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      Lunar Lake, Wisconsin—Spring, 2022

      When the phone rings in the middle of the night, everything changes.

      Mother always said: Nothing good happens after midnight. I’d found in my forty-one years on this earth, in that at least, Mom had been right.

      I sat up so fast I jiggled the mattress. I froze, my gaze shifting to, then away from the empty side of the bed. I still hadn’t gotten used to Patrick not being there. Would I ever?

      The shrill slice of sound continued to cut through the oh so silent night. I only had one ringtone left on my allowed calls after that indelible hour of midnight, and this was it. My heart rate increased from WTF? to OMG!

      “Jenna?”

      “Sorry, Mrs. Sullivan. It’s Cammy.”

      I searched my memory for the identity of Cammy, feeling slow, stupid despite the far too rapid rate of my heart.

      Spring, same time two years ago, my OB had diagnosed the reason for my newly sluggish brain and sudden ability to fry eggs atop my head as premature menopause.

      Look at it this way, you won’t have to worry about getting pregnant for very much longer.

      Not that I had for decades. However, having my body betray me like that—basically saying I was old, when I never really got to be young—had stung. It still did.

      Cammy’s tentative voice brought me back to the right now. “I’m Jenna’s roommate.”

      My skin prickled with heat and a fine sheen of sweat started up at my hairline. “What’s wrong?”

      “Jenna hasn’t been here since Tuesday.”

      Here being the University of Wisconsin. I’d been so proud when Jenna had decided to go to UW like me. Or like the me I could have been, would have been if not for her.

      “Tuesday,” I repeated. “But it’s . . .”

      Come on, brain, don’t fail me now!

      Thursday! I thought at the same time Cammy said, “Thursday.”

      For an instant, I was near ecstatic to have concluded something at the same speed as a millennial. Then I did the math, never my strong suit even before all the brain-fart BS. “That’s two days, and you’re just calling me now?”

      “Sometimes she pulls an all-nighter. Stays at the library or goes to a study group. But she lets me know. I didn’t really worry until I called her phone, and it was . . .”

      My skin did that prickle again. Jenna’s phone was in Cammy’s hand, obviously, since she was talking to me on it. That I hadn’t asked why earlier put another notch in my losin’ it belt.

      “Her phone was in her backpack,” Cammy continued. “In her room, along with her laptop and her books.”

      Cammy paused, waiting for me to fill in the blanks. Jenna probably wouldn’t be studying without her backpack, and the notes and books and computer within. But even if she’d grabbed a few things and left the rest, she never would have left her cell phone. I didn’t think it had been out of her sight—more accurately, out of her hand—since I’d handed it to her when she was ten.

      “In Lunar Lake, anywhere can be reached from anywhere in a handful of minutes,” Patrick had argued. “Even if she falls off her bike and breaks her leg, someone’s gonna be at her side quicker than she can make a call. She’s safer than safe, like every other kid in town. What are you worried about?”

      When I lifted my eyebrows, he’d blinked, said, “Oh,” and that had been the last Patrick had said about that. He knew why I was the way I was better than anyone. It was one of the reasons I’d married him.

      I’d devoted my life to raising Jenna. She was everything. The only thing. When she’d gone to college, I’d been proud but also terrified. This exact scenario—a midnight phone call, a missing child—played through my mind far too often. Sadly, what I should do about it had never played through as well.

      “Hello?” Cammy’s worried voice broke into my thoughts. She probably thought I’d fainted. Or stroked out. I was tempted.

      But all Jenna had was me now, and all I had was her. If that meant facing my greatest fear again, I’d face it. What choice did I have?

      She was my baby.

      An hour later, I stood in the living room of the apartment Jenna shared with Cammy typing a third, followed by a fourth combination of letters and numbers into Jenna’s laptop, but the thing was pass-coded beyond any code either I or Cammy could think of. The one on her phone, the same random collection of numbers Jenna had used and apparently shared with Cammy had not been duplicated on her computer.

      “I filled out the missing student report online,” Cammy said. “Then talked to the Dean of Students rep when he came by.”

      “And then?” I clutched the phone so tightly my hand hurt.

      “They checked to see if she’d shown up in any of her classes, but she”—Cammy’s lips trembled—“hadn’t. She also bagged a test, and . . . well . . . you know.”

      Jenna would never miss a test. She barely missed a class. She’d wanted to go into veterinary medicine since she was eight and I accidentally hit a kamikaze squirrel with my mom van. She’d insisted on taking the thing to the clinic. Five hundred dollars and two weeks later, the little rodent ran off. I swear it was laughing.

      After that, she’d stopped asking for a pet. Didn’t need one as there were always several somethings being nursed back to tip-top animal health in our garage.

      “Mrs. Sullivan?” Cammy stared at me, worried.

      As I couldn’t quite remember where we’d been when I floated off, I smiled as if I hadn’t. “Please, go on.” Must have been the right thing to say—score!—because she did.

      “The rep from the Dean called the UW–Madison Police Department. They’d like you to stop by.”

      “All right. I appreciate you looking out for her.”

      “She’d have done—” Cammy winced and looked down. “I mean she would do the same for me.”

      Next thing I knew, I was walking into the building that housed the UW police. The instant I gave my name to the desk jockey, two campus cops—one with salt-and-pepper hair cut bowl-style and a second with dark locks perched atop an impossibly long face—materialized as if they’d been hovering just out of sight. Despite the name tags reading Kowalsky and Catalano, my mind had already tagged them Ernie and Bert. They were both armed, which surprised me until I considered the commonality of active shooters these days.

      Another tune in the can’t sleep hit parade that had run through my head since Jenna climbed into her silver Jetta and motored southwest-ish for her freshman year.

      “I’m afraid no one’s seen her,” Bert said.

      “No one?” I lifted my chin, tilted my head. “On a campus of nearly forty-five thousand?”

      “You’d think there would be safety in numbers.”

      I had thought that. Silly me.

      “But more students only make a muddle.” Ernie spread his hands, a shrug without shoulders.

      A muddle? How old was this guy?

      “We’ve posted her picture, sent out an alert. So far no responses, but we need to give it some time.” Bert inched toward the door. “We have your contact info, and we’ll be in touch.”

      I dug in my toes, both literally inside my favorite black All Birds and figurately with my next words. “Shouldn’t you be more concerned?”

      “Missing students usually turn up. We haven’t lost one since . . .” Bert glanced at Ernie who actually shrugged this time, with his shoulders and everything.

      “We’ve never lost one on my watch.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed that.

      “You know who my husband is?”

      “Was.” Bert set his hand on the door.

      I hid my wince with a nod. “Was.”

      “Of course.”

      “Then shouldn’t you, shouldn’t everyone be more alarmed about his missing”—I swallowed—“daughter?”

      “It’s doubtful anyone kidnapped the child of a dead senator if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      Well, shit, now I was. I wanted to shout, “Call the FBI!” Maybe I would.

      I hadn’t turned over Jenna’s phone or her computer, and suddenly . . . I didn’t want to. Would the university police have the ability to open a password-protected laptop? Could they obtain emails from the server? What about matching names to the even half dozen phone numbers in her recent call list labeled unavailable? Sure, I could call one, but I doubted they’d give out their name and location to some stranger who randomly asked for it.

      Would the UW police have the connections to get those jobs done?

      I suddenly missed Patrick with a desperation that dizzied me. He’d been so capable, so calm. The gap in my life he had filled . . . I didn’t think I’d ever fill it again.

      I suddenly knew who to call, and I dialed on my way out the door.

      “Sarah! You’re up early.” My late husband’s assistant—a beautiful young man with ridiculously long, dark lashes and very shiny teeth—answered on the first ring.

      Sometimes, when Frankie had smiled, Patrick would hold up a hand in front of his eyes. “Switch them off!” he’d say, then he and Frankie would laugh. Patrick could make anyone laugh, including me, and I wasn’t an easy sell.

      Frankie now worked for Gina Garofolo, the congresswoman running for Patrick’s senate seat, and according to him, she was a prima drama with a touch of diva on top, so I got down to business.

      “Jenna’s missing.”

      “What do you need?”

      Frankie never wasted time. Patrick had loved that about him, among other things.

      “I have her laptop, but it’s password protected, and I can’t . . .” I paused to swallow; it wasn’t as easy as it had been yesterday. “I can’t get in. I’ve tried all the combos I could think of.”

      Not figuring out her code . . . it bothered me. Once I would have known it instantly.

      Mothers and daughters. It was complicated. We had been close, then Jenna had gone off to college and suddenly we weren’t. I didn’t know why.

      Patrick had given me the “if you love someone set them free” speech. But Jenna hadn’t come back; she’d only slid farther away, and no matter how hard I’d tried to find out what I’d done, or maybe not done, I’d never been able to. But she’d had Patrick, and I’d been glad. Jenna needed someone.

      However, Patrick was a little too dead to be of any help.

      I choked on a laugh-sob. What was wrong with me? Besides everything.

      Frankie swiftly posed pertinent questions: How long had she been gone? What had been done so far? Who had done it?

      “All right,” he said. “That’s good.”

      “Is it? The university police don’t seem too worked up.” Of course, in comparison to me, who would be? “I should go to the locals.”

      “The UW–Madison Police are the locals. They’re a full-service department, and they know what they’re doing. I promise.”

      As I trusted Frankie more than almost anyone alive, I contemplated what Jenna had left behind. “Then I should give the officers her phone and⁠—”

      “Hell no! I don’t care if they’re Olivia Benson crossed with Harry Bosch and Hercule Poirot”—Frankie was a bit of a mystery, thriller, crime buff—“they still wouldn’t be good enough to investigate anything that has to do with Patrick Sullivan’s daughter. Leave this with me.”

      “I’ll bring them to your office.”

      “Hold off on that a minute. I’m going to make a few calls.”

      After that I sat in my SUV, stared out the windshield, and tried hard not to have a meltdown. Should I stay here? Should I go . . . where?

      I decided eating something, even though I wanted nothing, was a good idea. It was still early, but the Golden Arches were lit, so I drove through, ordered . . . I had no idea what until I opened the bag. A Mc-egg with Mc . . . sausage? I set it aside and picked up the large, piping hot Mc-coffee, nearly dropping it into my Mc-lap when my phone rang.

      “Frankie.” Hello had gone the way of pre–caller ID telephones—into a landfill somewhere.

      “I have a call in regarding Jenna’s phone log and emails. I also got permission to see the campus security footage.”

      “How’d you do that so fast?”

      “Sarah, please.”

      The don’t insult me was left as unsaid as hello.

      “Where should I meet you?”

      Frankie texted the address.

      When I arrived, he was leaning against his ridiculous car. Sure, a convertible was sexy—when it wasn’t twenty-eight below and your 1957 peacock-blue Ford Fairlane didn’t leak wind like a badly caulked attic window.

      But Frankie loved that car; it fit his image. Frankie dressed like Gene Kelly, looked like him a bit, even danced like Gene too. Smooth.

      I tossed my sweater over the laptop, then stuffed Jenna’s phone into the pocket of my brand-new jeans. Since the advent of premature menopause, I’d had to replace all of my pants in a larger size. I was still pissed off.

      Frankie took both of my hands and squeezed. “How are you doing?”

      I lifted my shoulders. Not well but admitting it would only make me less so.

      Frankie’s eyes, which matched the car, softened, then he kissed my cheek. He was going to make some guy a fantastic husband one day.

      Inside, the tech had the footage keyed up. He pressed go and backed off as Jenna emerged from the veterinary diagnostic lab.

      “Weird.”

      “Why?” Frankie’s gaze remained riveted, like mine, to the screen.

      “She’s been accepted into the veterinary program for next fall, but she’s still an undergrad, so I’m not sure why she’s there.”

      The lab—well, all the vet school buildings as far as I knew—was pretty far from the campus proper.

      “Maybe she had to drop off papers, choose her classes, meet with her adviser,” I murmured.

      Frankie tapped the time stamp.

      2:00 a.m.

      My gaze caught on a line of shadows that twirled and fluttered, clinging low to the buildings, keeping pace with Jenna. I blinked, squinted, and they almost realigned into⁠—

      “Regardless of if she should have been there,” Frankie said, “she was there.” Silence pulsed for a single beat before, in typical Frankie fashion, he moved on. “I have someone trying to get names for the numbers in her call log that don’t have contact info. But her phone was turned off until this morning when it pinged first at her place and then at . . .” He tapped a bit on his screen, then wrinkled his nose. “McDonalds?”

      Frankie was a vegetarian.

      “She’s headed in the direction of her apartment when she leaves the range of this camera.” Frankie turned to the tech. “We need to see the footage from the next camera in this direction.”

      I’d forgotten the man was still in the room.

      “She isn’t on it.”

      Dizziness washed over me. I should have eaten the damn Mc-sandwich.

      “Then key up the next one,” Frankie ordered. “And the one after that, in every direction, all the way to her apartment.”

      The tech shook his head. “I checked those too.”

      I’d been prepping for the news that some greasy, grimy, great, hulking brute had dragged my daughter out of camera range by her hair. Or a child asked her to help search for his lost puppy—at 2:00 a.m. near the violent psych ward. Maybe a clown with a red balloon had lured her into a sewer.

      I really needed to stop reading Stephen King.

      “We wanna see them anyway,” Frankie said.

      The tech performed his tech-y magic. I watched, hoping, praying, begging that one of those shadows that seemed to flitter and flutter here, there, everywhere, would reshape into a real live girl.

      My real live girl.

      Except the shadows were gone and so was Jenna. She walked off the frame at the lab, and she never walked into another one.

      “How could she be . . .?” I waved my hand at the footage, still focused on the front of the deserted lab. “And then . . .?” I couldn’t form a complete thought in my head and make it come out of my mouth.

      Frankie thanked the man.

      “Yes, thank you,” I echoed.

      A complete sentence. Yay me.

      Frankie took my arm and didn’t let go until I was behind the wheel. “You gonna be okay to drive?”

      The weight that had descended on my chest in the middle of the night began to thrum, to ache. “Where is she, Frankie?”

      He produced a bottle of water from somewhere and pressed it into my hands. “Drink. I’ll make a call. I got a guy.”

      Awesome-Frankie always had a guy.

      I drank; it helped. By the time I finished, Frankie had too. “My guy is sending someone who can help.”

      “FBI?” I got so excited the letters came out high and fast. In every book I’d ever read, every movie, every TV show, the FBI fixed everything.

      Frankie made an affirmative noise, followed by “Hold on,” as his phone began to ring. He scowled at the caller ID. “I’ll just be . . .” He held up one finger before moving a few feet away to take the call.

      I wasn’t sure how long his call lasted—time had gone funky—but when he said my name, I started so violently he patted my arm.

      “I’ve been assured that the man they’re sending is the best at this kind of thing.”

      “What kind of thing?”

      “When people . . .” His voice drifted off as he tried to come up with a better way to say what we both already knew. But there wasn’t.

      “He’s the best at finding people who vanish without a trace,” I said.

      Frankie’s forehead crinkled with concern. “Are you⁠—”

      “Yes. Fine. Great. Thanks.” I even sounded fine, though not great. But I could tell Frankie needed to go, probably to deal with whatever crisis had just been related to him by phone.

      “He’ll meet you in Lunar Lake.”

      “But . . . shouldn’t I stay here?”

      “No need.” Frankie began to walk backward. “Call me after you talk to him.” He jogged the remaining distance to his car with the energy of a thirty-something and was gone before I realized he hadn’t told me the man’s name. Then again, how many guys who were the best at finding the missing were gonna come knocking on my door in Lunar Lake?
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      The love of my life shook the can of paint and began to tag the huge, flat-topped rock where we’d once shared our very first kiss.

      “Yellow because . . .” He contemplated his work, lifted and lowered one shoulder. “You know.”

      The words he’d said to me shortly after we’d met—whenever I look at you, all I see is sunshine on a cloudy day—I never got tired of them. Sometimes he’d whistle the tune of the last five words, then kiss my hair.

      What eighteen-year-old girl could resist that?

      The waves on Lunar Lake slapped and receded, slapped and receded against the rocks below.

      Both the town and the lake were dubbed Lunar Lake—creative the town fathers were not. Locals just referred to the body of water as “the lake.”

      “Whaddya think?”

      I tugged my sweater tight against the October chill. The day had been warm, but at night, on the lake, not so much.

      He’d painted our initials with a plus sign in between. They seemed lonely on that massive rock. They needed . . .

      “One more thing.” I held out my hand, and after almost bobbling the paint can into the water, he gave it to me, then he smiled.

      That smile. Oh my God. He always insisted that I was the light in his darkness. But to me, he was the promise of dawn pushing against the night, the hope in tomorrow. I wanted him to smile at me like that⁠—

      FOREVER

      I sprayed the single word beneath our initials, then encased everything with a heart.

      He tucked the paint can into the pocket of his battered jean jacket before he pulled me gently into his arms. “Perfect.”

      I inched my icy hands beneath his shirt. Since he was tall and I was not, his shoulders—narrow as they were—blocked the breeze. He kissed me, and my fingers tightened. His skin was so warm, his belly so flat; I chased the muscles that fluttered there with my thumbs. The scent of Ivory soap caressed my face. When he lifted his mouth, I nearly dragged it back.

      “There’s nowhere on earth I’d rather be.” He laid his cheek on the crown of my head, and I was lost.

      My gaze caught on another rock, another tag, another heart—faded, unreadable, it had almost disappeared. Had their love faded and disappeared too?

      “Promise me nothing will ever keep us apart.”

      In the distance, something howled, or maybe it was only the wind that rippled the surface of the lake and made the reflection of the moon dance; it stirred against my temple along with his whisper. “Nothing. Ever.”

      “Sarah?”

      I blinked as the sun sparked off the water, the trees that lined the opposite shore no longer a riot of autumn color but every shade of green. Spring not fall. Warm not cold. Sun not moon. I spun, slipped, would have fallen in, but someone caught me.

      The years and the elements had etched their names on his face, but he was handsome in the way that older men could be, that older women could not, with their hair silvered and their eyes surrounded by crow’s feet. The sun-warmed shade of his skin caused his gray eyes to flash like steel.

      “You okay?” The fingers around my arm, my back were strong, and he pulled me closer when I didn’t answer.

      Couldn’t answer because my body responded as it hadn’t in a very, very long time. He was tall, with oceans of lean, hard muscle, instead of tall and still sweetly clumsy with it, but the same scent of Ivory soap tickled my nose. Did anyone use Ivory soap these days? Which made me wonder if the scent was from him, whoever he was, or just floating in on my memories of⁠—?

      I stepped away, and he let me go. My treacherous body continued to tingle in places it hadn’t. Weird things happened when you didn’t have sex for decades.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you.” He jumped from the rock and lifted a hand to help me down.

      I folded my arms and stayed right where I was. Strangers in Lunar Lake were either someone else’s family, journalists after info on Patrick, or . . . strangers. I didn’t like any of them.

      “I’m Ash.” His arm fell to his side. “Didn’t Frankie⁠—?”

      “Frankie sent you?” I stepped forward, wobbled, and he offered his hand again.

      “He did.”

      This time I let him help me. I wasn’t stupid. If I fell and cracked my head, who was going to make sure Jenna was found?

      As soon as my feet hit the ground, I let him go. His warmth, his smell—definitely him—well, everything about him made me twitchy. “You’re FBI?”

      He lifted his gaze to a sky that had gone the shade of his eyes. “Special task force.”

      That made me nervous, even before he added a single word that caused my eye to twitch.

      “Trafficking.”

      I wobbled again. Jesus, I really needed to eat something. “You think Jenna . . . she . . . Wait! This is Wisconsin.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Human trafficking, sex trafficking . . .”

      My eye twitched faster.

      “Happens everywhere.”

      “Fandamntastic,” I muttered, doing my utmost to keep the flare of anger in place so that the desire to shriek, then panic stayed below. None of those would do Jenna any good. “The FBI has a task force on human trafficking?” I could not get the word sex to come out of my mouth, but I wanted to keep him talking, needed to.

      “Shouldn’t someone?” he asked. “Since the White-Slave Traffic Act of 1910⁠—”

      “They really called it that?” Years as a senator’s wife had made me, if not completely woke, at least trying very hard to awake.

      “Nineteen ten,” he said slowly. “It became the Mann Act, not sure when, and yeah, they used it for all sorts of racist shit, but at its heart, the act made it illegal to transport females across state lines for immoral purposes. They’ve broadened and reshaped it, but it’s still a federal offense so . . .”

      “We don’t know if she’s been taken at all, let alone across state lines.”

      “Frankie gave me a rundown.” He spread his big, hard, capable hands. “But why don’t you start from the beginning.”

      I dragged my gaze from those hands with more difficulty than there should have been considering our conversation. Focus, Sarah!

      I began at the beginning. Saying it out loud hurt—my chest, my stomach, my everything. My life had ended once, then had begun again with her.

      “There’s no one she’d leave with?” he asked. “Nowhere she’d go?”

      “Not without telling me and . . . the security tape. She just . . .” I fluttered my fingers up and away. “How does that happen?”

      “Not sure. I’ve got someone looking at that footage.”

      “The shadows—” I paused when he shot me a quick, sharp glance.

      “What shadows?”

      Had those shadows been a figment of my panicked, menopausal brain? Probably. But what if they weren’t?

      “I saw shadows slinking along the buildings, keeping pace with Jenna. When she disappeared, so did they. They seemed like more than shadows.”

      “In what way?”

      I shut my eyes, tried to snatch that wispy bit of something from the nothing, and got . . . nothing.

      “They weren’t like any shadows I’d seen before.”

      “The film may be defective,” Ash said. “But we’ll check. Anything else?”

      I shook my head.

      “All right, even though we aren’t sure what happened, at this point we’ll assume . . . uh . . . well . . .”

      “The worst?”

      “Sorry, but I’ve found that gets results.”

      As results were what I wanted, needed, had to have . . .

      “What next?” I asked.

      “I’m going to follow up on a lead tonight, then I’ll be in touch.”

      My heart began to beat more quickly. “What type of lead?”

      “The kind that, I hope, leads to something.”

      I stared at him a moment, trying to decide whether he was being a smart-ass or just a government employee. In my experience, the latter usually became the former pretty quickly. However, his expression told me nothing.

      “I have your number.” He backed away, glancing at his watch. “If I find any girls⁠—”

      “Girls?” I tried to wrap my mind around the plural but couldn’t. My brain repeated Wisconsin like a mantra. Like most mantras, it was BS.

      “They don’t usually put together a task force for just one.” He sighed. “Sarah. Sorry, Mrs. Sullivan⁠—”

      “Sarah’s fine.”

      He’d already used the name at least once, maybe more than that when I’d been standing on the rock, lost in my past. If he’d tried Mrs. Sullivan, which I’d heard called out by reporters whenever the senator and I had appeared at any function, I’d have ignored him the same as I’d learned to ignore them.

      Man, I’d hated the spotlight, but I’d known what Patrick wanted in life when I married him. It was only fair that I stand at his side with a smile after all he’d done for me. He’d been my best friend longer than he’d been my husband and⁠—

      “Sarah?”

      Sheesh. This wandering brain thing was getting old. Like me.

      “Yes. Sorry. Um . . .” What had we been talking about? I said my new favorite phrase, one that often helped me figure out what I’d missed. “Go on.”

      “Great.” He loped away with a lift of his hand.

      “Epic fail,” I murmured.

      He’d seemed off, but what did I know? I’d never met an FBI guy outside of TV. You’d think, being a senator’s wife, I would have but no. I stood at Patrick’s side when he needed me, and when he didn’t, I was here. Lunar Lake was where I’d wanted to be. And the only ones who knew why were Patrick and me.

      Make that me.

      Our home was the closest one to the lake, and I was glad. If I’d had to walk through town, I’d have had to field question upon question, nosiness couched in concern.

      I jaywalked across Lakeview Drive and up the front walk. The house we’d moved into after we married had been in Patrick’s family for over a century.

      I’d spent what time I didn’t with Jenna on the house. Our three-story Victorian had been featured in Architectural Digest. Patrick had been so proud. I was happy to have done something for him. I had done precious little, and I regretted it.

      As I stepped onto the refurbished parquet foyer, our final family photo drew my gaze. Jenna had been home for the summer, so had Patrick, and he’d hired a portrait photographer to come to the house.

      “You always say you’re never in the pictures.”

      “I do not always say that.” In my opinion, I was in far too many pictures.

      Mrs. Sullivan! Mrs. Sullivan!

      “You know what I mean.” Patrick had seemed sad—he knew how much I hated that stuff—and I’d taken his hand, echoing the promise I’d made so many years before.

      “I do.”

      The photographer had snapped a picture, right then, of the two of us. I kept it on the bedside table. But the one that occupied center stage on the dark wood mantle above the marble sitting room fireplace showed the three of us on the porch swing—Jenna in the middle, Patrick’s arm along the back. She leaned into him, laughing. I was separate, a little distant, but their bond had made me happy, had made me smile.

      The breeze fluttered our hair. Mine, which no longer shone like sunshine—more like moonglow—had mingled with Jenna’s.

      Dark. Like her father’s.

      Five months after that picture was taken, Patrick succumbed to the heart attack I’d told him he was due to have if he didn’t lower his stress level.

      Should I have given Ash a picture of Jenna? How would he know if he’d found her if he didn’t have that?

      But the FBI knew everything about everyone, right? Everyone knew everything about everyone thanks to the goddamn internet. And if he found a girl—any girl or girls—wouldn’t he just rescue them?

      I let those questions, that worry, slide away. I had plenty of others.

      In the sitting room, I ran my hand along the carved walnut armchair, circa 1860. The ivory brocade showed very little wear. Probably because sitting in it felt like sitting in Hell’s waiting room. But it looked so damn good.

      For a woman who refuses to wear anything uncomfortable, you have a laissez-faire taste in furniture.

      Patrick had despaired of me ever being able to arrive at an event without being styled first. He had been as much of a fashion hound as Frankie. Maybe that’s why they’d gotten on so well.

      Frankie!

      I tapped his name in my Favorites list, and when the call went to voice mail, I was tempted to blurt all of my questions. Instead, I just said, “Call me.”

      Time, which had crept from the instant I answered Cammy’s call, kept on creeping.

      I should nap, but back when my world fell apart, napping had beckoned too often. I’d been depressed, among other things. I knew that now, and I didn’t want to become again the me I’d been then.

      Instead, I changed into my paint-spattered clothes and climbed a narrow staircase to the attic. I’d promised Patrick the day we’d moved in that I’d make this area into an office for him. But life happened, and the office didn’t. As the third floor was the only place I hadn’t done much with beyond cleaning out the crap, I’d made it my next project. I needed one.

      Despite the chilly breeze, I opened the dormer window. I’d gotten high on paint fumes once. It wasn’t as fun as it sounded.

      Maybe this view was the reason I’d never made the third floor into that office. Every time I’d peered out the beautiful bay windows of our sitting room or the bench seat of our bedroom and seen nothing but rocks and water and trees, I’d wondered if I climbed higher, if I saw farther, maybe I’d see all the way into the past. Then I would climb up here.

      As much as I’d like to peer outside now and dream of days gone by, I got to work. Painting soothed me. Time sped when I had a brush in my hand; I forgot everything but the rhythm of the movement.

      The quicker I covered a wall the appalling shade of . . . I tilted my head, considered the area I had yet to paint over, and landed on, “stomach lining,” the better.

      In high school art class, I’d begun naming colors what no paint manufacturer ever would. At first because it made Patrick laugh, but later I continued because sometimes there was only one way to describe something such a gruesome tint of pink.

      Only you would see it that way, Sunshine.

      I dropped the paintbrush, leaving a splotch of minty freshness on my once-white Keds. I hated when that happened. Both the muff of the brush and the whisper of his voice.

      I went to the window again and tried to let the not-so-distant waves, the nearly full moon turning their tips an iridescent silver, lull me back to the self I’d become and not the sad, scared self I’d been. Except I was sadder and more scared now than I’d ever been, and the waves weren’t doing shit.

      I glanced at my phone, hoping to see a missed text, a missed call. I hadn’t heard a ring or a ding, hadn’t felt a rumble, but that didn’t mean there hadn’t been one. I’d missed calls before when I was in the zone.

      Nothing from Frankie, nothing from Ash, nothing from the police, the university, or Cammy.

      Nothing from Jenna.

      I shoved the stupid, silent phone back into my pocket.

      The wind howled off the lake the way it did sometimes—usually in the dead of winter, across the ice not the waves—and the dogs in town howled back.

      A shadow emerged from the trees clustered on the opposite shore. Not a man, not really—the silhouette was too wide in parts, too hunched in others—but when that shadow hurried along the beach in the direction of town, every hair on my arms lifted, fluttered. I raced down two flights, threw open the front door, would have bolted outside—to do what? Got me—if Ash hadn’t been in the way.

      “Found her.” He pushed past me; whomever he held in his arms—head, face obscured by a blanket—did not move.

      A watery sigh, maybe a half-sob escaped, and I tightened my lips, put a stop to that, before I pointed the other toward the ivory damask settee.

      I’d hemmed and hawed over that thing. Several thousand dollars for a couch? But a Chippendale or Hepplewhite, which I still coveted in a way that probably wasn’t healthy, cost upward of seventy grand. Luckily, I’d drawn the line because the visible feet, legs, hands, and clothes now residing on my once pristine, elegant, useless piece of furniture were filthy.

      Where had she been? Was she okay? Was she hurt? Why didn’t she move? Why didn’t she speak?

      Ash stepped back. The blanket fell away.

      “That isn’t her,” I said.
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      The girl was ice pale, her clothes in tatters; she was unconscious. Blond tangles tumbled past her shoulders, the exact shade—sunshine—that mine had once been.

      “This is who I found. I thought⁠—”

      “Just her?”

      “You see any others?”

      The girl made a sound of distress, and both of our heads whipped in that direction as her eyes opened. They were unfocused and very blue.

      Jenna’s eyes were brown.

      I snatched the picture of the three of us—the one I probably should have given him—off the mantle and tapped Jenna’s dark brown strands. Even with the hair, the eyes, this girl looked nothing like me. And except for her hair and her eyes, Jenna did.

      Ash took the photo, then frowned. “She said⁠—”

      “Jenna! Jenna! Jenna!” the girl announced, then began to laugh like a loon.

      Loons really do laugh. They don’t sound like lunatics, but she did.

      “She said ‘Jenna,’ so you assumed she was Jenna?”

      Ash’s eyes narrowed, and his mouth thinned. He was annoyed but so was I.

      He shoved his fingers through his hair, and it was then I saw the blood that had dried and the blood that had not, darkening the moldy-moss plaid of his flannel shirt.

      “You’re hurt,” I said.

      He lowered his hand. “I’m fine.”

      He didn’t look fine. Neither did the girl, though it was hard to tell under all the dirt.

      “Maybe she should go to the hospital,” I began, planning to add, “Maybe you should too.”

      “No!” The girl bolted.

      Ash dropped the photo as he caught her around the waist. Gravity sent the frame plummeting to the ground—it was a miracle the glass didn’t shatter—then his momentum swung her toward me. He gave a sharp hiss of pain and let her go.

      She threw her arms around my neck and laid her head on my shoulder. “No, no, no, no,” she whispered.

      I rubbed her back and made mom noises as I’d done whenever Jenna cried. It had been a while since my daughter voluntarily hugged me, even longer since she cried, but a mom remembers.

      She smelled the way Jenna had after she’d volunteered at the animal rescue shelter and been assigned to clean the dog kennels.

      “What’s your name?” I asked softly.

      She didn’t answer.

      “Can we call your family?”

      Still nothin’.

      “We should take you⁠—”

      “No!” Eyes wild, she bolted again, this time deeper into the house.

      Twenty minutes later, she was still MIA.

      “Why didn’t she hide like this when the traffickers came?” Ash opened another closet door.

      “Maybe she did, but they’re better at seeking than we are.”

      “Shouldn’t you be better at seeking than this in your own house?”

      “Shouldn’t you be better at your job?”

      He gave me those narrowed gray eyes again. “I found her in a day.”

      “If only she’d been the one you were looking for. Where did you find her?”

      “Abandoned warehouses. Other side of the lake.”

      “Abandoned? I thought that industrial park had been sold.” The place had been an eyesore for a while now.

      Above our heads, something creaked.

      Ash lifted his gaze. “Is that old house noise? Or trafficked girl footstep?”

      “I’ll find out.” I pointed to the floor. “Stay.”

      His frown deepened the furrow between his eyebrows, but he stayed, or so I thought. When I reached the second floor and glanced back, he stood at the bottom of the stairs.

      Had he been watching my ass? No one had in such a long time, I wasn’t sure. My ass wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t what it had once been; it wasn’t even where it had once been. Neither were my boobs, my stomach, my upper arms, or my chin line.

      Welcome to menopause. And why was I thinking these things?

      So I didn’t think of others.

      Like where was my girl? And what was being done to her if this poor, nameless kid could barely talk? I needed answers, preferably now, but one step at a time.

      I let the world quiet around me, then traced a low hum to Jenna’s room, Jenna’s closet. I’d checked there before, but I hadn’t heard any hum, so I hadn’t pulled aside Jenna’s floor-length, A-line prom dress, which resembled the sky on the first day of spring, if that sky still held stars that sparkled like diamonds.

      Jenna had adored it, and what could I do? Tell her the dress was better suited to my coloring than hers? Some moms would have but not me. I’d had a mom like that and done my best to keep from making the same mistakes, though I’m sure I made new ones.

      My fingers had just touched the lace net and satin skirt when I recognized the tune she hummed.

      You Are My Sunshine.

      I’d sung that song to Jenna every night until she was seven and no longer let me read to her, let alone sing.

      I pulled aside the dress to reveal the girl, who stared at Jenna’s collection of stuffed wolves—eyes wide, pupils dilated. Terror? Drugs? Or just the darkness of the closet? Though now that I’d let in the light, they should be getting smaller, and they weren’t.

      She whimpered, pointing to the pile of plush wolves in all shapes, sizes, and shades. At the center perched the black wolf Jenna had found in the front yard the morning after a carnival passed through. When I’d insisted on washing it, she’d stood in the laundry room and stared at the dryer until it was done.

      She’d just finished reading Game of Thrones. At ten. Not to brag or anything, but Jenna was a bit of genius. Because of her crush on Jon Snow, Patrick had bought her a white wolf, like Ghost in the books and later the show. After that, the wolves became a thing—as evidenced by the pile.

      But Jenna always loved that first wolf, the black one, the most. So much so that she began to talk about the large, black beast she saw on the far shore of Lunar Lake. No big deal. Kids imagined things. But when she continued to see it, month after month, year after year, and she was the only one who ever saw it . . .

      Yeah, she’d earned herself some therapy. Eventually she understood that the wolf was a product of a vivid and wishful imagination. According to the Department of Natural Resources, wolves hadn’t been found this far south in a century, and if one had drifted away from the pack, someone besides Jenna would have seen it by now.

      The wind howled off the lake in that way it did, and the girl’s head lifted. The humming stopped. She turned her gaze toward me, toward the light, and her pupils shrank to normal. Thank God, because they’d started to give me the willies almost as much as the humming had.

      She scuttled in my direction, never turning her back on the heaping pile of stuffed animals. Her movement struck me as feral, which would be interesting—creepy—even without her reaction to the tower of wolves that weren’t real.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      The girl shut her eyes tight. I wanted to grab her and shake her until everything in her head tumbled out of her mouth. But that wouldn’t help.

      “This one was Jenna’s favorite.” I touched the black plush ears, worn shiny from use. The white wolf set next to that one toppled over, and the girl flinched.

      I waited for her to chant my daughter’s name again, followed by that cackling, which had plucked at every hair along my arms and up the back of my neck, but she didn’t.

      “I’m Sarah.” I hoped she’d offer her name, as people do, but again, no response. “Jenna’s mom.”

      She scooted nearer, her bright-blue gaze locked on my own.

      “You wanna take a shower?” In the closet, the scent of urine, feces, and wet dog was strong enough to make my eyes water. “You could wear some of . . .” Fearful that my window for using Jenna’s name and not hearing it chanted back might have closed, I pointed to the clothes my daughter had left behind. Dresses, skirts, silk blouses.

      The girl fingered Jenna’s prom dress, and eyebrows paler than mine arched.

      “You wanna wear this?”

      She smiled. She understood me, even if she wasn’t talking.

      “Okay.” Not appropriate, probably not comfortable, but why not? It wasn’t like Jenna would wear again the “froufrou” creation, which was what she’d dubbed the dress her senior year. How quickly times, tastes, and priorities changed.

      Weeks away from graduation, nearly a year removed from breaking up with—what the hell had been his name?—she had wrinkled her nose at prom. Instead, she’d picketed the dance, protesting the district’s archaic policy on same-sex dates before heading to an overnight party where I was pretty sure she’d had more than a few drinks.

      Rite of passage, Patrick had said when she’d come home the next morning and tossed her cookies. Remember homecoming?

      How could I forget? All those years ago, when the future had seemed so rosy, then suddenly not.

      I threw the dress over my arm. Sure, it was borderline crazy for the kid to wear a prom dress, but the sooner she didn’t smell like wet, peed-on puppy, the better.

      “Come on, sweetie.” I beckoned, and she did that weird, scuttling, wild-thing movement. Maybe the prom dress was the least of our worries.

      Where had she been? For how long? What had been done to her?

      “You’ll feel better once you get out of those clothes. Just toss them out the door, okay?”

      I led her to Jenna’s bathroom, then hovered in the hall until her hand appeared through the crack in the door, the tattered remains of her sweater and jeans clutched in fingernails that looked as if she’d been digging in dirt. Thoughts about what she might have been digging—a grave?—I pushed to the back of my brain.

      “Come to the kitchen when you’re done. I’ll fix you something to eat.”

      She shut the door, locked it, then the shower curtain slid across the bar, the sound both sharp and soothing. The water came on, and I retreated downstairs, making a side trip to toss her clothes into the trash can, then dusting off my hands for good measure. They felt so grimy.

      In my kitchen, Ash had made himself at home. Since he balanced a perfectly toasted grilled cheese on a spatula—which smelled like buttery cheddar heaven, comfort food at its best—I didn’t care.

      “Want one?” he asked.

      “Damn right I do, as soon I deal with your . . .” I waved in the general direction of the tattered, bloody remains of his shirt.

      “I’m fine,” he repeated.

      “You’re not.” I washed my hands, then stepped into the laundry room where I kept my first aid supplies.

      Ash followed. When he leaned against the stationary tubs and pulled up his shirt, the space became suddenly too small, too close. I hadn’t seen toned male abs in far too long. Hadn’t touched any either, and right now, I really wanted to.

      “Should I take off my shirt?”

      I managed to keep “Yes, please!” from coming out of my mouth. Instead, I shook my head. “This is more than a scratch.”

      “Is not,” came through clenched teeth.

      I dabbed antibiotic ointment onto his wound, but the blood just kept washing it away.

      “Scratches don’t need stitches.”

      “Neither do I, unless you can do them.”

      “Got the wrong Sullivan for that.”

      “You seem pretty good at this.”

      I shrugged. “Jenna brought home a lot of strays—dogs, cats, birds, kids—most of them needed patching up.” Though I always drew the line at stitches. Not only did the act of pulling thread through flesh make me gag but also I liked my face. Stray dogs and cats, even a few of the birds and maybe some of the kids, would become understandably feisty if you poked them with sharp things.

      I did my best to cut a strip of gauze wide enough and long enough to cover the scratches—four of them, close together. They looked a lot like claw marks.

      “What’s going on, Ash?”

      He stared at me with those eerie gray eyes, and I wasn’t sure what I saw in them—I was so out of practice.

      If I touched the abs I’d been aching to touch, would that cool gray go banked hot coals?

      He’d taste like Red Hots candy; he would make my tongue burn. He made me burn and yearn in places that hadn’t. I couldn’t fault myself for being drawn to him.

      He began to lower his head; I began to lift myself onto my toes to meet him, then someone gasped, and the lust cleared from his eyes. Had it been there, or had that all been me?

      My cheeks flushed, and I whispered, “Not now,” to my treacherous hot flash. But there was no stopping it.

      His lips quirked. He thought the “not now” had been meant for the girl who stood in the doorway wearing a prom dress without shoes, staring wide-eyed at the bloody shirt, the bloody gauze.

      “Press like this.” My fingertips grazed his awesome abs, and his hand, blessedly cool, covered mine.

      “I have it.” His touch, his smile made my chest go tight.

      His pocket started to buzz. He retrieved his phone, glanced at it, and the smile disappeared. “I have to take this.”

      “Of course.” I ushered the girl into the kitchen, glancing back as he answered.

      “Yes, sir.”

      The face on the screen was as ancient as my house—icy blue eyes set in a craggy, powder-pale face and framed by a decent head of hair, considering, the shade faded to the yellow-white of the once-golden blond. “Update, mein Enkel!”

      German? What the hell?

      Sure, it was rude, but I listened in. Wouldn’t you?

      Unfortunately, the rest was in German too—Ash spoke it and well. Why he spoke it, who that was and what it all had to do with me, with Jenna, with anything were questions for when his call was through.

      As I washed my hands again and Ash’s blood swirled down the drain, the question he’d never answered—What’s going on?—pounded in my brain.

      I shut off the water; the laundry room had gone silent. When he didn’t join me, I left the kid slurping vegetable beef soup and retraced my steps.

      Ash was gone as if he’d never been there. No bloody gauze, not a red drip-drop anywhere. My first aid kit had been returned to the proper shelf of the cabinet. If it wasn’t for the girl wearing my daughter’s prom dress and the red drip-drops in my foyer, I’d have thought I’d lost my mind.

      Who was the old guy who spoke German and knew how to FaceTime? Ash’s boss? Didn’t they have a mandatory retirement age at the FBI?

      Had whoever that had been given Ash another lead? If so, why hadn’t Ash told me before he’d Houdinied out of there?

      Maybe he’d left without a word because I’d almost kissed him—or had he almost kissed me? Seemed a stretch, but what did I know about men like Ash? What did I know about men period?

      Had the almost-kiss been a distraction from questions he didn’t want to answer? If so, I could almost forgive him. The view of his abs, the look in his eyes, the scent of his skin had all been spectacular distractions.

      My phone rang. One glance at caller ID and I stepped into the front hall, keeping an eye on the girl so she didn’t rabbit on me too.

      “What the hell, Frankie?”

      “Did he find her?”

      “He did not. He brought me some other girl.”

      “Brought you . . .?” Frankie echoed. “What?

      “He brought me not-Jenna. The opposite of Jenna. The antithesis of Jenna.” I lowered my voice. “Kid’s practically catatonic. Only thing she’s adamant on is not going to the hospital.”

      “Let me talk to Ash.”

      “He’s gone.”

      “Gone where?”

      “How would I know? Who is this guy? He⁠—”

      “They said he’s good.”

      The they stopped me before I could share the phone call, the old guy, the German.

      “Who’s they?”

      Frankie huffed. “The FBI.”

      “You really did call them?”

      “I said I would.”

      He sounded insulted, and I guess I couldn’t blame him.

      “They already knew about other missing girls; they’d formed a⁠—”

      “Task force,” I said.

      “Right! And Ash is leading it. If he can’t find Jenna, no—” Frankie stopped.

      “No one can?” I clenched the phone tighter than tight.

      “We’ll find her. I promise.”

      “What should I do with the kid?”

      “Put her to bed.”

      “Jesus, Frankie. Someone’s looking for her somewhere. We need to do something.”

      “Let Ash figure it out. He’s a former marine, a war hero. And he’s been at this job for a long time. I’ll be there in the morning.”

      He hung up before I could ask where he was that he couldn’t get to Lunar Lake until morning. Right then, I wanted to punch Frankie. I also wanted a glass of wine, but considering I was babysitting a strange, nonverbal, very weird kid, that was probably not the best idea.

      In the kitchen, the girl was nearly asleep in her soup. She hadn’t eaten a lot, mostly the meat from what I could tell. The grilled cheese—now globby, gooey, coagulated, and cold—remained untouched.

      “Come on, sweetie.” She lifted her head, groggy as a newborn. “You could use some rest.”

      She let me tuck her into Jenna’s bed, though she would not take off the dress.

      “I’m right down the hall.” I smoothed her hair. She released a sigh and went lights out in an instant.

      I didn’t think I’d sleep, but I did. At least until the girl crawled in next to me.

      “Shh.” She laid her head on my shoulder. “Shh.”

      My eyes burned. What could I do but tug her close, smooth her hair again, place a kiss on top of her head?

      I dozed, unable to fall completely asleep but unable to stay fully awake either. When the girl in my bed thrashed and smacked me in the face, I opened my eyes to a dreary, milky dawn.
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      I left the girl sleeping, best thing for her, though a doctor’s visit was in her future no matter what she wanted.

      I’d told Frankie we had to do something. This kid had someone somewhere who was searching for her, crying over her. I was sure of it. So I contacted Patrick’s older brother Joe, the present police chief, and I started out by telling him about Jenna.

      “You’re just calling now?” He said something I didn’t quite catch, probably didn’t want to. “Be right over.”

      The line went dead.

      Joe resembled Patrick closely enough to make it hard for me to look directly at him without tearing up. Same dishwater hair—though his had not been strategically highlighted the way Patrick’s had—same blue eyes, same average height, and same medium build, though at forty-five, Joe had a good start on a belly.

      Joe was a jerk. Always had been. I’d asked Patrick why once. His answer?

      “Some people are just born that way.”

      Joe’s attitude was all Longmire. He’d even added the high-crowned, wide-brimmed hat Walt wore, a bit out of place in small-town Wisconsin, especially during the season where a stocking cap would be advisable, but tell it to Joe.

      He had barely removed his hat and stepped through the door when he started badgering me with questions I did my best to answer. Considering his queries, I knew a lot less about the situation than I should.

      “Not supposed to work on a relative’s case,” Joe said. “But I’ll put this into ViCAP ASAP.”

      Joe spoke in acronyms a lot, hazard of the stick up his ass.

      “Are you really working on it if you’re just inputting information into whatever ViCAP might be?”

      “The Violent Criminal Apprehension Program keeps a list of the missing and possible victims of serial crimes. Largest repository of major violent cases in the United States.” Joe always sounded like he was rattling off information for a test. But if I let him, sometimes I learned something. “Designed to collect and analyze information about homicides, sexual assaults, missing persons, and other crimes involving unidentified human remains.”

      “Thanks for the heart failure,” I said.

      “You should have come to me about Jenna right away. Time is not our friend.”

      “Frankie sent⁠—”

      “Frankie? Really, Sarah? Really?”

      Joe had never been a Frankie fan. Despite his ass-i-tude, Joe was capable and honest, he was also so hetero Patrick often said, “He has enough testosterone to give a bull shark a run for his money.”

      Apparently, bull sharks had the most testosterone on the planet. Patrick knew things like this, no idea why. I missed that about him more than I’d thought I would.

      “He called the FBI, and they sent a guy.”

      “And ‘the guy’s’ name is?”

      “Ash.”

      “First name or last?”

      “Um . . .”

      “You’re killin’ me here,” Joe muttered. “The agent didn’t show any ID?”

      Asking for ID. That would have been smart. But why would someone pretend to be FBI, special task force on trafficking, unless they were?

      The answer was obvious. They wouldn’t.

      Would they?

      “He . . . uh . . . didn’t.”

      “Sarah!”

      In my defense, having my daughter disappear off the face the earth had made me both panicked and desperate. My thought process—which had been murky for a while now—had turned downright foggy.

      “The girl might know something, but she’s⁠—”

      Joe’s intense gaze slid in my direction. “What girl?”

      That’s right. He’d hung up on me before I could tell him.

      “The FBI guy . . . he . . . left one here.”

      Which, come to think of it, wasn’t very FBI of him.

      “Where is she?”

      “Sleeping. I’ll . . . um”—I motioned upstairs—“get her.”

      Of course she was gone; the window gaped open and part of Jenna’s dress hung off a snag in the casing, fluttering merrily in the breeze that howled off the lake.

      Joe was unamused by the news, even less so by the arrival of Frankie from wherever he had been.

      “She was right here.” I pointed to the pillows, which clearly showed two head indentations.

      “She slept with you?” Joe asked.

      “Kid was freaked out.”

      “No doubt,” Frankie murmured.

      “I want you to stay out of this.” Joe crossed his arms.

      “What do you want, Sarah?”

      “I want my daughter back yesterday.”

      Frankie flipped Joe the finger.

      “If there’s any chance in hell of finding her after you’ve screwed around this long, I can make that happen quicker than he can, and you know it,” Joe said.

      “I have resources you haven’t even dreamed of, hotshot.”

      A sob worked its way past my tightened lips, and the two men glanced at me as if they’d forgotten I was there. Happened sometimes in the middle of a pissing contest.

      “Did you get the girl’s name?”

      “I asked; she didn’t answer.”

      “Did she do or say anything helpful?”

      Jenna’s name, loony laughter. Neither was helpful, so I shook my head.

      “How about a description for ViCAP?”

      “Blond. Blue eyes. Same age and size as Jenna.”

      Joe frowned. Even I knew that wasn’t good considering the anal-retentive nature of serial killers. Did traffickers snatch the same “type” as well?

      “What was she wearing?”

      “When she got here, a sweater that might once have been pink. As torn as her jeans and filthy as the rest of her.”

      “And where are those clothes?”

      “In a landfill somewhere?” Today had been trash day.

      Joe released an aggrieved sigh and peered at the ceiling. He seemed to be counting to ten. I jumped in before he got there.

      “They smelled like wet, peed-on puppy.” I wrinkled my nose at the memory. “So did she.”

      “And this?” Joe retrieved the torn section of Jenna’s ruined⁠—

      “Prom dress. She liked it.”

      “Long?”

      I nodded.

      “Shoes?”

      I shook my head.

      “She climbed through the window in a sparkly prom dress and no shoes.” Joe peered outside. “She must have dropped onto the porch roof, then shimmied down a drainpipe. Not easy in that dress but she’s young. We had frost last night, so I doubt she got far with bare feet. The question is why’d she run?” He turned to Frankie. “You think your FBI guy might be helpful here?”

      “I can make a call.”

      “You do that.” My BIL’s chin stuck out almost as far as his chest. If he’d been a turkey, he’d be strutting, feathers spread.

      “Joe,” I said, trying to unruffle him. “Give Ash a chance. This is what he does.”

      “What is ‘this’?”

      “Human trafficking task force.”

      Joe winced, but at least he didn’t say, “We’re in Wisconsin.”

      “We’re going to let Ash do his job and help him in any way we can.”

      “Sarah.” Joe’s voice held a warning tone I knew far too well. The family did not allow outsiders into their business.

      Except this business was my business, and I was going to do what I should have twenty-odd years ago. I’d wimped out then—torn between gratitude to Patrick and security for me and my unborn child, along with an embarrassing inertia. I had done little during that period but cry, rage, and puke. But I was no longer young, desperate, devastated, or in trouble, and this time I would do whatever I had to do, be whomever I needed to be, infuriate anyone, everyone if it meant getting back the one I loved.

      “And if this guy can’t find her,” Joe continued, “if by the time he admits that it’s too late to ever find her, then what?”

      “Then I guess I’ll live with it.”

      I wasn’t sure how. I had barely survived losing Jenna’s father. If it hadn’t been for his child, I wouldn’t have. Losing her was unfathomable. I wasn’t going to fathom it. And Joe couldn’t make me. I mentally stuck out my tongue.

      Patrick had trusted Frankie, I trusted him, and if he believed Ash was my best chance of finding Jenna, I did too.

      Joe left after promising to keep his trap shut. My in-laws, as good as they’d been to me, were entitled ass pains who’d pull strings, get involved, call the wrong people, and perhaps get Jenna killed. They were also old enough to have the strokes I’d only been dreaming of. I didn’t have the time.

      “Ash will find her.” Frankie stared out the window toward the distant trees as the sound of Joe’s cruiser faded. “From what my contact tells me, he’s not only a workaholic, but he’s obsessed. Ash has seen too much and been able to stop too little.”

      “Seen too much what?”

      “Girls are groomed for . . . things.”

      I opened my mouth, shut it again. Did I really want to know?

      “Sometimes they’re used up and spit out, but that doesn’t take long. The other option is they become what they need to be, and they’re sold. I’m hoping Jenna might be worth more to them than the usual victim, considering her medical background.”

      “She’s a veterinarian. Or will be.”

      “Doubt anyone involved in human trafficking is gonna care. Needs must, right?” Frankie glanced at his watch. “Gotta run. I’ll call later.”

      He hustled to his Fairlane, top down today. Fifty degrees was pushing it for that, though around here, people wore shorts and flip-flops whenever the temperature climbed above forty-five.

      Needs must, right?

      After Frankie drove away, I wandered the house, unable to sit, but I couldn’t bring myself to paint, even to burn away the edginess tap-dancing on my every nerve. I was no closer to finding Jenna than I’d been yesterday, and it bothered me.

      I began to pace—my go-to at times like these. In the past, my pacing had been done in the dark. First with a crying baby, later waiting for the girl who was no longer one, with a few nights in between waiting for, worried about, Patrick. Certainly he was discreet, but there was always a chance that an intrepid reporter might follow him or someone with a camera phone—who didn’t have one these days?—and then what?

      There’d have been press conferences, interviews, standing by my man, and I would
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