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Maps Attribution

The maps in this novel were derived from the Missouri Department of Transportation 2011 Official State Highway Map, the Missouri Department of Transportation Shannon and Iron County Maps, the Massachusetts 2023 Official Transportation Map - English, and H. P. Lovecraft's "Map of the Principal parts of Arkham, Massachusetts" (1934, Howard P. Lovecraft collection, Brown Digital Repository. Brown University Library, repository.library.brown.edu/studio/item/bdr:927157/). The Bell Mountain area topographic representation was derived from the U. S. Geological Survey’s 7.5-minute topographic series (Banner, Edgehill, Johnson Mountain, and Johnson Shut-ins quadrangles). Although loosely based on real Massachusetts topography, the Arkham and Innsmouth topographic representations are completely fictional. All the included maps have been simplified for clarity, and modified for storytelling purposes. The maps are not intended for navigation and the fictional locations depicted in them do not represent real places.
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​4:54 p.m. CST: Williams farm, Eminence, Missouri.

A roar of laughter from the others sitting around the table startles Charlie Leimann awake. Blinking widely, he surreptitiously wipes his chin, then gives thanks he hadn’t drooled. He’s fallen victim to his habit of taking an afternoon nap on his days off from working as a nurse in the local clinic. That and slouching in a chair with his legs stretched out under the table after Thanksgiving dinner.

Grinning at the joke or story he hadn’t heard, Charlie sits up straight and tries to pick up the thread of the conversation again. But his thoughts drift to his feeling of contentment. And judging by the others’ laughter and smiles, everyone is feeling the same way. It took three years—three years since the events at Devils Well and the hospital—but it looks like things are even better than they were before.

Jinxing the moment just by thinking about it, Charlie hears a loud moan from the living room, followed by celebratory whoops. Seconds later, Sarah Danforth—five feet five inches of sports-driven frustration with an unkempt pixie cut—comes stomping into the dining room and over to him.

“That game sucks!” Sarah declares, crossing her arms.

Guessing this is an act, Charlie tries to play his part. Resting his hands on her hips, he asks, “What’s wrong, sweetie?”

Before Sarah can answer, her uncle Dave calls from the living room, “It’s not the game, it’s your team!”

Dave’s friend Ben, a regular at family gatherings for the last year or so, adds, “Come back, ya weenie. Maybe if you cheer harder, they’ll make a comeback.”

Ben’s wit causes him and Dave to break out in laughter.

“Uh!” Sarah moans. “Those two are so immature.”

Wisely, Charlie says, “Yes, sweetheart. They’re insensitive brutes.”

The exchange causes everyone else to join in the laughter. Giving up her act, Sarah grins. Often too intense, Charlie’s happy to see her having fun.

Sarah rewards him with a quick kiss, then surprises him by sitting in his lap.

Sarah’s not big, but a lifetime of outdoor activities has made her all muscle. Charlie squirms a bit trying to get comfortable. For cover, he suggests, “Sarah, tell everyone the latest about your trip.”

Slipping off his lap onto the chair beside him, Sarah launches into an account of her pending trip to the American Geophysical Union meeting in San Francisco.

Charlie’s heard this before, so he watches the family’s reactions. 

Across the table, Sarah’s stepfather, Tom, slips an arm around her mother, Lisa. They’ve heard all this before, but like all proud parents would, they snuggle in to listen.

Sarah’s Grandma Jo and Grandpa Mark are all ears at the end of the table. She’s their only grandchild and the first in their family to go to graduate school. They can’t seem to get enough of her stories about her life at the University of Arkansas.

Charlie’s dad, Al, is also sitting at the end of the table, opposite Grandma Jo. Charlie may have gotten his dark hair and eyes, and his creamy-tan skin from his mom, but he got his personality from his dad. His dad has never met a stranger, as the old saying goes. But he’s been quiet today. A little off for the past few days, actually, now that Charlie thinks about it.

The clink and clatter of dishes being stacked pulls Charlie out of his thoughts. Realizing that Sarah has finished and everyone has started clearing the dining room table, Charlie joins in ferrying dishes into the kitchen.

When he returns, he catches his father away from the others.

“You’re awfully quiet, Dad. Are you having a good time?” he asks.

Rather than answering the question, his dad says, “I think I’ll drive over to Ironton next week.”

“You’re going to Ironton?” His father hasn’t mentioned this before. It’s only an hour-and-a-half drive, so it’s no big deal, but spontaneously taking time off from his real estate business is out of character.

“Who’s going to Ironton?” Sarah asks, joining them.

“I am,” Al replies. “Amber can handle anything that comes up. The office will survive without me.”

“Are you going there for work?” Charlie asks.

“I have never been to the historic mine site there,” Al tells them. “You two did that on a school trip, right?”

Deflecting questions is also out of character for his dad. Glancing at Sarah, Charlie sees his concern mirrored on her face. 

“What’s going on, Dad? What’s with this trip?” Charlie asks more pointedly this time.

Al finally admits, “I’m going there to talk to someone.”

“About what?”

Al hesitates before answering. “About your grandparents. I was going to tell you about it this weekend.”

Charlie is taken aback. A few years before he was born, his grandparents, along with two dozen others, were victims of—or willing participants in—one of the largest unsolved mass disappearances in U.S. history. He and Sarah have even watched a cheesy supernatural mystery show about it once.

Never having known them, Charlie’s grandparents are an abstraction to him. Family history devoid of a personal connection. That makes it hard to think of a reason to dredge all that up again unless...

Suddenly apprehensive, Charlie asks, “Dad, did the police find something new after all these years?”

“No, nothing like that,” Al replies.

“Then why are you going?” Charlie asks sharply. He feels Sarah take his hand and realizes he’s letting his emotions get the better of him.

“This New Year’s will be the thirtieth anniversary,” Al explains. “I’ve gotten some calls—”

“From reporters?” Sarah guesses.

“That’s right, dear,” Al replies. “You'd think the press wouldn't be able to find Charlie’s mom or me because the sheriff's department never gave out our names. But with a big anniversary just a month away, I guess a few reporters are calling every Leimann in the country.”

Sarah reaches out to touch Al’s arm. “You’re not talking to them, are you?” she asks.

“Heavens no! I tell them I wasn’t there, which is true, then hang up and block the number.”

“Okay. Good,” she says with a nod.

“So who’s this person you’re going to talk to?” Charlie asks.

“He’s a deputy who worked the case back in ‘84. He emailed, asking if we could talk. It still bothers him. Even after all this time, he wants a resolution.”

“I can understand that,” Sarah replies.

Charlie finds he doesn’t have a response.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Saturday, December 6, 2014
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​2:37 p.m. CST: Charlie’s home, Eminence, Missouri.

Charlie’s putting laundry away when his phone rings. Setting down the stack of clean scrub tops he’s holding, he pulls out his phone, and his face lights up. “Hi, Dad! You back home?”

“Hi, son. Yup! Just pulled in.”

The sound of a door closing comes through the phone, providing proof his dad is speaking literally.

“So, how was the drive?” Charlie asks.

“Some fog, but I took it slow. Did you check on the house?”

Caught off-guard, Charlie sputters before answering. “Every other day. Brought the mail in and watered the plants just like you asked. Why?”

“The side door was unlocked.”

Charlie grimaces. “Ah, hell! I’m sorry. I thought I locked it when I left yesterday. Is everything okay?”

“No, everything is fine. Thank you so much for taking care of everything.”

“No problemo,” Charlie says, much relieved. “I put your mail on the kitchen counter.”

“I see that.” His dad replies. He must have shifted his hold on his phone because his voice is clearer. “Hey, how about you pick something up and come over for dinner? I’ll tell you about the trip.”

“I started some chili cooking in the crock-pot,” Charlie replies. “I’ll bring that and some cornbread instead.”

“Sounds great! 6 o’clock okay?”

“Perfect! See you then.”

Ending the call, Charlie texts Sarah in Fayetteville to let her know his dad is back and that their call tonight might be a little late.

​7:23 p.m. CST: Al’s home, Eminence, Missouri.

Charlie hands the copy of the Iron County Sheriff’s Department report back to his father and shakes his head. “Man, that’s like a foreign language. How do you make sense of it?”

Taking the copy from Charlie, his dad explains, “Morgan went through a few of them, giving me tips about interpreting the jargon and codes.”

His dad carefully refiles the paperwork in the overstuffed expanding file folder he’s been holding in his lap. “And I can always call him if I get stuck.”

“You like Morgan quite a bit, don’t you, Dad?”

Placing the folder on the table, Al protectively puts his hand on it. “I do. When I first met him face-to-face, he came across like a ‘50s noir cop. Very off-putting. But then Spencer came in —”

“Morgan’s dog? The Boston Terrier?”

“That’s right. Spencer came in and blew Morgan’s act. Talk about spoiled.” They both chuckle at the image of the gruff, 73-year-old retired deputy sheriff and his pampered dog. “When Spencer put his head in my lap, there was no longer any doubt that Morgan and I were going to be friends.”

Al takes a sip of coffee and closes his eyes for a long moment.

“You look tired, Dad,” Charlie says.

“Yeah,” Al sighs. “Yesterday was a big day.”

“I bet it was—going back to the compound where your folks lived. Tell me about it.”

“Surprisingly, it was—I don’t know—anticlimactic?” Al shrugs. “We met the current owners, Chris and Nora Gardner, at the site. We looked around for a while, then headed back to Ironton.”

Puzzled that he would have to, Charlie tries to draw his father out. “What were the Gardners like?”

“He’s an old guy like you’d expect working a farm in the hills. Grizzled. Coveralls. Boots. Not very friendly. She’s a lot younger. Dark hair.” Al pauses a moment before continuing. “Mostly, I remember her eyes. Very striking eyes.”

His dad perked up for a moment, but that’s gone again.

“What was the compound like?” Charlie asks.

“The place is in pretty rough shape, but some of the buildings are still standing. I couldn’t go in, but I saw the cabin where I grew up.” Al pauses again. “It was a little hike, but we saw what’s left of the gardens we used to keep.”

His father did it again, Charlie notes. Perked up, then faded quickly.

Perhaps noticing Charlie’s expression, Al apologizes. “Forgive me. I didn’t sleep well last night. Maybe the trip got to me more than I thought.”

Nodding, Charlie decides to start wrapping up the evening. Surveying the other items displayed on the table: copies of newspaper articles and photos, a yellow legal pad with who knows how many pages covered in notes, he shakes his head again. “You got so much information in just a week!”

“Much more than I thought I would,” Al says. “Morgan was a godsend. He provided most of this, and he steered me to Vera Crabb.” 

His father’s expression softens into a melancholy smile. “Vera was one of my teachers when I was in high school. She remembers all of us kids from the camp — and our parents.”

Momentarily overwhelmed, Al’s eyes fill with tears and he puts a hand on Charlie’s arm. “She said your grandparents were good people. If I ever gave you the impression they weren’t, forgive me.”

Surprised by this show of emotion, Charlie tries to reassure his father. “Dad, I never thought otherwise. You and Mom just chose a different path from theirs, but that doesn’t mean they were bad.”

They sit in silence for a few seconds before Al takes a deep breath and says, “Hey! While we clean the dishes, how about I tell you about the time Mrs. Crabb caught me kissing your mom?”

“‘One time?” Charlie chuckles.

“Well—maybe twice,” his dad says with a wry smile.
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​4:39 p.m. CST: Current River Family Care Clinic, Eminence, Missouri.

Charlie treasures his late afternoon break. It’s his last chance to catch his breath before the after-work rush at the clinic.

But the chance for a break goes out the window when Charlie sees he has a text from Amber, his dad’s rental property manager.
AH: Al left early. Flu?
Charlie texts his thanks to Amber, then calls his father to check on him.

His dad is slow to answer. “Hi, son. What’s up?”

“Amber said you weren’t feeling well.” 

“It’s nothing,” Al sighs. “I’m just feeling a little run-down. It’s been a slow day at the office, so I thought I’d duck out early.”

That fib catches Charlie’s attention. In real estate, Thursdays aren’t slow. They’re busy with prep for weekend showings. The uptick in flu cases coming into the clinic plus Amber’s text puts Charlie on high alert.

“Is something going around your office?” he asks.

“I’m fine. Everyone is fine. I just haven’t been sleeping well since...”

“Since your trip,” Charlie finishes for him.

“Listen, a good night’s sleep and I’m right as rain.”

Charlie makes a mental note to swing by his dad’s house tomorrow, after work. Today, he plays along. “Okay. But no working with the case file tonight. Read a book. Listen to some jazz.”

“Sounds like the perfect evening.”

“Good. Call me tomorrow. Let me know how you’re feeling.”

“Will do. Love you.”

“Love you too, Dad.”
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​Friday, December 12, 2014
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​11:08 a.m. CST: Current River Family Care Clinic, Eminence, Missouri.

Four hours into the day, and things are easing up. Reception was standing-room-only when they called the first patients in. Now, it just looks like a regular Friday.

Glancing in the Scheduling and Billing window again, Charlie’s coworker, Tina, gives him a wink, signaling that she’ll keep an eye on 82-year-old Clyde Weber.

Mr. Weber has some issues, so Charlie likes to walk him out to make sure he schedules his next appointment and gets to his car.

With the old gentleman in good hands, Charlie says his goodbyes and heads for the door controlling access to the clinic proper.

Once beyond the door, Charlie hurries down the hall to NP Stephanie McCarty’s office, the nurse practitioner he’s paired with today. Finding the office empty, he continues on toward the bathroom. “Go when you can” is Charlie’s golden rule. Pun intended.

While he walks, he pulls his phone and wakes it. There’s a call from his dad, but no voicemail. To call and not leave a message is unusual enough that Charlie stops to call back. 

“Hi, son,” his dad says softly. “Do you have a minute?”

Despite his hushed tone, Charlie can hear the stress in his father’s voice.

“Give me a second,” Charlie tells him.

Turning back toward NP McCarty’s office, Charlie almost runs into her.

“Whoa!” McCarty blurts out and grabs hold of him to guide them past each other. Collision avoided, she says with a smile, “Ya gotta signal those turns.”

Charlie ignores the banter. “Sorry, Steph. Sorry. But my dad called. I need a few —”

NP McCarty interrupts him with a touch on his shoulder. “Go ahead. We’ll cover.”

Charlie gives her a quick smile before walking away — toward the break room this time. While walking, he says into the phone, “Yeah! I can talk. What’s going on, Dad?”

Still speaking in a whisper, his father says, “I’m at Morgan’s apartment. I got a weird call from him early this morning.”

“Weird how?”

“I don’t know. He said, we saw something. Something he couldn’t describe.”

Suddenly, the break room feels cold, and Charlie rubs his neck to soothe the tickle of his hair standing up. “‘We saw something?’”

“What?”

Feeling he’s losing control of the conversation, Charlie takes a deep breath and organizes his thoughts.

“You told me Morgan said, ‘We saw something.’ You both saw something?”

“No, I didn’t see anything. I’m just telling you what Morgan said.”

Charlie takes another deep breath and tries again. “And he can’t describe it.”

“No.”

“Do you think it was a dream?”

“No, it wasn’t a dream.”

“How can you be so sure?” Charlie asks. “Remember the red-sky dreams? It might have felt very real to him.”

“I’m sure,” his father says confidently, but doesn’t explain how he’s so sure.

Rather than butting his head against that wall, Charlie changes course.

“Is Morgan okay? I mean, does he have memory problems — or Parkinson’s?”

“No,” his father says quickly.

“Dad, you answered awfully quickly,” Charlie says, then asks. “How do you know?”

“We were together almost constantly when I was here last week. He would have said something.”

“These aren’t topics you’re likely to bring up with someone you’ve just met.”

“Morgan’s not crazy.”

“I didn’t say that — but there are ailments that cause hallucinations.”

“He’s not crazy.”

Frustrated, Charlie changes course again.

“Does he have anyone nearby? Any family at all?”

“His wife passed away years ago. No kids. I think the only friends he has left are the people in the sheriff’s department.”

“Call them,” Charlie says. “Call the sheriff’s department.”

“Morgan called me, not them.” Now, his father sounds frustrated, too. “There has to be a reason he did that. I don’t know what it is, but there has to be one.”

“Dad, I think you should call one of his friends there.”

“No. Not yet, at least.”

“He might need professional help.”

“I know that, Charlie, but I really don’t think that’s the case here.”

Finally accepting that his father won’t hand off care of his friend, Charlie lets his training take over while he searches his mind for a cause for Morgan’s — Morgan’s what? Episode?

“Okay. If Morgan’s suffered some traumatic event, try to keep him calm. Make him feel safe. But don’t pretend as if nothing happened. Ask him about it. Show that you’re interested. Don’t press. Just interested. He might not want to talk about what happened at first, but if he starts, let him go, even if it upsets him. And get him to eat and drink something. No alcohol! Fruit juice or water. Whatever this is, alcohol will make it worse. Stress, hunger and thirst can mess with you more than most people realize.”

“I got it. Thank you, Charlie. This has helped. Helped me, at least.”

His father sounds less stressed, even if Charlie isn’t.

“Dad, promise me that if you feel things are getting out of control, you’ll call 911. Don’t hesitate. Call, then follow their instructions.”

“I promise,” his father assures him.

“Okay. Call me later. Let me know what’s going on.”

“I will. I love you, Charlie.”

“Love you too, Dad.”

Ending the call, Charlie takes several slow, deep breaths and runs through the conversation with his father again. Then, he thinks back over the last week. It’s possible his dad is suffering mild PTSD: memory avoidance and difficulty sleeping. If Morgan is having more severe symptoms, that means something happened in Ironton. But what?

​6:04 p.m. CST: Charlie's home, Eminence, Missouri.

Without work to occupy him, Charlie has two options while waiting for his phone to ring: watch TV or worry. He’s doing both. When his phone finally rings, he answers immediately, “Dad?”

“Hi, son.” His dad sounds calm, so Charlie relaxes a bit.

“Are you still in Ironton? How’s Morgan?”

“Morgan slept most of the day. He's been better since he woke up. Still agitated, but calmer. He’s showering now. When he’s done, I’ll try to get him to eat something.”

“Has he said anything?”

“No, and I haven’t asked him yet.”

“That’s okay. Listen, I’ve been thinking that both you and Morgan might be suffering from PTSD. You know what that is, right?”

“Post-traumatic stress disorder. Reaction to something bad that happened.”

“That’s right. If that’s true, it would be better if you —” 

Unexpectedly, his dad whispers, “He’s out of the shower. Listen, I’m not sure I’ll be able to talk to you later, but I promise I’ll call you tomorrow.”

Knowing his dad is going to hang up on him in seconds, Charlie bites back the thousand-and-one things he wants to say and just says. “Remember: call 911 if it gets to be too much.”

“I remember. I love you, son.”

“Love you, too, Dad.”

Ending the call, Charlie leans back and shakes his head. Now that he’s had the thought, he can’t shake the feeling that something happened in Ironton.

But not like Devils Well or the hospital. No hint that it’s supernatural. It could just be a reaction to the site of the 1984 disappearances. Two people with strong emotional connections to that incident feeding off each other.

He laughs humorlessly. He might have worked in a psychiatric ward, but he’s no psychiatrist. He’d love to talk to Sarah about this, but honestly, she might not be the best choice. Plus, she’s getting ready for San Francisco in three days. The clinic’s counselor won’t return until next week. Bobby! Call him tomorrow afternoon and stop by after work.

Already feels a little better now that he has a plan, he just has to figure out how much to tell Sarah.
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​9:10 a.m. CST: Charlie's home, Eminence, Missouri.

Chores done, Charlie lies on the couch scrolling through a news feed on his phone waiting for his phone to ring. When it does, he answers immediately.

“Dad?”

“Hi, son.”

Ignoring the sounds of a TV in the background, Charlie says, “You sound tired.”

“Yeah. Late night. Morgan started talking — really talking — late last night. Mostly ancient history about your grandparents and their group. Their beliefs. Their movements before coming to Missouri. Stuff we covered when I was here last week. Then, he would go over it again, emphasizing certain things or changing the order in which he’d say them. It didn’t seem like he was chatting so much as trying to lay the foundation for what he really wanted to tell me.”

“Morgan’s probably struggling to understand what’s happened,” Charlie replies. “Letting him talk through things was the right thing to do.”

“I hope so. He was calmer when he started, but he became increasingly agitated. By 2:00, he couldn’t sit still anymore. I thought he was pacing, but I finally realized he was checking the door and windows in the apartment. A little after 3:00, he got out rolls of packing and duct tape, and we started taping the edges of the doors and windows.”

“It’s sounding more and more like Morgan has experienced a severe traumatic event,” Charlie says. “Obsessive-compulsive behavior is a relatively common symptom of PTSD.”

“I didn’t know that,” his father says.

“Whatever happened,” Charlie continues, “it might not seem traumatic to you or me, but it was to him. PTSD isn't something you recover from overnight by talking to a friend, but there are therapies that can help. I’ll drive there, and we can —” 

“Charlie! Charlie, wait! I feel like he’s going to open up to me soon. Tell me what really happened. When he does, that’s when he’ll accept help. That’s when I’ll need you.”

“Oh, Dad! Come on.”

“You’re right. You’re right. I don’t know that for sure, but I’m a good judge of people. Morgan was a tough-guy deputy sheriff. If we pressure him, I think he’ll stop talking.”

“Well, yes. I’ll admit that’s possible,” Charlie concedes. “But I think he needs professional help.”

After a long pause, his father says, “Okay, let’s compromise.”

“Dad!” Charlie snaps.

“Just hear me out,” his father snaps back. “Morgan’s already asleep, and I’m exhausted. Neither of us is gonna make a good decision right now. After we get some sleep, I’ll see how he’s doing and call you. Then, if you say, get help, I’ll make the call.”

“Oh, Dad.” Charlie moans, his frustration at this stalling almost unbearable.

“I hear you. But it has to be better if Morgan asks for help rather than forcing it on him. ”

Charlie sighs. “Dad, this is not a smart plan — but I don’t know what I can do except call the cops.”

“You wouldn’t!”

“No, I wouldn’t,” Charlie admits.

“Good! Thank you. And have faith, Charlie. You’ll see this is going to work out.”

Charlie can’t bring himself to say anything.

“Are you still there?” his father asks.

“Yeah, I’m here,” Charlie answers.

“I love you.”

“Love you too,” Charlie replies, then quickly tries to add, “I’ll keep my phone with me,” but his father’s already gone.

​5:13 p.m. CST: Charlie's home, Eminence, Missouri.

When his dad finally calls again, Charlie quickly mutes the television.

“Hi, Dad.”

“Charlie?”

Charlie winces. His father’s voice is echoey, like he’s speaking through a long pipe. Concerned the distortion goes both ways, Charlie raises his voice. “Dad, this is a terrible —”

Unknowingly, his father cuts him off. “... only every other... coverage... in this valley... can hear me... better. We’ve had a bite to eat, and we’re...”

Then, silence.

Charlie leans forward. “Dad? Are you still there? I couldn’t understand that. Can you repeat?”

Nothing.

Glancing at his phone, Charlie sees the call has dropped. Swearing under his breath, he tries calling back. His call goes straight to voicemail, so he fires off a quick text telling his dad to call him back. Then he sets his phone down and waits. As the silence stretches, his unease grows.
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​8:41 a.m. CST: Bobby’s home, Eminence, Missouri.

“Hon, I’m home,” Bobby shouts as he comes through the front door. 

Robert Bardenhewer III is six feet tall and built like a tank, if a tank could have a dirty-blond buzz cut. Despite looking intimidating in his tan and green Shannon County Deputy Sheriff’s uniform, he usually radiates such a good-natured approachability that the local schools request him by name for assemblies and career days.

“I’m sorry I’m a little late. Did you get my text?” Hearing no response to his shouts, Bobby looks around. “Ash?”

Ashley Bardenhewer opens the bathroom door and stands in the doorway. Although she’s already dressed for church, she looks questionable: pale, with a sheen of perspiration on her forehead and cheeks. Behind her, Bobby can see that the seat on the toilet is up and there’s a neatly folded towel on the floor in front of it.

“Boy, am I glad Sarah and I opted for short hairstyles last summer,” she says weakly. Self-consciously, she runs her fingers through the hair around her face.

Bobby immediately heads toward her. “Oh, Ash. I’m so sorry. Was it —”

Ashley holds up a hand, and Bobby freezes. Unable to do anything except look a little desperate.

But after a long minute, he can tell Ashley is feeling better.

“Whoo!” she says with an embarrassed smile. Pulling out a tissue from her sleeve, she carefully dabs away the perspiration. “It’s passed. I’m okay now.”

Bobby walks the rest of the way to the bathroom and tries to give his wife a hug, but she pushes him away.

“I’m disgusting,” she moans.

Holding her at arm’s length, he’s about to ask if she’s sure she’s okay when his phone rings.

This is the stuff of nightmares: time with his pregnant wife, who just barfed, interrupted by his phone. As a deputy sheriff, Bobby must answer, but...

But there’s no but. He holds up a finger and pulls his phone from his pocket.

Ashley lets him off the hook. “I’m going to brush my teeth,” she whispers. Closing the bathroom door, she leaves him to his call.

Seeing that it’s Charlie, Bobby answers, “Hey, buddy! What’s up?”

“Bobby, something’s wrong. I think my dad has disappeared.” Charlie’s words come out in a rush, making him hard to understand.

With unfortunate timing, Ashley shouts from the bathroom, “If it's Charlie, ask if he wants to come over for brunch at my folks.”

Unsure exactly who said what, Bobby puts a hand over his phone and shouts. “Yeah, it’s Charlie, Ash. Give us a minute.”

Uncovering the phone, Bobby says, “Say that again.”

“I think my dad has disappeared.”

“Are you at home or at your dad’s house?” Bobby’s calm response belies his frenzied thoughts.

“At my house.”

Putting a hand over the phone again, Bobby shouts. “Ashley, get your coat. We’re going to Charlie’s.” Then, he says into the phone, “We’ll be there in ten.”

​9:06 a.m. CST: Charlie's home, Eminence, Missouri.

Bobby barely gets the truck parked before Ashley is out and hurrying toward the house. By the time he’s out and has the truck locked, she’s already through the front door.

The way she and Sarah just walk into each other's houses without knocking always makes Bobby cringe. Being a deputy sheriff, he just can’t bring himself to do that. So instead of following Ashley in, he pauses in the doorway long enough to knock on the frame and shout, “It’s Bobby and Ashley. We’re coming in!”

It doesn’t matter by that time, of course. Ashley, still with her coat on, is already sitting on the couch, hugging Charlie.

Standing just inside the doorway, Bobby does a quick visual check of the room. There’s no evidence of anything amiss. Aside from the couch with its matching end tables — Charlie and Sarah’s only brand-new furniture and their pride and joy — the only furniture in the room is a pair of beanbag chairs in front of the south-facing window, a small, but thriving ficus standing between the chairs, and a hodge-podge of flea market bookshelves holding their TV, books, photos and knickknacks.

With everything in the room in its place as far as he can remember, Bobby does another quick check — of Charlie this time. He doesn’t look too bad, all things considered. Exhausted and in need of a shave, but not too bad.

Trapped in Ashley’s hug, Charlie smiles at Bobby and says, “Thanks for coming over. I’m probably overreacting, but this situation is so bazaar.”

“Don’t be a dope,” Bobby tells him.

“You should have called us sooner,” Ashley scolds Charlie and tightens her hug.

After making sure the storm door is latched, Bobby wipes his feet on the mat and closes the front door. When he turns around, Ashley still holds Charlie captive.

Stripping off his jacket, Bobby tosses it on the floor by the couch. Then, he tugs on Ashley’s sleeve and says, “Ash, let him get some air. Come on, let’s get your coat off.”

Reluctantly, Ashley lets go of Charlie and allows her husband to help her out of her coat.

“Did you get any sleep last night?” she asks Charlie.

“Yeah, but only a little,” he confesses.

Ashley looks him over, then clicks her tongue. “On the couch, no doubt. When was the last time you ate something?”

Before Charlie can answer, Bobby interrupts. “Let me get a chair, and we’ll get started.”

Ignoring the beanbag chairs, Bobby grabs a straight-back chair out of the dining room. Placing it in front of Charlie, he pulls his notebook and pen from his shirt pocket before sitting.

“Alright, when was the last time you heard from your dad?”

“Yesterday,” Charlie answers. “We had a quick call late morning. Then yesterday afternoon, around 5 o’clock, I got another call, but it dropped.”

While Bobby notes that information, Ashley pats Charlie’s hand and gives him a reassuring smile.

“What was he doing when you talked to him?” Bobby asks next.

“Dad’s in Ironton, checking on a friend of his: Morgan.”

Bobby looks up from his notebook. “Do I know this Morgan person?”

“No,” Charlie answers, but then reconsiders. “Well, maybe. He’s a retired Iron County deputy sheriff.”

“Okay,” Bobby says. “Let’s start there. Who’s Morgan, and why was your dad checking on him?”
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When Charlie finishes about a half-hour later, Ashley pats his hand again and whispers, “Good job.”

Putting his hand on Charlie’s knee, Bobby tells him, “Charlie, try not to worry too much. Your dad probably didn’t call because of something stupid. When you find out what it is, you’ll laugh and wonder why you were worried. But until then, I’m going to treat this seriously and put in a missing persons report.

“Don’t let that spook you. It doesn’t mean that I think something bad has happened. It just means that I think standard procedure is the fastest way to get in contact with your dad. You understand?”

Charlie nods.

Bobby turns and locates the headshot of Al he’d spotted on a bookshelf earlier. Going over to it, he removes the picture from the frame while explaining, “I’m going to take this with me. We’ll scan it and add it to the report. I’ll also need the key to your dad’s house.”

After Charlie gets the key off his keyring, Bobby assures him, “We’ll get these back to you.”

Flipping open his notebook again, Bobby asks, “What’s your dad’s date of birth?”

“September 24, 19 — uh — 1966.”

“Good. I’ll need his social security number, too, but we’ll get that later,” Bobby tells him. “Is he still driving that silver Hyundai Sonata? 2013?”

“Yeah, that’s right,” Charlie answers.

“Great. I’ve got his cell phone number in my contacts. Do you know if your dad has his phone’s GPS on?”

“I’m pretty sure he does,” Charlie says. “He uses his phone for directions all the time.”

About to close his notebook, Bobby hesitates and asks one more question. “You two don’t share a phone plan anymore, do you?”

Charlie shakes his head.

Closing his notebook, Bobby gives Charlie his most reassuring smile while gently shaking his notebook at him. “This is all good information. It’ll help a lot.”

After tucking his pen and notebook back into a shirt pocket, Bobby moves his chair back to the dining room. When he returns, he looks around the room one more time before giving Charlie another smile. “I’m gonna go get the report started.”

Picking his jacket up off the floor, Bobby puts it on. Bending down, he gives Ashley a quick kiss before he leaves, but pauses a beat with his face near hers and nods toward the front door.

Holding Bobby’s gaze, Ashley says, “I’ll walk out with you.” Assuring Charlie, “I’ll be right back,” she lets go of his hand.
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Neither Bobby nor Ashley says anything while walking to their pickup. But once there, Ashley stops Bobby from opening his door and asks, “Do you think something’s really wrong?”

“I don’t,” he says quickly, then immediately regrets it. “That’s not true. In my gut, I feel like something is ‘really wrong,’ but I don’t know what.”

Chilled despite the warm December temperatures, Ashley pulls her unzipped coat closer around her. “Is there any way you can check if Ironton has other missing people or even just an uptick in — you know — weird stuff?”

“We can ask. I’ll also check with Reynolds County. See if they’ve gotten wind of anything,” Bobby says, then his expression turns sullen. “It’s been three years. I hoped we were past this.”

“We should call the others, too,” Ashley says.

Rather than answering, Bobby looks at the house. He can still see Charlie sitting on the couch through the picture window.

“Has he told Sarah about this? Did she say anything to you?” he finally asks.

“Sarah knows Charlie’s dad went to Ironton again,” Ashley tells him. “I don’t think she knows about this.”

That might be the most unbelievable thing so far. “I can’t believe he didn’t tell her.”

“Maybe he did, and she didn’t mention it to me,” Ashley suggests.

“Sarah knew and said nothing to you! Come on, Ash.”

“Geez, Bobby! We’re not in grade school anymore. Or maybe Charlie tried to shield her from this. Is that so hard to believe? Are you gonna tell me you don’t downplay some of the stuff you get into when you’re on patrol?”

“Alright — alright,” Bobby says, suitably chastised. But he risks one more question. “What do you know about the Ironton disappearances?”

“Nothing. I mean, I knew they happened, but I don’t remember learning about them in school, if that’s what you mean. Has Charlie ever said anything to you?”

“Not a word, dammit!” Bobby spits out. Feeling like he could kick himself, he adds, “Charlie told me his dad was taking a surprise trip to Ironton, and I didn’t ask.”

“Baby, this isn’t on you. Al travels all the time. Why would you ask?”

Bobby closes his eyes and tries to push any useless guilt away. Sighing, he checks the time on his phone. “It’s 9:49. I’ll head into the department to submit the report. I’ll call my dad, too. He’ll want to know. Meanwhile, see if you can get Charlie to eat something and get some sleep.”

Suddenly, the image of Ashley kneeling in front of their toilet pops back into his head. “Are you okay staying with Charlie?”

“Certainly,” she assures him. “I’m not leaving Charlie alone.”

“Are you sure, hon? I mean, after this morning.”

“I said I’m okay, Bobby,” Ashley replies, scowling. “My folks are right next door. I’ll call them if I need help — which I won’t.”

“Okay! Okay!” Bobby says, throwing up his hands.

To distract Ashley as much as anything, he tells her, “Most missing persons turn up quickly, but we still need to give the system some time to do its thing. Whether I’ve heard anything or not, I’ll call you after lunch. We’ll decide then if we need to call Sarah, or Maggie, or Augusta and ask about otherworldly stuff.”

“I think that’s a good plan.” Ashley says, her anger waning, and she takes a step back from the truck’s door. 

Giving his wife another quick kiss, Bobby gets in their pickup, but doesn’t pull away immediately. Instead, he waits to be sure Ashley gets inside again.

​10:03 a.m. CST: Shannon County Sheriff’s Department, Eminence, Missouri.

It’s Sunday morning, so no surprise the sheriff’s department is empty except for Deputy Mike Wright, who’s pulled weekend desk duty. A little older, a little heavier, and a little balder than he would like, Mike is, nevertheless, a glass-half-full person. Bobby could use a little of that positivity right now.

At the sound of him entering the building, Mike looks up with a big smile. The smile fades at seeing Bobby back again and still in uniform.

“Is everything okay?” Mike asks, buzzing Bobby through the door separating the public waiting area from the front desk and dispatch.

Without preamble, Bobby tells him, “Al Leimann might be missing.”

“No shit! Really?” Mike’s dismay is genuine. Everybody knows and likes Al.

“Really,” Bobby confirms. “Anything going on right now?”

Mike shakes his head. “Quiet as can be.”

Opening his notebook to the page bookmarked by Al’s photo, Bobby places the photo and his open notebook on the desk in front of Mike.

“Here’s the info I got from Charlie. We know for sure that Al was in Ironton yesterday morning, staying with a guy named Morgan. Don’t know if that is a first or last name. No description, but allegedly Morgan is a retired Iron County deputy. Al was there because Morgan was emotionally distraught.”

Mike looks up at that, and Bobby shakes his head. “Charlie didn’t say suicidal...”

Leaving the implications unspoken, Bobby continues, “Last known contact was a call to Charlie yesterday evening, about 5 p.m. The connection was poor, and the call dropped. Charlie thinks Al sounded fine, but he can’t be sure because of the call quality. He also had the impression that Al was in a car, probably with this Morgan guy, but absolutely no proof of that. No description of the car or location.

“Mike, will you get the missing person report started while I call the sheriff? He’s going to want to know about this.”

“On it,” Mike says with a nod before turning to his computer.
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Half an hour later, as Bobby leans over Mike’s shoulder double-checking the missing person submission on the computer monitor, Bobby’s father, Sheriff Robert Bardenhewer II, walks into the building followed by Deputy Britt Adams. Both are in uniform, a sure sign that the sheriff expects to be there for a while.

Although he has had to loosen his belt a notch since being elected three years ago, the sheriff looks good for a 50-something. Still able to fend off most challengers in the Sheriff’s Fitness Challenge For Charity Event every fall. 

After Mike buzzes them in, Britt stations herself by the door, feet apart and arms crossed. At a little over six feet and muscular — like a weightlifter muscular — with her hair in a tight bun, she looks like she’s posing for a recruitment poster.

Another veteran of the fight at the hospital, when Britt lost her security job at the hospital after it was condemned, the sheriff snatched her up.

Running his fingers through his thinning hair — a tell that he’s not happy — the sheriff asks, “Where are we?”

“Missing person report is online,” Mike tells him. “I just double-checked both MULES and the NCIC.”

The sheriff gives Mike a pat on the shoulder. “Good work. Update our people on patrol if you haven’t already done so. They know the missing-person drill.”

Turning to Britt, the sheriff says, “Familiarize yourself with Bobby’s notes, then get started making calls. Start with the Highway Patrol: Troop E in Poplar Bluff























​12:55 p.m. CST: Charlie's home, Eminence, Missouri.





















​1:56 p.m. MST: Denver International Airport, Denver, Colorado.
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​7:03 p.m. CST: St. Louis Lambert International Airport, St. Louis, Missouri.
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​11:13 p.m. CST: Charlie’s home, Eminence, Missouri.
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