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Chapter 1

The Woman in the Water
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Naomi Bell Vickers lay facedown in baptismal water, her white dress hooked on a root and her hair moving with the creek like it still had business downstream.

Lottie Mae Surratt stopped at the edge of the bank and did not step closer.

Not yet.

She looked first at the mud.

That was where people told the truth before their mouths got organized.

The creek ran behind Burning Branch Baptist, half a mile past the fellowship hall, past the cemetery fence that leaned like it had grown tired of keeping the dead in rows, and down through a cut of red clay shaded by pine, sweetgum, and kudzu thick enough to hide a courthouse if Mercy Ridge ever got honest enough to misplace one.

The water was not wide. Twenty feet across at the deepest bend. Brown in the middle, tea-colored along the edges, with pine needles caught in the foam and spring weeds bent flat where recent rain had shoved hard through the channel. It did not look like a place that could keep anything.

That was how Lottie Mae knew better.

Places that looked harmless had always been the most ambitious liars.

Two deputies stood near the body with their boots too close to the bank. One kept looking away. The other kept looking at Lottie Mae like she had brought trouble in her purse.

She had.

It was in the left pocket.

A small notebook, three pens, one evidence marker she had not returned after the Still House case, and a folded clipping about Eli Barlow's rescue that she had meant to throw away seven times.

The article had her name in the third paragraph.

That was the part she disliked most.

Sheriff Wade Ponder stood under a sweetgum tree with his hat in both hands and the expression of a man who had not yet decided whether the morning was tragedy, jurisdiction, or bad weather. He was newer to Lottie Mae than Wade Ponder had been, which meant she still had not learned whether his worst habit was pride, fear, or tidiness.

Most sheriffs had all three.

When Ponder saw her, his mouth tightened.

"You were not called," he said.

Lottie Mae looked at the body in the creek. Then at his shoes. Dry around the sides. Mud only on the toes, like he had walked down just far enough to say he had.

"Ain't that a tender welcome," she said. "You save it up special?"

Deputy Amos Vale stood ten yards downstream with a camera strap around his neck and his notebook in one hand. He did not smile. He had learned not to waste one at a body scene. He only looked at Lottie Mae once, then back at the water.

Good.

Amos had come a long way from the deputy who needed permission to trust his own eyes. These days he watched first and asked later. Lottie Mae approved of that enough not to say it out loud and ruin him.

Ponder tucked his hat under his arm. "Detective."

"Sheriff."

"This is county business."

"Mercy Ridge still in the county?"

"You know what I mean."

"Usually. That is not the comfort you think it is."

Ponder glanced toward Amos like he expected another man to save him from the conversation. Amos was studying the bank and had the decency to pretend he had not heard a thing.

"We have a deceased female," Ponder said. "Apparent drowning. Church called it in at 6:12 this morning. Medical examiner is on the way. I do not need this turning into folklore before we know what happened."

Lottie Mae stepped down once, heel first, into the red clay. It took her boot and tried to keep it.

"Who found her?"

"Miriam Wynn. Church secretary."

"Where is Mrs. Wynn?"

"Inside. Shaken up."

"Finding Naomi Bell Vickers floating in a baptism creek will do that."

Ponder's eyes sharpened. "Who told you the name?"

"Folks in Mercy Ridge don't whisper quieter because I am retired. They just feel holier about it."

"Then you also know Naomi left a note."

Lottie Mae stopped with one foot lower than the other.

"Where?"

"In her Bible. Reverend Wynn's office."

"Touched?"

"Photographed first. Bagged after."

"By whom?"

Amos lifted one hand without looking up. "Me."

Lottie Mae nodded once. "Well, look at the Lord showing off."

Ponder looked irritated by competence he had not assigned. "The note says she could not keep carrying the names."

The creek clicked against a stone.

Lottie Mae turned slowly back toward the water.

Naomi's right arm floated loose beneath the surface, palm up, fingers slightly curled. No shoes. White dress. Thin belt. One sleeve torn at the shoulder seam. Mud streaked the calf and ankle, but the bottoms of both feet were pale and clean.

Too clean for a woman who had walked herself down a clay bank in the rain.

"You say apparent drowning again," Lottie Mae said, "and I am going to ask if the creek signed a statement."

Ponder exhaled through his nose.

Amos crouched beside a flat stone downstream of Naomi's hand. "Detective."

Not ma'am.

Not Lottie.

Detective.

He used that tone only when evidence had decided to misbehave.

She moved carefully along the bank, placing each boot where the mud had already been disturbed. The flat stone jutted half under water, slick with brown current. Something had been carved into it. Not scratched. Not recent. Cut deep enough that the grooves held shadow.

Amos angled the camera.

"Do not touch," she said.

"Wasn't planning to."

"I say that because some men hear a thought and need supervision."

"I'm learning."

"Slowly, but with witnesses."

She crouched, knees protesting, and tilted her head until the creek glare shifted.

One name.

EVIE.

Farther downstream, near a root tangle, another stone lay beneath the water.

LENA.

Beyond that, half covered by algae.

MARIAH.

The water moved over the letters and made them appear and vanish, appear and vanish, as if the creek could not decide whether remembrance was kindness or cruelty.

Lottie Mae stood too quickly. The mud tried to pull her boot off.

Ponder saw her face.

"What?"

"You said Naomi could not keep carrying the names."

"That is what the note says."

"Did you look for them?"

"Look for what?"

She pointed downstream.

Ponder did not move.

"Sheriff," she said, "if you stand there any longer, I am going to mistake you for landscaping."

He came down the bank, careful now, annoyed enough to move and proud enough not to ask for help. When he reached the bend, Amos stepped aside and pointed without touching anything.

Ponder bent.

Read.

His face did not change much. That was not strength. That was practice.

"Could be memorial stones," he said.

"Could be."

"Church property. Baptism creek. Families do strange things."

"That they do. I once watched Wade Ponder's aunt bring deviled eggs to a sentencing hearing."

Ponder looked at her.

"Different sheriff," she said. "Same county appetite."

"These names could be old."

"Old doesn't mean harmless. Most trouble in Mercy Ridge has a birth certificate older than the courthouse."

Amos lowered the camera and looked farther downstream.

"There are more."

The three words did what no bell could have done. They pulled the whole creek quiet around them.

Lottie Mae followed the line of his gaze.

Stone after stone sat beneath the water where the bend widened. Some flat. Some round. Some nearly buried. Names cut into them at different depths, different angles, different hands.

GRACE.

RUTHIE.

MARCY.

JOSIE.

One stone near Naomi's drifting hand had been turned faceup by the current.

CAROLINE.

Not Bell.

Just Caroline.

Lottie Mae stopped breathing long enough for her body to notice.

The folded article in her pocket seemed to gain weight.

Caroline Bell had been seventeen when Mercy Ridge called her a runaway. Different year. Different wound. Same kind of mouth on the town. Earl Surratt had chased that case until the county turned his name into a warning about obsession. Lottie had spent years telling herself Caroline belonged to the past.

The creek, apparently, disagreed.

Ponder looked from the stone to her. "That name mean something to you?"

"Names usually do."

"Detective."

She kept her eyes on the water. "Caroline Bell. Missing before your time. Before mine, officially. Called runaway before anybody earned the right."

Amos looked at her then.

He knew the name.

Everybody in the department knew the name if they had spent more than one winter near Earl Surratt's old files. Some cases did not stay closed. They just learned to breathe shallow.

Ponder rubbed one hand over his mouth. "We are not turning Naomi Bell Vickers into every missing girl this county ever failed."

"Good," Lottie Mae said. "Then we can start by not failing her."

A crow called from the church roof and stopped halfway through the sound.

The creek moved around Naomi's hair.

"Who called dispatch?" Lottie asked.

"Reverend Silas Wynn. Miriam found the body, ran back up, got him."

"Between finding the body and calling 911, did anybody come down here and touch anything?"

Ponder did not answer fast enough.

Lottie Mae looked at him.

"Sheriff."

"Wynn says he checked for a pulse."

"In the creek?"

"He says he stepped close enough."

"Close enough where?"

"We are getting statements."

"That means no."

"It means we are getting statements."

She looked at his shoes again. "You walked down after him."

"I observed the body."

"You observed your way through wet clay and possible trace evidence."

"There is a note."

"There is a dead woman in a church creek with names carved in stones under her hand. The note can wait its turn."

Ponder's jaw flexed. "You are not lead."

"On what? Drowning? Suicide? Names in water? Pick your mistake so I can dress for it."

He stepped closer. "I heard about the Still House."

The creek seemed to lower its voice.

Amos stopped taking photographs.

Lottie Mae's hand moved once toward her pocket, toward the folded article, then stopped.

"Then you heard two children lived," she said.

"I heard procedure suffered."

"Procedure can file a complaint. Children can't when they're dead."

The answer landed harder than she meant it to.

Ponder looked away first.

Across the creek, the kudzu along the far bank trembled though there was no wind.

A small shape stood beyond it.

Child-sized.

Lottie Mae saw only the pale suggestion of a dress and one bare shin between leaves. Then the water flashed bright, and the shape was gone.

She did not move.

Amos saw her not move.

That mattered.

"You got eyes on the far bank?" she asked.

He lifted the camera again. "I can send Rusk around from the lot."

"Not across the water."

Ponder frowned. "Why?"

"Because we already have enough people treating the creek like a hallway."

Amos spoke before Ponder could. "I will have deputies approach from the cemetery side. No crossing. Full photographs first."

Lottie Mae looked at him.

Not praise.

Not quite.

A record of noticing.

He took it that way and moved.

The church bell rang once.

Everyone stopped.

The bell was not supposed to ring once.

Burning Branch's bell had been electric since 1998, set by timer for services, funerals, weddings, and Fourth of July if the deacons got sentimental. Lottie Mae knew because Earl had once complained that a bell with a timer was a confession without a sinner.

One note rolled over the creek.

Then silence.

From the fellowship hall, a woman cried out.

Ponder turned. "Stay here."

Lottie Mae was already moving.

"You can stay here and supervise the water if it comforts you."

He caught up halfway up the bank. "Do not go into that church questioning people like you own the place."

"I don't own churches. I just know what they hide under fresh carpet."

The path climbed through pine straw and wet leaves. At the top, the church opened into a gravel lot where three patrol cars, a white county van, and one gray Toyota sat crooked beneath oak limbs. The Toyota's driver's door stood open. A purse lay visible on the passenger seat. Yellow tape had been tied badly from mirror to antenna.

"Naomi's car?" Lottie asked.

Amos, coming behind them, nodded. "Yes."

"Who taped it?"

"Hodge."

"Of course he did. Man could contaminate a locked safe."

The church bell rang again.

One note.

Inside the fellowship hall, chairs scraped. A woman's voice rose, broke, and sank into prayer.

Ponder went through the side door first. Lottie Mae followed and smelled coffee, bleach, old hymnals, and buttered biscuits. The fellowship hall was long and low-ceilinged, with framed church directories along one wall and a bulletin board announcing a youth choir supper that had been postponed twice already. Folding tables were covered with plastic cloths printed with sunflowers. Somebody had brought a casserole.

Somebody always did.

Miriam Wynn sat in a metal chair near the kitchen pass-through. She was sixty, maybe sixty-five, with white hair pinned tight and both hands wrapped around a tissue that had surrendered. Reverend Silas Wynn stood behind her, one palm resting on the back of her chair and the other around a Bible worn soft at the corners.

Lottie Mae disliked that before she knew why.

Not comfort.

Possession.

"Mrs. Wynn," Ponder said, softening his voice into public-sheriff shape. "You all right?"

Miriam looked at him. Her eyes were dry in a way crying had not reached yet.

"The bell," she said.

Reverend Wynn's hand tightened on the chair.

She stopped.

Lottie Mae watched the hand.

"Mrs. Wynn," she said.

The reverend looked up. "Detective Surratt."

"Reverend."

"I did not realize you were assigned."

"I am gifted at appearing where people wish I wouldn't. It has been a ministry."

His smile held politely. "This is a terrible morning."

"They usually are when women end up dead before breakfast."

Miriam made a small sound. Not quite a sob. More like a word swallowed wrong.

Lottie Mae pulled a chair over and sat so her knees faced Miriam's, not the reverend's.

"I need you to tell me what happened when you found Naomi."

Ponder said, "We can do formal statements at the office."

"We can also let her talk before everybody in this room teaches her what she remembers."

Reverend Wynn's fingers whitened on the chair back.

Miriam looked at them.

Lottie Mae leaned forward a fraction.

"Ma'am," she said, "if you want him to take his hand off that chair, blink twice."

The room went still.

Ponder muttered, "For God's sake."

Miriam blinked.

Once.

Twice.

Reverend Wynn removed his hand slowly.

Lottie Mae did not look at him. That would have been a gift.

"Thank you," Miriam whispered.

"Tell me from the beginning," Lottie said. "No pretty version. Ugly saves time."

Miriam twisted the tissue until it tore.

"I came early to check the creek path. The ladies were going to put lanterns out tonight. Reverend wanted the youth choir to sing by the water after supper. Founders' week."

"Lanterns at the creek," Lottie Mae said.

Miriam nodded.

"Had you done that before?"

"Years ago. Before..." She glanced at the reverend. Then at the floor. "Before folks stopped wanting children down there after dark."

Lottie Mae's pen paused.

"Why did folks stop?"

Reverend Wynn answered. "Old superstition. Nothing more."

Lottie finally looked at him.

"I asked your secretary."

His face colored.

Miriam rubbed the torn tissue between thumb and forefinger. "Girls used to say the creek showed things."

"What things?"

"Faces."

"Whose faces?"

"People standing behind you when nobody was there."

A deputy near the coffee urn crossed himself, then looked embarrassed about remembering he was Baptist-adjacent.

Lottie Mae kept her eyes on Miriam.

"Did you see a face this morning?"

Miriam's tissue dropped into her lap.

Reverend Wynn said, "She found a body. She is upset."

Lottie Mae said, "Reverend, I have been pleasant nearly four whole minutes. That is a personal revival. Do not test the Lord's work."

Miriam swallowed.

"I saw Naomi first," she said. "In the water. Then I saw her standing beside it."

No one breathed normally for a moment.

Ponder shut his eyes. "Miriam."

"No." Her voice sharpened, surprising herself most of all. "No, Sheriff. I saw her. Not floating. Standing. She had mud on her dress, and she said my name."

Reverend Wynn turned away.

Lottie Mae wrote nothing.

"What did Naomi say?"

Miriam looked toward the hallway that led to the sanctuary.

The bell rang once.

This time every fluorescent light flickered.

Miriam began crying without sound.

Lottie Mae waited.

The woman lifted her eyes.

"She said the creek was full."

Ponder took one step back.

Lottie Mae wrote the sentence exactly.

The creek was full.

"Full of what?" she asked.

Miriam shook her head.

Reverend Wynn spoke too quickly. "Detective, this is cruel. She needs rest."

"She needs people to quit stepping on her words."

"This woman is grieving."

"This woman is a witness."

He stared at her. "To a suicide."

Lottie Mae closed her notebook.

"You know, Reverend, every time a man gives me the answer before I ask the question, I start wondering what he buried under it."

Ponder said her name like warning.

She ignored him.

Reverend Wynn's smile disappeared.

"Be careful."

Lottie Mae stood.

"I wake up careful. Then people disappoint me."

Outside, a girl screamed.

Not a woman's scream.

Young.

Thin.

Terrified enough that every person in the fellowship hall moved at once and got in each other's way.

Lottie Mae reached the side door first.

A teenage girl stood beside Naomi's Toyota with one hand over her mouth and the other pointing at the passenger window.

Rachel Wynn stood ten feet behind her, one hand pressed to her own chest, a purse sliding from her shoulder. She looked old enough to have raised the girl and young enough to still be angry at the world for making that necessary.

"Tessa," Rachel said. "Get away from the car."

The girl did not move.

The passenger window was fogged from the inside.

That was wrong. The door had been open ten minutes earlier. The morning air was cool, but not cold enough for that. No one sat inside.

On the glass, written backward from the interior, five wet letters began to run.

Lottie Mae stepped closer.

Ponder said, "Don't touch it."

"I wasn't planning to lick it."

The letters slid downward, losing shape.

Lottie Mae read them before they vanished.

EVIE.

Tessa Wynn made a small broken sound.

Rachel reached for her. "Tessa."

The girl backed away before the hand landed.

Lottie Mae saw that too.

"Your name, honey?" she asked.

Tessa wiped her nose with the back of her hand. "Tessa Wynn."

"You know Evie?"

Tessa shook her head.

Rachel answered, voice thin. "Evelyn Bell. My mother's cousin. She went missing before Tessa was born."

"How old?"

"Fourteen. They said she ran off."

The phrase came out dressed in old bitterness.

Lottie Mae looked back toward the creek through the trees.

The bell rang once more.

Not from the steeple this time.

From under the ground.

Tessa heard it. So did Rachel. So did Ponder. So did Reverend Wynn standing in the doorway with his Bible clutched hard enough to bend pages.

Amos came up from the bank, breathing fast, camera strap swinging.

"Detective," he said. "You need to see this."

She already knew she did.

Down by the creek, Naomi Bell Vickers had shifted.

Not far. Not enough for anyone to claim she had sat up or turned over or done anything that would make sense in a report.

But her face was no longer in the water.

Her cheek rested against a flat stone, eyes open toward the bank. Her mouth had filled with creek silt. One hand floated beneath the surface, fingers pointing downstream.

The water around those fingers had cleared.

For six feet beyond her hand, the creek bottom showed itself like glass.

Stone after stone.

Name after name.

EVIE.

LENA.

MARIAH.

GRACE.

TESSA.

CAROLINE.

Rachel made a sound behind Lottie Mae, but Tessa said nothing at all.

That was worse.

Lottie Mae stepped into the water before anyone could tell her not to.

Cold seized her boots. Mud rolled under her soles. Ponder said something. Amos said something lower and more practical. She ignored them both and crouched over the last stone.

CAROLINE.

The name was old. Older than the morning. Cut deep, the grooves dark with moss.

Lottie Mae touched nothing.

Her hand hovered above the water, steady until it wasn't.

Behind her, Reverend Wynn said, "Detective."

She turned her head.

He stood on the bank, face bloodless.

"You should come out of the water," he said.

Lottie Mae stood slowly.

The creek lapped at her shins.

"Why is that?"

His eyes went to the stones. Then Naomi. Then the church.

"Because it remembers people wrong."

Lottie Mae smiled then.

Not kindly.

"Reverend," she said, "that's the first honest thing anybody's said all morning."

The water moved around her boots.

At the bend, where Naomi's hand pointed downstream, something white lifted beneath the surface.

A scrap of cloth maybe.

A face maybe.

A girl's mouth opened under the water.

No bubbles came out.

But Lottie Mae heard the words clear as a bell rung under the earth.

Not all of us drowned.
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Chapter 2

The Note That Prayed Too Pretty
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The suicide note was folded into thirds and tucked inside Naomi Bell Vickers's Bible like somebody had been taught where grief ought to sit.

Lottie Mae did not touch it at first.

She stood in Reverend Silas Wynn's office with mud drying around both ankles, one hand on her hip, the other held open over the desk while Deputy Amos Vale hovered beside her with an evidence bag and the expression of a young man trying not to breathe wrong.

The office smelled of lemon polish, old hymnals, and coffee left too long on a warmer. Family photographs covered one shelf. Reverend Wynn smiling with deacons. Reverend Wynn baptizing children. Reverend Wynn shaking hands with a county commissioner. Reverend Wynn standing knee-deep in the creek with one palm raised over a girl's bowed head.

Naomi Bell Vickers was in two of the photographs.

In one, she was fourteen or fifteen, hair in a wet rope down her back, white baptism dress clinging to her elbows, mouth open in a smile that had not learned caution yet. In the other, she was grown and standing at the edge of a homecoming picnic, paper plate in hand, eyes turned away from whoever held the camera.

Lottie Mae pointed at the second picture.

"When was that?"

Reverend Wynn looked at the photograph without moving closer. "Last fall, I believe. Maybe October."

"You believe or you know?"

His thumb rubbed the worn leather spine of the Bible in his hands. Not Naomi's Bible. His. He had carried it from the creek to the office like it might protect him from questions.

"Homecoming Sunday," he said. "October fifteenth."

"There we go." Lottie Mae nodded toward Amos. "Write that down. Belief got itself promoted."

Amos uncapped his pen too fast and almost dropped it.

Sheriff Wade Ponder stood by the window with his arms crossed. He had changed shoes. These had mud on them now, though not enough to fool anybody with eyes.

"Detective," he said, "we are not holding a trial in Reverend Wynn's office."

"No, sir. If we were, I would have asked for better lighting."

Ponder's jaw flexed.

Reverend Wynn looked between them, the way church men looked when two people argued in a room that usually belonged to him.

Naomi's Bible sat on the desk. Brown leather. Soft from years of use. Its pages rippled near the back as if water had touched them and dried crooked. A white envelope marked with Naomi's name lay beside it.

The note itself had been placed on top of a yellow legal pad.

Ponder had said a deputy found it in the church office after Naomi's body was pulled from the creek. Lottie Mae had asked which deputy. Ponder said Mims. Mims said he had not found it, he had received it from Deacon Harrow. Deacon Harrow said it was on the desk when he came in to call Naomi's ex-husband.

That was three men and one note, and the note had moved more than the dead woman.

Lottie Mae leaned over it.

I cannot carry what I remember. God forgive me. Let the water take my name.

The handwriting was neat.

Too neat.

A woman writing her way out of the world usually left some evidence of the hand shaking, the breath breaking, the decision fighting back. This note looked like it had dressed for a funeral and practiced the walk down the aisle.

"Pretty," Lottie Mae said.

Reverend Wynn blinked. "Excuse me?"

"The note. It prays pretty."

Ponder exhaled. "Lottie."

"Ain't a compliment."

Amos leaned closer but did not crowd the desk. Good. He was learning that evidence had personal space too.

"Looks like one pen," he said.

"Looks like one pen," Lottie Mae agreed. "Question is whether it was one hand."

Reverend Wynn stiffened. "Naomi wrote beautifully. She always did."

"I didn't ask if she won penmanship. I asked whether this paper is telling the truth."

"She was troubled."

The room went still around that word.

Troubled was one of those words Mercy Ridge loved. It turned accusation into weather. It made people feel compassionate while doing nothing useful.

Lottie Mae looked at him. "How troubled?"

"She had been unsettled since coming back."

"Coming back from where?"

"Macon. After the divorce."

"You counsel her?"

"As her pastor."

"That a yes or a sermon waiting on shoes?"

A little color moved up his throat. "Yes."

"How often?"

"When she needed it."

"People who answer like that usually keep their calendars cleaner than their memories."

Amos wrote it down, then realized he probably should not have written the joke. His pen stopped halfway through. Lottie Mae did not look at him. Mercy was sometimes pretending not to notice.

Ponder stepped away from the window. "We have the note. We have a body. We have no sign of struggle."

"No sign you saw."

"Medical examiner will determine cause."

"Good. Until then, quit trying to bury Naomi under your favorite assumption."

Reverend Wynn's hand tightened around his Bible. "Detective, nobody is trying to bury her."

"Then why is everyone standing so close to a shovel?"

The office door opened before he could answer.

A woman stood in the hall with one hand on the frame and the other pressed against her stomach. Mid-thirties. Dark hair twisted up in a clip that had lost the argument hours ago. Her blouse was buttoned wrong at the top, one buttonhole missed, a mistake made by a person who had dressed while thinking about something else entirely. A girl stood behind her, half-hidden, skinny legs, wet sneakers, arms folded tight over a T-shirt from a school field day.

The woman looked at Naomi's Bible on the desk and went white.

"Rachel," Reverend Wynn said.

Lottie Mae turned.

Rachel Wynn.

Not dead in the creek.

Alive in the hallway, with grief on her face and a child trying to disappear behind her.

That mattered.

Names mattered more than ever near this creek.

"Mrs. Wynn?" Lottie Mae asked.

"Rachel," the woman said. Her voice caught on its own edge. "Everybody calls me Rachel."

"I am not everybody. But I can adapt when useful."

Rachel looked from Lottie Mae to Ponder to the Bible. "Is that Naomi's?"

No one answered fast enough.

Tessa Wynn stepped from behind her mother just far enough to see the desk. Eleven or twelve. Maybe thirteen if fear had shaved a year off her face. Her hair hung damp at the ends though it was not raining. Mud streaked one ankle above a sock decorated with yellow stars.

Lottie Mae noticed the mud first.

Then Amos noticed her noticing.

Good.

"Tessa," Rachel whispered. "Stay behind me."

The girl did not move back.

Her eyes were on the envelope.

Not the Bible.

The envelope.

"Who called you?" Ponder asked Rachel.

Rachel's mouth opened.

Tessa answered.

"Naomi did."

Nobody made a sound for a full second.

Reverend Wynn's face changed first. Not shock. Correction. Like the girl had said a line wrong in a Christmas pageant.

"Child," he said softly, "Naomi is with the Lord."

Tessa looked at him.

"Then He ought to teach her not to call before breakfast."

Lottie Mae almost smiled.

Almost did not count.

Rachel put a hand on Tessa's shoulder. "She means the phone rang. This morning. Before we heard."

"What time?" Lottie Mae asked.

Rachel swallowed. "Six-oh-four. I checked after."

Ponder frowned. "The church called dispatch at six-twelve."

"Then Naomi was punctual from the water," Lottie Mae said. "What did the call say?"

Rachel shook her head. "Nothing at first. Just water."

"Running water? Creek water? Faucet?"

"I don't know."

"You do. You just don't want to sound foolish in front of men who have been making careers out of it. Try anyway."

Rachel looked at Tessa.

Tessa kept staring at the envelope. "Creek."

Lottie Mae kept her voice even. "How do you know?"

"Faucets don't drag leaves."

Amos stopped writing.

Ponder shut his eyes like a man asking the Lord for patience and receiving paperwork instead.

"Did Naomi speak?" Lottie Mae asked.

Rachel shook her head.

Tessa said, "Somebody did."

Rachel turned. "Tessa."

"Mama, you heard it."

"I heard a noise."

"It said names."

The office seemed to grow smaller.

Outside the window, the creek moved between trees. Lottie Mae could not see the body from here. She could see only brown water, root shadows, and a strip of yellow tape some deputy had already tied too loose.

"What exactly did it say?" Lottie Mae asked.

Tessa's jaw tightened the way children's jaws did when they had been trained to be careful with truth. "It said Naomi kept them wrong."

Reverend Wynn whispered, "Good Lord."

"He listening?" Lottie Mae asked. "Because now would be a fine time for Him to take notes."

Ponder rubbed a hand over his mouth. "This is grief and shock. The child found out someone she knew died."

"No," Rachel said.

The word surprised her as much as it surprised everyone else.

She straightened a little. "No. She said that before I knew Naomi was dead."

Tessa looked down at her muddy shoes.

"Where were you this morning?" Lottie Mae asked.

Rachel's hand tightened on her daughter's shoulder.

Tessa answered without looking up. "Home."

The lie did not even try to stand.

Lottie Mae sighed. "Child, that answer fell over before it reached the carpet."

Rachel said, "Detective, please."

"I am being gentle. This is my porch-voice version."

Tessa looked at her then. The girl had Naomi's kind of fear, Lottie Mae thought, though she had no idea yet what Naomi's fear had been. Some fears were inherited without blood. Church fear. Family fear. Town fear. The kind adults handed children and called wisdom because it was cheaper than courage.

"I went to the creek," Tessa said.

Rachel closed her eyes.

Reverend Wynn spoke quickly. "The children have been told not to go down there alone."

"And yet the creek seems overrun with unsupervised adults," Lottie Mae said. "When did you go, Tessa?"

"Before the police came."

"Why?"

Tessa's gaze slid toward Naomi's Bible.

"She told me to get her name before they washed it away."

Amos lowered his pen.

Ponder's voice went quiet in a dangerous way. "Who told you?"

Tessa looked at the sheriff as if he were the slowest student in a room already out of patience.

"Naomi."

Reverend Wynn set his Bible down too hard. "That is enough."

Lottie Mae looked at his hand.

A tiny smear of mud marked the side of his thumb.

Not office dust.

Creek mud.

"Pastor," she said, "you touch Naomi's Bible this morning?"

He looked at the desk. "I moved it from the conference table after Deacon Harrow brought it in."

"Before or after the note got lonely and wandered onto your desk?"

His face reddened. "I was trying to preserve her belongings."

"Belongings preserve fine in place if men quit improving them."

Amos moved closer to the desk. "Detective."

She followed his gaze.

Naomi's Bible had begun to leak.

Not much.

A dark line of water slid from between the pages and crept across the desk toward the note. It carried a thin thread of creek silt and one pine needle no bigger than a child's fingernail.

Rachel made a small sound.

Tessa stepped back.

Ponder said, "No one touch anything."

"Well now," Lottie Mae said, "look who found religion."

The water reached the edge of the note and stopped.

Stopped exactly.

As if it had been told not to cross.

Lottie Mae leaned closer.

The page inside Naomi's Bible had opened somewhere near the middle. Not Psalms. Not the sad verses people liked to lean on when they wanted grief to come pre-decorated.

A genealogy.

Names.

Name after name after name.

In the margin, Naomi had written something in blue ink so small Lottie Mae had to bend nearly over the desk to read it.

Not the same handwriting as the suicide note.

This handwriting slanted left. Pressed hard at the beginning of words and faded at the end, like the writer started each thought brave and lost courage halfway through.

Lottie Mae read it aloud.

"They only count the ones who stay dead."

The room went colder.

Tessa began to cry without sound.

Rachel reached for her, stopped, and lowered her hand when the girl flinched.

Lottie Mae saw it.

So did Amos.

He wrote nothing. Some things did not belong in a notebook until a child was ready to make them evidence.

Ponder stared at the margin note. "What does that mean?"

"It means Naomi wrote like herself when nobody was staging her despair," Lottie Mae said.

Reverend Wynn stepped back from the desk.

"Naomi had episodes," he said.

There it was.

Another soft word carrying a hard lock.

"Episodes," Lottie Mae repeated.

"Spiritual distress. Fear. Confusion. She believed the creek showed her names. She believed old disappearances were connected to the church. She had become fixated."

"On missing girls?"

"On rumors."

"Rumors sometimes have bodies under them."

His mouth tightened.

Tessa whispered, "Naomi said Rachel should not look in water."

Rachel turned toward her daughter. "What?"

Tessa's face crumpled. "She said it would show you what happened before I was born."

Rachel's lips parted, but no sound came.

Lottie Mae looked at Rachel.

"You know a name from that creek."

Rachel shook her head once.

Too fast.

"No."

"Rachel."

"No."

The denial came out less like a lie than a prayer with the roof missing.

Tessa said, "Evie."

Rachel's hand went to her mouth.

Ponder looked up.

"Evie Bell?"

The room rearranged around that name.

Caroline Bell already sat wet and old at the back of Lottie Mae's mind. Now Evie stepped beside her. Another Bell girl. Another one the county had likely folded into a runaway report and filed under easier weather.

Rachel shook her head again. "Evie was my aunt. She ran off. That's what Mama said."

Tessa wiped her face with her sleeve. "Naomi said grown-ups say ran off when they mean stop asking."

Lottie Mae looked at Ponder.

He did not look back.

Good.

Shame was starting to arrive. Late, but properly dressed.

"Amos," she said.

"Yes, ma'am."

"Bag the note separately from the Bible. Photograph the water trail first. Then get me exemplar handwriting from Naomi Bell Vickers. Church cards, old letters, choir sign-in sheets, anything with her hand on it."

"Yes, ma'am."

"And do not let Deacon Harrow within three rooms of that evidence unless he brings a warrant, a confession, or Jesus Christ in person."

Reverend Wynn said, "Detective."

"Pastor, I am being generous. I listed options."

Amos photographed the desk from every angle. His hands had steadied. That was what she wanted from him. Fear acknowledged, then put to work.

Tessa watched him bag the note.

"Don't fold it again," she said.

Amos paused. "Why?"

"It doesn't like thirds."

Rachel whispered, "Baby."

Tessa lifted her chin. "It was folded wrong. Naomi folded things in half. Always. Napkins. Bulletins. Receipts. She said thirds were for bills and apologies."

Lottie Mae looked at the note again.

Folded into thirds.

Pretty.

Praying.

Wrong.

"Well," she said softly, "look at that. The witness brought manners and evidence."

For the first time since entering the office, Tessa almost looked like a child instead of a locked drawer.

Ponder moved toward the door. "I am calling crime scene back inside."

"Do that. And tell them the office is part of the scene now."

"It already is."

"Then let us all enjoy your growth."

He left without answering.

Reverend Wynn stayed.

Lottie Mae did not like that.

Men with nothing to hide usually developed errands at the first mention of chain of custody. Men who stayed either wanted to help or manage the shape of what help looked like.

"Pastor," she said, "where is Deacon Harrow?"

"I believe he went to call Naomi's family."

"Which family?"

"Her ex-husband. Clay Vickers."

Rachel's face changed.

Lottie Mae saw it and turned. "You know Clay?"

Rachel looked at Tessa before answering. "Everybody knows Clay."

"That sentence has done too much work in this town. Try again."

Tessa spoke first. "He talked to Naomi yesterday."

Rachel shut her eyes.

"Where?" Lottie Mae asked.

"By the church steps," Tessa said. "He was mad."

"At Naomi?"

"At the notebook."

Reverend Wynn went still.

Lottie Mae looked at him.

"What notebook?"

Tessa pressed her lips together.

The water on the desk moved.

Not toward the note this time.

Toward Naomi's Bible.

It slipped between the pages and darkened the genealogy until the names blurred into one another. Then, on the dry edge of the yellow legal pad, letters formed where no pen touched.

They did not appear all at once.

One stroke.

Then another.

Thin. Brown. Creek-water ink.

LEDGER.

Rachel backed into the doorframe.

Reverend Wynn whispered something that might have been prayer and might have been fear borrowing prayer's clothes.

Tessa stared at the word with tears standing on her cheeks.

"Naomi copied them," she said.

"Copied what?" Amos asked.

Tessa looked at Lottie Mae.

"The names that move."

Outside, the church bell rang once.

Nobody in the room moved.

The bell rang again.

Then the creek, visible through the office window in one brown strip between trees, went still.

Not calm.

Still.

Lottie Mae had learned the difference in the house that held children beneath its floor.

Calm was mercy.

Still was listening.

She took one step back from the desk.

"Amos."

"Yes, Detective."

"Call Rusk. Tell him nobody leaves the church property. Not Harrow. Not Clay if he arrives. Not a choir lady with deviled eggs and a clean conscience. Nobody."

"Yes, ma'am."

"And get Rachel and Tessa somewhere dry."

Tessa looked at the window.

"Not dry," she said.

Lottie Mae followed her gaze.

On the outside of the glass, water had begun to climb upward.

Creek water.

Brown and slow.

It crawled against gravity in narrow lines, carrying tiny flecks of moss, pine straw, and one pale thread caught in the current.

The lines met near the center pane.

For one second they shaped a woman's face.

Naomi's.

Then the face opened its mouth.

Rachel made a broken sound.

Tessa covered her own mouth with both hands.

Lottie Mae did not ask the dead woman a question.

The dead were unreliable witnesses when water did the translating.

But she looked.

She looked because Earl Surratt had spent too many years teaching her that the world only stayed neat for people willing to look away.

Naomi's face dissolved into letters.

Not all of us drowned.

The same words Lottie Mae had heard at the creek.

This time everyone saw them.

Ponder returned to the doorway and stopped with one hand on the jamb.

The color drained from his face.

"You still calling it suicide?" Lottie Mae asked.

He did not answer.

That was the smartest thing he had done all morning.

The water slid back down the glass in one sheet and struck the sill outside with a soft slap.

In the sudden quiet, Naomi's Bible gave one wet little knock against the desk.

Once.

Then twice.

Then a third time, soft as knuckles from under water.

Tessa whispered, "She wants the ledger."

Lottie Mae looked at the Bible, the note, the pastor, the child, the mother, the sheriff, the creek beyond the glass, and every grown person in the room trying to decide how much truth they could survive before lunch.

"No," she said.

Tessa blinked. "No?"

"We want the ledger." Lottie Mae picked up one unused evidence marker from Amos's kit and set it beside the Bible. "Naomi wants her name back."

The office lights flickered once.

Somewhere beneath the church floor, water moved where no water had any business being.

Lottie Mae looked at Reverend Wynn.

"Pastor," she said, "if there is a place in this church where people put things they do not want God seeing, you best remember it before I start opening doors."

His mouth opened.

Closed.

Outside, down by the creek, a girl screamed.

Not Rachel.

Not Tessa.

A different girl.

Younger.

Older.

Both at once.

Lottie Mae moved before anyone else decided whether fear required permission.

Amos was beside her before she reached the hall.

Good.

She did not tell him that.

Some praise was best saved for people who had already earned the right not to need it.
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Chapter 3

The Church That Cleaned Too Fast


[image: ]


The church basement smelled like bleach, wet hymnals, and somebody trying to make sin pass inspection.

Lottie Mae Surratt stopped at the bottom of the stairs and held one hand out behind her.

Amos Vale stopped because he had learned, with decent speed, that when Lottie Mae held up a hand, the county saved itself trouble by becoming furniture.

Above them, Bethel Mercy Baptist made church noises. Chairs scraped across fellowship-hall tile. A woman's voice rose and fell in prayer, too loud by half. Deputies moved in boots they believed were quiet. Somewhere beyond the cinderblock walls, the creek kept running behind the church like it had never been introduced to law enforcement.

Down here, the basement was another kind of quiet.

Not empty.

Waiting.

Lottie Mae took one breath through her nose and regretted it on a spiritual level.

"Somebody cleaned," Amos said.

"That is the generous interpretation."

He angled his flashlight along the floor. The beam found gray concrete, a drain in the middle of the room, folding tables stacked on their sides, six plastic tubs marked EASTER, CHRISTMAS, VBS, and CHOIR ROBES in black marker, and a mop bucket pushed under the utility sink. The water in the bucket had gone cloudy. Pine cleaner floated on top of something darker.

"Pine-Sol," Amos said.

"Men always name the perfume before the body."

"I was just—"

"I know what you were just. Photograph it before it becomes a sermon."

He lifted the camera.

Lottie Mae stayed where she was and looked at the room the way Earl had taught her to look at rooms that had already been interfered with.

Not for what was there.

For what had been bullied into leaving.

A clean path ran from the stairs to the utility sink. Too clean. The rest of the floor carried old dust, shoe grit, mouse droppings near the north wall, and the dull gray shine of concrete that had spent decades receiving casseroles, craft supplies, flood donations, and secrets nobody trusted the sanctuary to hold. But the path to the sink had been scrubbed until the concrete looked raw.

Beside the drain, one crescent of red clay had survived under the lip where a mop had not reached.

Lottie Mae crouched.

Amos lowered the camera from the bucket and saw her looking.

"Boot print?"

"Toe," she said. "Somebody stood here facing the sink. Wet from the creek. Heavy on the right foot."

Amos stepped closer, careful now. Good. The boy had started treating evidence like a skittish animal instead of a thing waiting to be collected.

"Naomi?" he asked.

"Maybe. Maybe the person who brought Naomi's Bible where it could pray for itself. Maybe the person who wrote a suicide note that had more manners than grief."

The basement light flickered once.

Not out.

Just tired.

Amos looked up.

"Wiring," he said.

"Don't make guesses in a church basement. The building gets competitive."

The light steadied.

Water clicked inside the drain.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Amos stopped breathing through his mouth.

Lottie Mae did not move.

"You hear that?" he asked.

"No, I just enjoy squatting beside questionable plumbing for my health."

The drain clicked again.

This time the sound was not metal settling.

It was small.

Deliberate.

A fingernail against pipe.

Amos whispered, "Detective."

"If you say ghost, I will assign you paperwork until your descendants resent me."

"I was going to say we need crime scene down here."

She glanced back at him.

"Well, look at you. Growing up in damp places."

He did not smile. His eyes had gone to the far wall.

Lottie Mae followed them.

A door stood half-hidden behind stacked choir risers. Old gray paint. Brass knob. No sign. A strip of blue painter's tape hung from the frame as if someone had once meant to label it and thought better.

"What is that?" Amos asked.

"A door, Deputy Vale. I have been told they are useful when walls get ideas."

"It wasn't on the building sketch Rusk pulled."

That made her stand.

The knee objected. She ignored it. Knees had been complaining since 2009 and had yet to solve a case.

"Say that again."

Amos lifted the folder tucked under his arm and opened it with one hand. "Basement drawing shows storage, furnace room, kitchen overflow, utility sink, rear stairs. No closet here. No side room."

"Churches do enjoy a room they forgot to confess."

She walked toward the door, stepping around the scrubbed path and the crescent of clay. Amos moved beside her, not in front. Better again. The man had instincts that could be trained into usefulness if the county did not dull them first.

The door was locked.

Of course it was.

A new padlock hung through an old hasp, bright silver against the gray paint. The screws around the hasp were fresh. The door itself was older than half the congregation and had been scratched around the knob by years of nervous hands.

Lottie Mae leaned close.

No sound from behind it.

No voice.

No movement.

That was not as comforting as people who had not met Mercy Ridge might imagine.

"Photograph the lock," she said.

Amos lifted the camera.

Flash.

The basement light flickered.

Flash.

The drain clicked once.

Flash.

From upstairs came Ponder's voice, muffled and irritated.

"Lottie Mae!"

"He's learned my name again," she said. "The day is full of progress."

She did not answer louder.

Ponder came down the stairs carrying his sheriff face in front of him like a shield. Behind him came Reverend Silas Wynn, pale around the mouth, and Deacon Harrow, who had the look of a man who wanted to be elsewhere but could not decide which direction made him least guilty.

"What are you doing down here?" Ponder asked.

Lottie Mae pointed at Amos without looking away from the door. "Deputy Vale, please note the sheriff has asked what we are doing in a potential evidence area beneath the church where the dead woman's note traveled through at least three sets of hands."

Amos's pen hovered.

Ponder's jaw tightened. "Do not put that in the report."

"Now note the sheriff objected to accurate reporting."

Amos looked at the page.

Then at Ponder.

Then he wrote something down.

Lottie Mae decided not to ask what. Surprise was good for a partnership if it did not require bail.

Reverend Wynn stared at the door.

That was where the room told on him.

Not his hands. Not his mouth. The eyes. He had looked at the lock the way a man looked at a gun he had left loaded in a room full of children.

"Reverend," Lottie Mae said. "You know this door?"

"It's storage."

"Everything in a church is storage until police ask. What kind?"

"Old choir materials. Decorations. Nothing relevant."

"Nothing relevant is a phrase that buys new shoes when guilty men wear it out."

Deacon Harrow stepped forward. "Detective, with respect, the congregation is upstairs frightened, Mrs. Wynn is outside near collapse, and Naomi's family has not even been notified properly. Surely this can wait."

"Surely died on the way down the stairs. Sad thing. Closed casket."

Ponder exhaled. "Lottie."

She turned on Harrow. "Who has the key?"

"To what?"

"Deacon, if you point at this lock and ask me what key, I will lose the last scrap of Christian charity keeping me decorative."

Harrow's mouth thinned.

Reverend Wynn said, "The trustees keep keys."

"That is not a name."

"Several people have access."

"That is not a name with friends."

Ponder rubbed his forehead. "Silas, just answer."

The reverend looked from the sheriff to Lottie Mae.

"Harrow has one. Mrs. Pike keeps one for cleaning. I have one in the office."

"Mrs. Pike," Lottie Mae said. "Arlene Pike?"

"Yes."

"Same woman who told Rusk she cleaned the fellowship kitchen after the body was found?"

Ponder looked at Reverend Wynn.

Reverend Wynn looked at the floor.

Deacon Harrow said, "Arlene has volunteered here for forty years."

"Then she has had four decades to learn where the mop bucket lives. Fetch her."

"She is upset."

"So am I, but nobody is fetching me a blanket."

The drain clicked again.

This time everyone heard it.

Reverend Wynn closed his eyes.

Deacon Harrow did not.

He looked angry.

That interested Lottie Mae more.

Fear made people small. Anger made them tall enough to measure.

"You hear plumbing often?" she asked him.

"This building is old."

"So am I, and I do not answer questions by knocking under floors."

Ponder turned toward the stairs. "Rusk! Get Mrs. Pike down here."

The sheriff's voice moved up through the stairwell. Above them, the fellowship hall quieted the way church rooms did when gossip put its ear to the floor.

Amos kept photographing. Lock. Doorframe. Scrubbed path. Drain. Mop bucket. Utility sink. He did not need telling. That mattered. Book 1 had taught him how to notice; Book 2 was starting to teach him what noticing cost.

Lottie Mae crouched beside the drain.

There was hair caught beneath the
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