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no one saves us but ourselves

no one can and no one may

we ourselves must walk the path

 

buddha

 

 




Prologue

September 1990

 

A tune played in her head. Not the words that went with it. She couldn’t remember any of those. Just the tune, the one her mother liked when they sang it in church. Music had a way of looping in her mind when her stupid thoughts wouldn’t settle. It drove her crazy if she was trying to get to sleep before a big test, or when she needed to memorize her lines for the school play. It drove her crazy now as she tried to concentrate on finding her way in the impossible blackness of the forest, each tree she passed looking the same as the last, the rough bracken underfoot piercing her skin with every step. There wasn’t even a moon tonight to break through the towering pines and offer a shred of guidance or reassurance she wasn’t just going in circles.

Branches whipped at her forearms, her stomach, her thighs – snapped stinging sensations that distracted her from the goosebumps and the trembling. She didn’t think she was cold. Not when the air was so thick with heat she couldn’t catch a breath.

It was the sounds – coming from behind her, in front of her, over the ground, up in the branches – that made the tune in her head play louder so that she hummed along with it. Not letting those unknown noises stop her, or force her to acknowledge her raging heartbeat or the fact she might never find the way out, ever, she strode on, and on, and hummed until her voice no longer sounded strange. Instead, its rumble in her throat and her chest became a source of energy, and she resolved to go on like that all night, or for days if she had to. When her eyes blurred, she rubbed at them until they cleared. When her skin split under the slice of another branch, she wiped away the blood with the heel of her hand. When her belly growled with emptiness, she clasped her hands together, hummed louder, and silently prayed to the Lord Almighty that He hadn’t turned His back on her for all that she had done, all the sins she had committed.

She didn’t notice at what point her voice had grown so raw from the humming that she’d stopped. But by doing so, it meant the moment another sound reached her ears, much different from all the rest in the otherwise eerie silence, she immediately came to a halt and snapped her weary eyes wide to be better able to place it.

Now that her feet weren’t crunching and rustling through the forest’s undergrowth, she could hear the thump of her heart working doubly hard in her chest, her breath uneven with the shivers that rushed over her. Her limbs ached, soles of her feet throbbed, skin stung, but the sound was not only still there but getting louder. A sound she couldn’t have been more familiar with but hadn’t heard in… what was it? Weeks? Months? Years? She didn’t know anymore.

Pinpointing where the sound of the vehicle’s engine was coming from, she started up again, ignoring her body’s reluctance, and instead picking up the pace from a walk to a half-jog, then from a jog to a run. Pain flared up her shins from her feet, her ankles. She stumbled, palm landing against the rough trunk of a pine. She propelled herself off it. The vehicle was drawing closer, which meant she too was closer, to the road, to help.

Her panting breath tore through her lungs, and a yelp of desperation burst out of her with each exhale. She even tried calling, but what use was that? Better to save whatever she had left to get her to the road before whoever was coming passed right by, perhaps the only vehicle to come out this way in days. She cried at the thought, balled her hands into fists, and pushed on.

The engine was so loud now it was almost a roar. More noise than she’d heard in a long time. And there, up ahead, was the break in the trees. It was mere yards away but her body was struck with the urge to stop. It saw help coming and wanted to drop right there, but she wasn’t at the road yet. Her legs weakened and she folded to the ground, her hands slapping against pine needles and the damp earth beneath them. An intrusion of light caught her eye and she looked up. The glorious strip of asphalt road lit up before her in a thin stream of illumination from the vehicle she couldn’t yet see but was running at a fair speed if the rumble of its engine was anything to go by. If she stayed here though, in the forest, on the ground, they’d never see her. Eyes on the road ahead, they’d just drive on by and that would be that.

With her palms torn and bloody, she used her knuckles instead to push herself upright and onto unsteady feet. And with nothing much left but blind will, she forced her weak limbs onward. Get to the edge of the road. That’s all she needed to do. It would be enough.

She began the humming again, her mother’s favorite, and pressed forward until her toes scuffed against hard asphalt. She kept going, needed to be sure, one foot landing on the unforgiving surface, then the other. On and on, over and over, she dragged her weary limbs to the center of the road. And when the truck at last came into sight, her eyes could stay open no more. They fell closed, her body giving way under the blinding headlights and blaring horn bearing down on her like a monstrous, angry, and out of control Goliath.

 

 




Chapter 1

October 2020

 

“This is one time, my friends, when it doesn’t pay to be the David slaying the Goliath. But that’s what we’re doing. Even if that’s not what we intended. We’ve thrown our weight around like we’ve got this, like we’re the superior species and just look at what we can do, aren’t we the clever ones? Well, here’s what we can do. We can bite ourselves in the ass, is what we can do.

“How about we start with the animals on our factory farms, the ones who produce five hundred million tons of manure each year? That’s a lot of shit. Where does it go, I hear you ask. Well, its run-off finds its way into our rivers, our lakes, all those places you take your kids on the weekend and let them paddle around in barefoot. Unless, of course, you’re the wily farmer who avoids the pesky problem of exceeding the water pollution limit on your farm by instead spraying manure in liquid form straight into the air.

“You all know air, right? That thing that doesn’t stay in one place? That thing that travels; over fields, over houses, into people’s homes, people’s lungs. Yeah, that’s right. That chest issue Uncle Bob’s been nursing for twenty years, or the inflammation Aunt Sue can’t seem to shift – don’t happen to live near a farm, do they?

“But hey, setting that aside a second, if none of this agriculture conversation is really your thing, let’s talk instead for a moment about the sort of problems we’re leaving behind for the generations to come, your children’s children and grandchildren and great grandchildren. Yeah, sure, you and me, we’re all right, we’re golden. We’ll already be gone by then. But the shit we are leaving for our kin to inherit, my friends. That apocalypse you’ve all been dreading… not our problem, but it will be theirs. And it’ll be because of us. Because of what we choose to do – or not do – today. Not tomorrow. Today. Right this minute.”

Beneath the fifty-foot banner running above the stage, marking the Sykes County GreenCraft Fall Festival, the speaker paused to take a sip of refreshment from his compostable, biodegradable, and one hundred percent recycled and recyclable paper cup. It was the same kind handed out to upwards of a couple of thousand visitors over the weekend and a good few hundred of those just today, Cass Fletcher estimated.

She’d never been one for community events, preferring the solitude of her woodland cabin several miles down the road to sitting in a damp field for hours surrounded by folk music, arts and crafts demos, passionate speakers, and far too many people making far too much noise. And it seemed she wasn’t the only one less than enamored with it. Her partner in private investigation had spent the last thirty minutes trying to find a position on the picnic blanket she’d brought that would allow some degree of comfort for his gangling legs, and was now clutching his coccyx, cracking his back, and rolling his eyes as the current speaker reeled off numbers pertaining to greenhouse gases that put everyone in the audience to shame.

“Remind me again why you thought this was a good idea, Busta?” Lawrence Hoskins said with a wince, screwing up his hazel eyes and returning to a slouch. He snatched up his paper cup to down what was left of the lukewarm flat beer he hadn’t stopped complaining about since they got here.

Luckily, Joshua ‘Busta’ Rimes was the easygoing kind and had gotten used to this kind of persistent pessimism, demonstrating a level of patience with Hoss that Cass hadn’t managed in all the years she’d known and worked with him. Reclining on the blanket, with his ankles crossed and elbows propping him up, Josh lightly chuckled. “Give it time, you might learn something new, mate,” he said, the British twang still unmistakable despite his seventeen years on American soil.

Hoss belched and peered into the empty cup for any last remnant of the five dollars he’d spent on it. “If this is another one of your ploys to turn me vegan, let me save you the effort. It ain’t gonna happen. I’m a meat man through and through. And don’t bother with Fletcher, either,” he said, throwing Cass a sideways glance. “Once a bunny killer, always a bunny killer.”

A breeze brushed Josh’s fair hair over his forehead as he raised his eyebrows, a spark of uncertain humor curving his lips. For a man just shy of thirty, he had an energy about him that made him look boyish when he smiled. “You hunt rabbits, Cass?”

“Jesus, Hoss.” She slapped the back of her hand across his arm, stealing a glance at the largely creature-loving crowd, envisioning being doused with fake blood by an enraged horde of animal activists. “Not anymore. Don’t listen to him. That was a long time ago.”

Hoss coughed a response into his fist. “Last year.”

“Oh right. I see.” Josh sat upright and clutched his arms around his knees. “Wow. Well, that changes things. I never knew that about you.”

The breeze picked up, fluttering the curls across Cass’s face and giving her the excuse she needed to avoid Josh’s teasing stare by slipping on the cable-knit sweater she’d brought with her. By the time she’d straightened it and hooked her hair behind her ears, he was back to watching the man on the stage. Except now she felt another pointed stare aimed at her, and this one less endearing. She countered it the way she knew best.

“So, Hoss,” she said, turning to face his unamused dressing down head on. “About this Meredith inquiry you’ve had…”

“What about it? This our new office now?” he replied, with a dry tone and a deadpan stare. “We call this a day off, Fletcher.”

She returned his glare only long enough to bite her tongue. His discomfort on the blanket, the price of the beer, his restlessness, had all put him in one of his moods. There’d be no reasoning with him like this. She turned back to the stage. The male speaker had concluded his talk and was being replaced by members of a folk band setting up instruments and testing microphones.

“This a fresh case you’re talking about?” Josh asked, out of more than just curiosity, Cass guessed. He was throwing her a lifeline, stepping in to smooth the tension. Something she’d noticed he had done a lot over the past ten months since she’d been introduced to him as Hoss’s housemate. Despite working five miles offshore at the Sandowne Oil Rig for the better part of each month, the two new besties had struck up a genuine bond, and by extension she too had found they shared a lot in common. Though whether mutual experience of childhood tragedy was a solid foundation from which to build a friendship remained to be seen. Increasingly all that did was make her uncomfortable.

“It will be a new case,” Hoss said, leaning back on his hands, his checked flannel shirt falling to either side of his T-shirt as he stretched his legs out in front of him and crossed one black ankle boot over the other. “As soon as Miss Moneypenny here gets her backside in gear.”

“Well, shit, forgive me for helping my old friend and work partner recover from a brutal attack that almost killed him.”

“All right, Fletch, reel it in. Busta doesn’t need to hear you talk like that.”

“No? Well, maybe Busta would be interested to know that you’re only agreeing to take this case because the client in question, a Ms. Amelia Meredith, fluttered her eyelashes at you.”

Hoss held up his middle finger. “Number one, the client in question is in her sixties, and thus twice my age…”

“Never stopped you before.”

He raised his index finger. “And number two, you realize I only spoke to her on the phone, don’t you?”

“Someone teach you that, did they?” she asked, with a nod toward his two fingers, a gesture she didn’t think was purely for numerical demonstration. Josh downed his beer, pretending he hadn’t heard. “You said you remembered her from the sheriff’s office because, and I quote, She was hard to forget.”

“And how do you know I didn’t mean she was hard to forget because she had three legs and swore like a marine?”

Cass blew out a laugh and looked past him to explain to Josh: “Ms. Meredith’s eight-year-old son went missing in the summer.”

“Shit.”

“Of 1985.”

“What?”

“Exactly. Thirty-five years ago. And if law enforcement hasn’t found him by now, there’s little chance we will. Meaning there must be some other reason the Hossman is so keen on taking this case. He’s a sucker for a cougar.”

Hoss’s hands slapped against the thighs of his jeans. “You know what? Think what you like, Fletch. This one’s mine to call, and I say we’re doing it.” He brushed his hand across his nose and sniffed. “Besides, she’s loaded, from what I remember. And we’re running a business here, not some not-for-profit venture.”

“Oh no you don’t. Don’t go there, Hoss, that’s a low blow. You know why we took Rosa’s case. My ex-field training officer’s dying wish, might I remind you—”

“Not even expense reimbursements,” he muttered in an aside to Josh.

“And which you agreed to proceed with. Remember that? I was more than happy to work it without you, but as usual you dug your heels in—”

“And aren’t you glad I did? Because remind me again how that might have ended if I hadn’t been there?”

“Children, children, time out.” Josh raised both his voice and his hands in a rare glimpse of irritation that surprised and silenced both of them. “Bloody hell. How on earth do you two work together?”

“Just fine,” she answered.

“Like a dream,” Hoss added.

In the time it took them to clamp their mouths shut and leave it there, Josh got up from the blanket and mumbled something about taking a leak. But after he’d gone, Cass was less concerned with his uncharacteristic frustration than how close their heated exchange had come to revealing more than they would ever want him to know. Like how that last case had brought them within spitting distance of the raw end of a Mexican cartel, and how they were still breathing today only because of an alliance Hoss had formed with the very gang boss who had orchestrated the untimely death of Joshua’s closest friend, Simon.

The gang boss in question was Jimmy Rosedale, and the unlikely alliance was based on a mutual desire to go on living. Rosedale, aka Jimmy the Drain, had since gone on the run, wanted for more than just the killing of one man. But in the meantime, Josh still hailed his new buddy as some kind of hero for finding the body of his friend years after his disappearance. Should he learn the truth about Hoss’s gentleman’s agreement with Simon’s killer, this whole friendship the three of them shared would be cut short as abruptly as it had begun, and probably in the ugliest way possible.

On the stage, the GreenCraft Festival’s band struck up their first number, and the twanging of a banjo, thump of a dholak drum, and drawn-out peal of a concertina, poured out from the speakers and over the heads of the revelers who, now that the formalities were over, were eager to relax and have some fun. Bodies swayed and hands clapped, but Cass didn’t join in. Nor did the life and soul of the party, the Hossman himself. Instead, he was trying to snag her attention with a frown that would induce raging shame even in the most devout of Buddhist monks. She raised her eyebrows for him to have out with it. Which was all the encouragement he needed.

“When are you going to put that poor boy out of his misery?”

“Oh Jesus, not this again.” She reached for her bag, pulling its strap over her head.

“One word from you and he’d tell his bosses on Sandowne where they can shove that shit job of his. You know as well as I do he doesn’t want to be there anymore. And that’s clearly because of you.”

“Joder,” she seethed, frustration bringing out her mother’s native tongue. “What makes you think I’m responsible for what he does with his life, Hoss? He’d quit all by himself if he really wanted to.”

“Weren’t you the one implying not so long ago that there was something going on between the pair of you?”

“No, you were the one judging everyone else by your standards and getting the wrong idea.”

He waved her away. “Don’t come at me with your backward psychology, Fletch. Just decide what you want and be straight with him. The tension between the two of you is killing me.”

She opened her mouth to reply, then snapped it shut. It was the kind of statement that didn’t deserve a response. Instead, she used the excuse of getting more drinks as a good reason for a time-out.

In line at the bar she tried to push away her partner’s comments, but they nagged at her all the more because she knew he was right. For a short while, she and Josh had been in the habit of video calling one another when he was away on the rig. He was restless in the hours of downtime between shifts, and since he was fun to talk to, with a bright, easygoing personality, she enjoyed the conversations as much as he did. But then he’d started opening up about the car accident that killed his parents when he was twelve, forever changing his life; and after that, confessing to the humiliating bullying he’d endured throughout his teenage years that culminated in his decision to leave his aunt and uncle’s home for a career off shore. Whether he’d expected her to reciprocate she didn’t know, but he never seemed hurt that she didn’t. And somewhere around there was the problem. He made it too easy for her to like him.

Reaching the bar, Cass bought and paid for three drinks. Balancing them between her hands, she glanced up to mentally map out the most direct route between the bodies splayed on the grass to where the pair of them were in deep discussion, if Hoss’s hand gesticulations were anything to go by. She lifted the cups to her lips and took a sip from the closest one, then started back in their direction, wondering how much more of the warm, weak, fizzless alcohol would be enough for her to have the conversation with Josh that Hoss implied she should.

Josh wouldn’t know why she’d eased up on the video calls – telling him she was on her way out, or busy with work, or helping her ex-work partner Buck. The latter was true; but even if her reasons for avoiding Josh were genuine, it had only taken a handful of them before he backed off. Now when he was home he acted as if he was still at ease around her, but she knew that under the broad smile and laidback demeanor was a delicate soul who had been poked and prodded too many times already. Which was all the more reason to cut short any wrong ideas before they did any further damage.

A scream went up to Cass’s left. She shot her head in that direction, hands tightening on the cups as she readied herself to drop them and take action. But the scream descended into giggling, a young woman in a cropped top and shorts being teased by her boyfriend who was running an ice cube from his drink over her bare midriff. Cass shivered beneath her cable-knit sweater and was about to turn away when something caught her attention.

She slowed to a stop, beer spilling from one of the cups to run down her fingers, eyes scanning the faces for what had bothered her. Just groups of friends chatting, families playing, everyone relaxed and having a great time, nothing untoward, no one up to no good. Even if they were, her power to act was limited; a citizen’s arrest or calling the cops were the only options available to her these days. Still, the old habits of her eleven years in the sheriff’s office hadn’t left her in the three years she’d been out of service.

She started to walk on again, cursing her hyper-alertness and instructing herself to tone it down to at least cop status yellow so she could relax. But she’d barely gone another step when that status accelerated through the spectrum into the black – the color associated with incapacitating fear, a cop’s worse nightmare – and she froze.

It was the voice. A low, broad drawl that she could have picked out of a packed field in the middle of the deep South, never mind over two thousand miles northwest in the state of Belwall where it stood out like a foreign language. She’d heard that voice in her head enough times. Had at one time hung on its every word. And the years in between – nineteen now, give or take – hadn’t done a thing to diminish the memory of it.

She backed up, still clutching the drinks between her hands but searching for the source. And now that she knew who she was looking for, it didn’t take long for her eyes to land on him. Red lumberjack shirt hanging loose, black pants, chunky boots, same thick mop of dark disheveled hair, same clumsy stance, same booming raucous laugh. The first time she’d heard that laugh was outside the courtroom. It had sickened her. Literally sickened her, so that she’d broken free of her father’s supportive arm and run to the restroom to throw up. She thought she might do the same again now but couldn’t move from the spot, couldn’t look away. He was swaying to the music, an ungainly swagger of his hips from side to side, the rhythmic tapping of one boot against the grass. Drunk, she thought, as he laughed and sang and danced in his own ridiculous way. Drunk again.

Then, as if he felt the prickle of her eyes piercing the back of his neck, he began to turn. She saw him first in profile, noticed that he held something in the crook of his right arm. Not a drink, she realized when he turned fully, his face filled out, forehead longer with his hair receded, but otherwise no different. His cheeks were flushed with color, hooded eyes finding and then looking right at her, as he went on rocking the baby he cradled. A small child ran up and tugged on the leg of his pants to get his attention, and on the blanket at his feet a woman pulled the little boy away, drew him onto her lap and tickled him. Another child, a girl, older than the other two and with a string of daisies woven around her braided black hair, joined in with the teasing of her brother and they laughed.

Cass took a step back, her sandal catching the edge of someone’s bag so that she stumbled and dropped the drinks to the grass. Eyes turned her way, but all she saw was him. And his family. A happy family. Just like the one she would have had – if the man before her hadn’t taken it from her. 

 




Chapter 2

Amelia Meredith did indeed have money, as Hoss had indicated, living in a sizable three-story house with a fifty-foot outdoor pool, all enclosed within a gated community of wealthy business owners, retired company executives, and trust fund beneficiaries. Amelia belonged to the latter; her father had been a self-made millionaire after founding West General Motors, which he grew to an international conglomerate. Aside from the wealth, there was also something in the wily, almond-shaped eyes, slender jaw bone and strands of silver hair escaping from her silken headscarf that, though touched now by her sixty-five years, still alluded to the beautiful woman she had once been.

Her career as a model and actress had been cut short, first by the birth of her son when she was twenty-one, and then by his disappearance just eight years later. But her affection for those days remained in the framed photographs that adorned the walls in the entrance hallway of her home. Cass had been drawn by the quality of the images. One a close-up of the young Amelia draped in furs apart from a bare shoulder captured by the camera, a tilt of the head and parted lips treading the fine line between innocent and alluring, questioning eyes challenging the viewer to decide which they thought she was. In another, a full-length black and white, Amelia stood in the center of the frame in a raincoat and heels, her back to the camera but looking over her shoulder into the lens. Bewitching shots, made poignant for their reminder of what might have been if fate had not stepped in to divert the trajectory of her life.

All of this Cass could have predicted of a woman blessed with both good looks and Daddy’s wealth and influence, but what she hadn’t been prepared for was the humbleness with which Amelia welcomed them into her home. Perhaps Cass had expected someone more embittered with the cards she had been dealt, but the millionairess took great care to be hospitable, offering them a selection of drinks and bringing out trays of sandwiches which she laid on the dining table in the conservatory at the rear of the house.

“You have a beautiful home, Amelia,” Cass said, turning from the view of the landscaped gardens, which were rich with color on this bright early fall day, one of the last glimpses of sun they’d see before the darker days set in. She pulled out the chair beside Hoss at the table, nudging his elbow as he helped himself to a third sandwich in only the ten minutes they’d been there. Across from them, on the table meant to seat ten, Amelia was laying out folders and notebooks in order of what she wanted them to see and know about her son.

“I’m very lucky,” she said, in reply to Cass’s comment. Then with a wry smile bordering on wickedness, she added, “Most of the time, anyway.”

Sipping from the cup of black coffee Amelia had poured for her, Cass noted that between the entrance hall through the kitchen to the conservatory she hadn’t seen a photograph of the missing boy. Though that didn’t mean that somewhere in this vast house, where Amelia lived alone, there weren’t plenty of them. School photos in the sitting room perhaps, family portraits in the study, his own bedroom a shrine, frozen in time on the day he left and never came back. She had seen all of those things in her brief career. Had seen, too, the families whose pain was so raw they couldn’t bear to look at a photograph and be reminded constantly of what they’d lost. Since what happened a few days ago at the fair, and the memories it had brought surging back, Cass could certainly understand that sentiment. Although, in her case, the constant reminders seemed to be everywhere, not only in photographs.

Hoss delivered the elbow nudge this time. Cass snapped her eyes up from the coffee cup just as Amelia was passing a photograph over the table.

“Here he is,” she said with pride, tapping a neatly manicured fingernail on the four-by-six color print. “This is my boy. This is Alex.”

The photo was an old snapshot from the family album, one that would have been captured on a reel of film back then in the 1980s and developed in a store, or a home darkroom in the case of an amateur photographer. The camera used must have been a decent model, the clarity of the image sharper than the average family photos that were commonplace in those days. It meant that, though the picture-taker had stood several yards back from the boy standing on a rock with one arm extended as he held out a sand crab from the tips of his fingers, his features were unmistakably recognizable as those of his mother’s. The same slim nose, same shaped eyes that suggested an open and amenable demeanor, same wide grin and straight white teeth. The same photogenic appeal.

“My father took it. Isn’t he a darling in that one? That was Maui. Dad had a condo there.”

“No longer?” Cass asked, struck by the turquoise ocean and white sands in the picture’s background.

“Dad passed some years ago. He left his properties to me and the businesses to my sister. But that vacation, with Alex, was the last one I ever spent on Maui. I could never go back there, not without him. It would have killed me.” Amelia touched her hand to her headscarf, tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ears. “So I donated it to a Maui community charity. They rent it out and it provides them with a substantial annual income.”

“That’s very generous,” Hoss said, with a gentle smile that Amelia returned.

“Dad always took care of the people over there. The way he saw it, they allowed him to spend time on their beautiful island and anything he could do to repay them for that, he would. He’d have been happy with this arrangement, I like to think.”

“He sounds like a good man.”

“He was, Mr. Hoskins. But losing Alex…” She looked at the photo Cass passed to Hoss. “He was never the same after that. None of us were.”

“Is that how it felt, Amelia?” Cass asked. “As though you’d lost him?”

The polite smile never left her lips as she gave a gentle shrug of her shoulder. “In whichever way you choose to interpret the word. In the beginning, it was maybe not something I would have dared utter. But thirty-five years. If I haven’t come to terms with the inevitable by now, then I’m the biggest fool of all, aren’t I?”

As Hoss flicked through the photos of Alex that Amelia had assembled into an album, Cass asked about the sixteenth of August 1985, the day the boy had left his home and gated community for a trip to the convenience store less than a fifteen-minute walk away, never to return.

“He was a responsible boy. I trusted him. And I wanted him to have as normal an upbringing as possible. I didn’t want all of this”—Amelia gestured to the roof over her head, perhaps the money, the company they kept in the community—“to have too much bearing on his life. I didn’t want it to confine him. Funny, really, isn’t it? How money can do that. Restricts us in different ways than those who have none.”

She softly smiled, her gaze resting on the photos laid out on the table. “So he went to the local public school, and I did my best to allow him as much freedom to explore with his friends as I thought appropriate for his age. He’d been making the trip to Jackie’s store for over a year. I knew the route he took, and he never deviated from it. Like I said, I trusted him. He was a good kid. Which is why, when he wasn’t back within the hour, I knew something was wrong. I knew it immediately.”

When he hadn’t returned, Amelia had walked the route to the store herself, hoping to see a glimpse of the red T-shirt he was wearing, the flash of his white Adidas basketball shoes bouncing up the path, brown hair fluttering in the summer breeze, a broad grin telling her he’d bumped into a friend on the way and got talking, or been distracted by something and lost track of time. But there was nothing.

At the store, Jackie told her Alex had been in for the peanut butter and maple syrup that the two of them were going to have for lunch with the pancakes she’d made that morning, and with the change he’d bought a pack of soccer cards, the same way she often allowed him to do when he ran an errand for her. Then he’d left. Which was by then more than an hour before.

Any other family might have been told by their local sheriff’s office or police department that a child missing for less than two hours wasn’t anything to panic over, that likely he’d gone off with a friend and would wander home in his own time wondering what all the fuss was about. But back then, a family with money could garner a whole other level of service. Two deputies were at Amelia’s door before the pancakes on the kitchen counter had grown cold, and later that afternoon a search party complete with sniffer dogs was in full operation, while a wiretap was installed on the home phone line ahead of an expected ransom request.

But neither money nor speed made any difference. No sign of Alex or the items he’d bought in the store were ever found, and no telephone call came. Not then, and not in the weeks and months of investigation that followed. The boy had vanished. And over time the leads ran out and the manpower allotted to find him was slowly withdrawn. After that, only anniversaries of his disappearance reinvigorated efforts and now and then rejuvenated hope. But as decades rather than just years passed, even that support faded away. Other things went on in the world, other children went missing, other crimes were committed, other concerns occupied people’s minds and the deputies’ time and resources. Everyone else moved on, as did forensic science and what it was capable of, but Alex was forever destined to be nothing more than another statistic in a prolific era of missing persons and unsolved crimes.

“Tell me about Alex’s father,” Cass prompted gently, when Amelia paused and leaned back in the chair as if all this exhausted her. What was thirty-five years when your reason for being had been torn from you? She looked as worn out by it now as she would have done the day he failed to return home.

She ran her tongue over her bottom lip and pulled a tired gaze up to Cass. “Will Stone didn’t take his son. Let’s just get that idea out of the way. Trust me, I know that beyond any doubt. I knew it even before the deputies assured me he’d been thoroughly investigated. I could have told them not to waste their time.”

A weary sigh escaped her lips as she propped her clasped hands on the table. “I wouldn’t say he didn’t love Alex. I mean, he must have felt something. But Will is… well, he’s not the most demonstrative man there is. Emotionally. Let’s put it that way. The most animated I ever saw him was in front of the judge when he was trying to take more than his fair share of my father’s money. He was much less possessive about the custody arrangements for his three-year-old son. In fact, he couldn’t be more in agreement that a child should be with its mother. Six months later he moved out of state and the scarce visits became even fewer and farther between until they stopped altogether. After age five, Alex never saw his father. They spoke on the phone, but we’re talking once or twice a year, if that.”

“Did you reach a mutually agreeable divorce settlement?” Hoss asked, and Amelia drew in a long breath through her nose.

“Not at all. One point five million, Mr. Hoskins. Money that was hard earned and handed over to a man who barely lifted a finger in his life. But by then I’d had enough and just wanted it over with. He kept up that end of the bargain, at least. From what I understand, there’s little of that money left now. That doesn’t surprise me, though what he spent it on only he can tell you. I’ve a fair idea. He never could pass a liquor store or a bar without stepping inside. It’s a wonder the damn stuff hasn’t killed him yet. But no, he’s never asked for more money, he wouldn’t dare – when my father was alive, he’d have garroted him for trying. But he most certainly didn’t take Alex or hurt him; he was quite happy to wash his hands of that responsibility. That’s why I changed Alex’s surname to mine.

“I guess you could say I paid a high price for my teenage rebellion with the first handsome face to come along. But if Will Stone gave me nothing much else in the time we were together, he gave me Alex. Granted, it was only for a short time. But for that reason alone I’d do it all again. Exactly the same.”

Her eyes shone with tears for the first time in their conversation. To counter them, she busied herself with the notes she’d written and correspondence she’d exchanged with the sheriff’s department, returning them to the folder.

As Hoss placed their empty cups on the tray, Cass asked, “What do you believe happened to your son, Ms. Meredith?”

“Not just believe, but know. With every breath I have left in my body I know that someone took my boy.” She pushed the folder and photo albums to one side, her gaze returning to Cass with an intensity that suggested she had set aside the emotion of a moment ago as efficiently as the paperwork.

Her hand came up, and long, pale fingers touched her headscarf. “This isn’t just a fashion statement, by the way. Though I’ve been known to make a few of those in my time.” Her smile was gentle, almost apologetic. “If I’m lucky, I might get to open my Christmas presents.”

She spoke the words with none of the weight they deserved, but Cass felt her heart sink as this woman’s reasons for hiring them took on an extra dimension – as did Hoss’s unusual silence throughout most of this conversation. His mother’s cancer had been quick and cruel, taking her from him and his sisters before she had a chance to fight it. He must have caught on to what Cass hadn’t, long before Amelia made it clear.

“So you’ll understand my urgency,” she went on. “Before I make peace with my maker, I need to know what happened to my boy. If I don’t, I won’t ever fully be at rest. I know I won’t. And while there are few things in this world that terrify me, that certainly does. I haven’t rested in thirty-five years. And I’m so incredibly, incredibly tired.”

The placid smile remained despite the weary eyes that echoed Amelia’s sentiments.

“This is my last chance,” she added, voice deteriorating to a whisper. “The last chance to bring my boy home.”

 

*

 

Hoss had barely driven a hundred yards from the exit of The Cedars gated community when he pulled the Trailblazer to the side of the road. Cass turned to see why. But he only stared out of the windshield, his palms tightening on the steering wheel.

“What’s up, partner?” she prompted. “You hit the mute button in there or what?”

“It’s an ugly disease.”

“It is.”

“But at least my mother had the three of us.” Hands still on the wheel, he looked at her. “We can’t take this, Cass. She’s asking us to solve a thirty-five-year-old missing person case within the next, what, two months? Three at best? I mean, that’s what you’re thinking too, right? We can’t take this.”

Cass should have expected that from him. Her partner’s swagger and arrogance in all other areas of his life were often a cunning disguise for the crippling self-doubt he couldn’t ever seem to shake where work matters were concerned. Not even the recent death of his father, the ex-sheriff he never felt he could live up to, had diminished that annoying and fruitless personality trait. But she couldn’t deny he might have a point this time. All the same… 

“What I think is we’d better get it right. And fast.” She looked at him when he turned in the seat to face her.

“The other day you wanted nothing to do with it. Waste of time, you more or less said. So what’s changed?”

Everything, she thought, picturing again the moment Robbie Myers looked her way. Everything’s changed.

“Look, Hoss, someone took that woman’s son. I think we can both agree on that. They took her boy, did whatever the hell they wanted with him, without a care for the family they were tearing apart, the lives they would ruin. And right now they think they’ve got away with it. Well, over my dead body. I won’t just find that boy, I’ll do my damnedest to make sure whoever hurt him pays for what they’ve done.”

She turned from his stare, anticipating the comeback, but none came. Instead, he hit the turn signal and pulled back onto the road. It was another minute before he spoke.

“Don’t you mean we will, Fletch?” he asked, glancing her way.

“Course. That’s what I said.” She pointed out the windshield. “Eyes on the road at all times, Detective.”

 

 




Chapter 3

Mid-October was the most beautiful time of the year at the cabin. Cass could say that with conviction even though this was only the third year she had lived in her grandfather’s old home. Her father, an English Literature professor two hundred and fifty miles away on the west coast, had no desire to make the forests of Fallmarsh Creek his neighborhood – for which Cass was sure her mother, the highly esteemed Judge Sofia Marie Ferrer, was influential. And so it was to her they gave the keys after her grandfather passed away. It had always held a special place in her heart, as had he. When she ended her peace officer career prematurely following a fatal officer-involved shooting, this was where she came. And had never left.

Now, as she sat on the top step of the front porch, she could set aside the things that had brought her eighteen miles south from her old apartment in Pinefort City, and lose herself instead in drama of a different kind. At this time of year, the glorious golds and coppers of the oak and maple trees were challenging the resilience of the dark evergreen Douglas firs. A low fall mist crept around the tops of the very tallest trees, but it was the sort that would burn off as the morning went on. The odd crack of a branch in the distance and the shuffling of an animal along the forest floor were the only sounds in her woodland hideaway. The birds were quiet, as if the hour was too early even for them. Or perhaps some, like her favorite, the copper-colored Rufous Hummingbird, would already have left for the warmer climate farther south.

Cass drained the last of the coffee from her mug, setting it down on the porch step beside her to reach in her pocket for the piece of paper she’d written on days before at the fair. She carefully unfolded it, her heart beating hard in her chest.

He had looked right through her as if she wasn’t there. Robbie Myers. The man she hadn’t seen since his sentencing in November 2002. Before that, she had been at his trial every day. And yet, standing there with his youngest child propped on his arm, he had turned away from her as if he had no idea who she was. Well, what about the boy he killed? Had he forgotten him too? Forgotten his face, his name, forgotten the picture of him they’d used over and over again at the trial, the one that made Cass sick to her stomach because it didn’t belong there in that courtroom with all those strangers looking at him – strangers who knew nothing about him, but were just following instructions, doing what had been asked of them.

Had Myers also forgotten what kind of person that boy was, what he had been meant to do with his life, who he was going to be? A promising young man with a long and admirable career in law enforcement ahead of him, that was what the judge had said. But how much had Myers remembered of that? Or had he simply pushed it from his mind, set it aside so he could go on with life?

Go on with life? For others, that wasn’t even an option. Certainly not for Cass. Just after midday on June the twenty-fourth, 2001, her world came to an abrupt stop. And it was only as she stood in that field four days ago and stared at the man responsible, that she realized with alarming clarity that it had never really started again.

For second-degree manslaughter, driving while under the influence and without insurance, they gave Myers five years and a two hundred thousand dollar fine. In the three years he actually spent in prison, they also gave him a college education and a biology degree. Myers himself gave nothing. He only took. He took nineteen-year-old Brett Lee Curtis’s life in the moment his Toyota impacted the driver’s side of the Honda Civic after running a red light. And from seventeen-year-old Cass, in the passenger seat protected by Brett’s body from the worst of the collision, he took the only man she had ever allowed herself to love.

As the distant rumble of an engine coming down the track behind the cabin disturbed the silence, Cass took a last look at the piece of paper in her hand. On it was the series of letters and numbers making up the license plate of Robbie Myers’s minivan, the one she’d scribbled down after following his family to the parking lot as they prepared to leave.

She folded it now and tucked it down inside her jeans pocket just as the sun broke through the mist and flashed off the hood of her partner’s maroon Trailblazer. She hadn’t yet decided what to do with this new information. But for the first time in a long while, certainly since handing in her badge, she felt a spark of something igniting in her gut. What it was exactly she didn’t know or care to examine. Only that she was compelled to follow where it led.
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