or one of her other grandkids get her the Tennessee cider, and if they mess up and get regular Jack, she’ll send them right back to the convenience store to switch it out.

Thinking about Sean makes me more frustrated, and a part of me I refuse to acknowledge wishes he was still here.

That he could help me figure out what to do.

I shake my head, hard, and cover my face with my hands.

No, I insist, pushing that shaky little girl Caroline back where she belongs.

Back to that childhood Sean and I shared, back when this house was a home.
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When our mother brought Addie home from the hospital, our father surprised her with a crib.

A real one, bought from a Target a half day’s drive away, with smooth, pale wood rails and a pink and white striped blanket on top of a thin mattress.

I never saw one before, and I thought, why would they want to put our baby behind these bars?

Where had I slept when I was that little, I wondered out loud, and my parents laughed, my mother’s cheeks flushing a pretty rose pink as she shrugged.

“We didn’t have any money, Caroline, even less than we have now. But everyone in our families always bedded their babies in dresser drawers, and that was good enough for you.”

I was glad to hear I wasn’t imprisoned, not like Addie was, but that didn’t explain how they managed me when I could climb out of that drawer.

As soon as my baby sister could heave herself up on those fat little legs of hers, she flipped right over that rail and landed flat on her back on the fluffy rag rug our mother found at the Goodwill.

Once it was washed and hung out in the sun, it was fresh and bright, the orangey-pink reminiscent of the sunrise.

A hard sunrise, one that gave Addie a fine knot on the back of her soft little head.

I think of how hard her head is now as I grab at the papers on the kitchen floor, wondering why I made this mess for myself when I need to get in my car and look for her.

But where to begin . . .

Once I have the papers in a moderately neat stack on the table, at least neater than they were before, I grab my keys from the hook inside the door and shove my feet in a pair of Addie’s moccasins.

They’re a little too big, but easier to slip on than the worn boots I like to wear around town, or the scuffed heels I bother with for court.

On occasion, after a quick touch up with a black Sharpie.

I grab my little backpack, which carries only my wallet and a handful of bandaids, and push it over my shoulder.

Patting my butt to be sure I tucked my phone into my back pocket at some point, I step outside and slam the door behind me.

A flurry of wings clatters overhead, birds startled by the sudden, violent sound answering with a force of their own.

Once, when Addie complained I dulled one of her disposable razors, which she bought with her babysitting money, I told her they weren’t sharp to begin with.

“They don’t grow on trees, Caroline.”

Her sneer was so predictably adolescent I couldn’t help snorting as I rolled my eyes, feeling more parental than ever.

“True story, but something sharper does, at least here in Navier.”

The bathroom door slammed shut as I finished speaking, and I never knew if she heard me.

But I’m right, and the blade hovering close to slice at our tiny family has never been a bigger threat.

Maybe if I paid more attention to my little sister, instead of working all the time and keeping everyone in town from getting too close, she wouldn’t have been vulnerable to the allure of this strange man.

Guilt doesn’t look good on me, and I’m not taking the blame for some pedophile’s actions.

This has all happened too fast, and I need to get a handle on myself before I start my search. Or while I do, I think as I turn the car around in the gravel-pitted yard so I won’t back into the telephone pole again.

I’ll never live that one down, but I was Addie’s age back then, with no one to teach me how to drive properly. Luckily, our mother left this car, which wasn’t too old. But she also left the loan, and no way to pay it off.

There’s no point asking to get pulled over, so I take my time, feeling the Civic speed up but not enough to go over the limit. Not like I can see the odometer, since the light on the dash went out last year.

The strip mall first, then the school, I determine.

It seems obvious, but there might be some clue, some indication of where they went, after spending so much time together in this sad plot of concrete and asphalt.

What am I looking for, anyway, I think, blowing out a long breath as I pull into the nearly empty parking lot.

The high school is lit by a trio of lights tucked in the wet grass in front of the building, and only one car is at the side of the brick construction. Miles Steven, the janitor, like his father before him.

His wife, who graduated the same year I would have, will have a juicy meatloaf on the dinner table for him when he gets home, like the good little wife she is, and the thought of meatloaf makes my stomach growl.

I should have grabbed a Pop Tart before I left, if there are any left. Both Addie and Sean have a habit of finishing them off without telling me, something I detest when I’m craving the grape filling.

The car hits a variety of debris I can’t avoid on the pavement, and I shake my head, hoping I don’t end up cutting a tire. It’s not like I can’t afford a new one, but I don’t have time for the hassle.

I scratch the side of my face, rubbing my cheekbone as I consider who I could talk to. The whole school probably knows Addie was absent Friday, and a good number of kids most likely know about this man.

Who else saw her talking to him, and why didn’t anyone tell me?

No black cars or SUVs here in the pitted lot, just a rusty pickup with two teenagers in the front, sucking each other’s faces with no concern about getting caught, and two cars with flat tires.

I ease up on the gas when I notice the tires, hoping I’m not asking for trouble. There’s a field behind the strip mall, which is the same as inviting serial killers to town, because no one knows what’s back there.

It’s a prime place to ditch a dead body. But I’m not concerned my sister is in those devouring weeds, since I just spoke to her on the phone.

She didn’t sound afraid, or threatened. Just childish. Defiant. As if she has no idea of the danger she’s in.

When I stop the car behind the building, I rest my forehead in my hand as I lean against the window, but my elbow jerks up as someone taps on the glass.

My scream unnerves me as much as the officer standing with his hands on his hips, and he lifts them both as if to show he’s no threat, armed to the gills as he is.

Grinding my teeth, I roll down my window and glare at him.

“Can I do something for you, Francis?”

If I had even one full can of Dr. Pepper to drink today, I would have peed my pants just now, so I’m not in the mood to be overly polite. Besides, I wasn’t doing anything wrong.

“Just on patrol. You got business here?”

I point towards my passenger side window.

“Those kids out front are gonna have business that lands them in the hospital delivery room in about nine months if you don’t interrupt about now.”

Francis is a year younger than me but has the smooth cheeks of a ten year old, which was the cause of much distress for him when we were teenagers and not a bit less of the same now since the same boys who teased him back then haven’t let up.

He blushes as he scrubs his face with one hand, holding his other out helplessly.

“Come on, Caroline. They’re just having some fun.”

I’ve successfully distracted him, but I don’t know for how long.

When he tells his wife he talked to me, she’ll have a fit. Not because she’s jealous, but because he’s not asking me about the money.

“Do my tires look okay to you, Francis?”

I open my eyes as wide as I can, hoping I look forlorn. Like a damsel in distress, which I might be if I end up with a flat.

He frowns in concentration as he checks the ones on my side, then wanders to the passenger side, returning to nod at me firmly.

“All good. Be careful around that pothole near the entrance on the east side, now.”

I smile.

“Thanks for checking. Always a pleasure, Francis. Give Mary Beth my best.”

Mary Beth won’t want to hear anything good from or about me, but that’s not my problem.

Fortunately, I’ve averted any difficulty with her husband, and he’ll have to deal with her annoyed jaw-drop when he tells her no, he never did ask me about the money.

As I drive off, making sure to follow his warning about the pothole, I see a familiar dull silver Ford Focus in the school parking lot, on the other side of the janitor’s scuffed gold Grand Marquis.
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​Chapter Five
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Sean and I used to talk about the cars we’d drive when we were grown up.

He was going to hunt down the shiny red 1974 Hornet James Bond drove over a collapsed bridge in The Man With the Golden Gun, and I had my heart set on a 1971 Silver Chevelle Malibu, like the one Jamie drove in the TV series Blue Bloods.

My mother promised me she was saving for my sixteenth birthday, so while I didn’t expect the Chevelle, I thought I would have something to get around in on my own.

She did, in fact, leave this car, so that was no lie, and neither was the remaining balance on the high interest loan.

Now Sean has the silver car instead of me, and his years of watching James Bond films with his dad have left him well aware he’ll never have something as cool as that Hornet.

Not in Navier, anyhow, and not with his salary as a sheriff’s deputy.

I turn off my lights and pull into the school parking lot, the worn dark blue of my own car an aid to hiding in the dark. Is Sean looking for Addie, too, even though I didn’t tell him she was gone?

There are lights on inside the building, of course, but I don’t see any movement. Maybe the janitor is taking a break from mopping floors and scrubbing toilets, and I can’t blame him if he takes a few.

A thankless job if there ever was one, although he always seems in good spirits when I see him around town.

With my engine off and my window down, I lean my head in my hand as I rest my elbow against the door and stare out into the woods that surround all of Navier, creeping around buildings and yards, gardens and gates.

Almost like they are growing closer with each moment.

I sigh heavily, pursing my lips at my superstitious thoughts.

My mother used to say it was best not to look too hard into the woods, because there might be something there looking back. Just something to scare Addie and me into staying out of them, which was smart.

And effective.

Mostly.

“Looking for something?”

I jerk my head back into the car and smack the back of it on the window frame, cursing loudly as Sean steps into view, his chin lifted as if he’s one-upped me.

We were always competitive, pushing each other to do better in school, to run faster on the way home. To dream bigger, as if we didn’t already know in our hearts we were trapped here forever.

“Ran into Macy Gates at the convenience store right before I came over to your house, and she said Addie hasn’t been in school. You hadn’t called her off, either.”

Sean leans against my car and I shift my weight further inside. I shrug noncommittally, silently cursing the school secretary and her big mouth, and turn my car key, but he settles the palm of his hand on the hood and stares at me.

“Why didn’t you tell me, when I straight up asked you about her?”

He looks so concerned I have to look away, focusing on the eyesore across the street.

The kids in the pickup are gone, and I hope we won’t have a new resident in Navier in nine months, because my own mother told me it was a hell of a way to start a life. I’m not the first kid who caused her parents’ marriage, and I won’t be the last, but I don’t wish it on anyone.

“What’s going on, Caroline?”

I’m thinking of Addie, the way she sounded so immature and silly on the phone. Of that voice in the background. Whoever she was with, he was still being good to her, giving her no reason to be afraid.

Yet.

The cold night air seeps into the car, chilling my cheeks as I flip my headlights back on.

“Get off my car, Sean Cody.”

He didn’t come to my house to check on Addie, no matter what he says now, and the way he’s turned that visit into this lie makes my stomach curl into a hard little ball.

When I back up the car, he shoves his hand into the window to grab the steering wheel, and I cry out, as surprised as I am infuriated.

“You’re not on the clock, so you can’t push me around!”

I holler into his face as he lets go, most likely to avoid having his foot run over. Would serve him right.

When I take off, hitting the gas so hard the wheels squeal on the busted pavement, Sean throws a handful of gravel at the car, and I stare into the rearview mirror as they miss my bumper on purpose.

He shouts for me to stop, his voice echoing into the night, and I imagine everyone who lives on this street will be talking about it tomorrow, when they meet at their mailboxes at the end of their driveways, or run into each other at the dollar store.

But I don’t care.

I have to forget about Sean for the moment and focus on my sister, who is getting further and further away with each passing moment.

Once I’m back home, I text her, asking her where she is and telling her to come home. While I stare at the phone, waiting for a response, it hums, but it’s just Jodie Waters.

“Got you one, Caroline. It’s Michael Titus, and he’s up for five big ones.”

My grunt is answer enough for her, and the line goes quiet as I’m sure she goes to reassure Michael I’m on my way to the police station, where she manages the front desk and all that goes on
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