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            Foreword

         
         A few days before Christmas, my father was home alone when he heard what sounded like pebbles hitting his bedroom window.
            He looked outside and saw two masked men in head-to-toe black, standing expectantly in his backyard. They’d hopped my parents’
            gate and were checking to see if the house was empty; they had, I assume, burglarious intentions.
         

         
         We hosted a Christmas Eve party right after this happened, and I overheard my dad telling this story no fewer than three times.
            According to at least one version, my sixty-seven-year-old father grabbed his gun and chased the men into the street. He also
            concedes that they started running as soon as he came to the window.
         

         
         This was one of the more dramatic happenings in my family’s life in 2023. It was, anyway, our year’s closest brush with crime.
            It was also a true nonevent in the scheme of things: a trespass, an aborted burglary, a retiree with an unloaded gun. At most,
            a NextDoor post. For us, though, it held a certain small significance. Everything feels meaningful when it’s close to home.
         

         
         This is, of course, the power of a good story. It removes distance, letting us experience other people’s problems with an immediacy that is otherwise hard to access. Over the last four years, I’ve read thousands of crime stories for The Best American Mystery and Suspense. I’m familiar with the genre conventions and, at this point, I’m almost never surprised by the novelty of a plot line. On
            the other hand, I remain constantly moved and delighted by particulars.
         

         
         It is an honor to edit this series, to find stories I love and share them with such an appreciative audience. Since its inception
            as The Best American Mystery Stories in 1997, this anthology has published short fiction by many of your favorite writers at different points in their careers.
            It also boasts an illustrious roster of guest editors: Robert B. Parker, Sue Grafton, Ed McBain, Donald E. Westlake, Lawrence
            Block, James Ellroy, Michael Connelly, Nelson DeMille, Joyce Carol Oates, Scott Turow, Carl Hiaasen, George Pelecanos, Jeffery
            Deaver, Lee Child, Harlan Coben, Robert Crais, Lisa Scottoline, Laura Lippman, James Patterson, Elizabeth George, John Sandford,
            Louise Penny, Jonathan Lethem, C. J. Box, Alafair Burke, Jess Walter, and Lisa Unger.
         

         
         For Best American Mystery and Suspense 2024, I had the pleasure of working with Southern noir juggernaut S. A. Cosby. I’m not even sure when Shawn and I met, but we’ve
            known each other for years, and I’m a huge fan of his work. He’s written four fantastic novels: My Darkest Prayer, Blacktop Wasteland, Razorblade Tears, and All the Sinners Bleed. The first of these came out in 2018, but he’s already had an enormous impact on the mystery and suspense world, with award-winning,
            bestselling books that have helped reshape the genre. He’s won the Macavity, the Anthony, the Barry, the Hammett, the International
            Thriller Writers award, and the Los Angeles Times Book Prize, some of these in back-to-back years. He’s also a multiple Edgar
            nominee. For many readers, including one Barack Obama, he’s probably the defining writer of contemporary crime fiction.
         

         
         What many people might not know is that Shawn cut his teeth on short stories, cranking out hundreds of them in the years leading
            up to his first novel. He published many of these with Thuglit, which also counts many BAMS authors among its contributors. Shawn may write instant bestsellers now, but he spent years honing his craft and voice in
            the comparatively niche world of short crime fiction. This may account, in part, for his deep camaraderie and continuous generosity
            with other writers.
         

         
         He still writes tons of short stories, by the way—I’m always excited to come across them in my reading for this anthology.
            He was a contributor to The Best American Mystery and Suspense in both 2022 and 2023. He would’ve been eligible for this year’s, too, but he took a year off to be my guest editor. Shawn
            has been an extremely game partner in this process, and I am very grateful to him for his intelligence, enthusiasm, and willingness
            to work on the unreasonable schedule I foisted on him.
         

         
         I’ve had a wild year—I judged the National Book Awards and have been shooting a TV show in South Korea, where I am currently in a hotel room writing this overdue foreword after an all-nighter on set. As I’ve mentioned in past volumes, I also have two small children. My first was born less than two weeks after editor Nicole Angeloro tapped me for Best American. Because of all the above, I’ve gone five years without working on a novel. Editing this series has kept me connected to
            my people and my love of crime fiction. I will never get sick of reading fresh stories and working with writers like Shawn.
         

         
         This is my fourth anthology, so I knew where to find eligible stories, and, helpfully, writers and editors knew where to find
            me. I read through every issue of Ellery Queen and Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, as well as Akashic’s collections of noir and genre stories. I tracked down crime anthologies, many of them after receiving
            submissions from individual authors or editors, and kept tabs on the various mystery publications, both in print and online.
            I also hit up editors of literary journals for crime or crime-adjacent stories. I sifted through all these stories and picked
            around fifty of the best (or, more accurately, my favorites), which I passed on to Shawn. He read them as fast as I could
            get them to him, and he chose his favorites. We had an 11:30 p.m. Zoom meeting on maybe the last possible night before selections
            were due and finalized the list, sharing our thoughts and gushing about these spectacular stories. Twenty of them made it
            into this volume, but you can find the remaining thirty candidates in the honorable mentions at the back of this book. All
            the writers and stories on that list are worth seeking out.
         

         
         As you read this volume, I hope to be well into my reading for The Best American Mystery and Suspense 2025. I still worry about missing eligible stories, so authors and editors, please do send me your work. Five of the twenty this year were direct submissions by authors, and three were from sources I might otherwise not have found. To qualify, stories must be originally written in English (or translated by the original authors) by writers born or permanently residing in America or Canada. They need to be independent stories (not excerpts) published in the calendar year 2023 in American (or Canadian) publications, either print or online. I have a strong preference for web submissions, which you can send in any reasonable format to bestamericanmysterysuspense@gmail.com. If you would like to send printed materials, you can email me for a mailing address. The submissions deadline is December 31, and when possible, several months earlier. I promise to look at every story sent to me before that deadline. After that, well, let’s say it depends on my schedule. 

         
         I’m proud of all our work here, and grateful for the chance to share these outstanding stories. I hope you enjoy them as much
            as I did.
         

         
         Steph Cha

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction

         
         The summer after I graduated from high school I went to the library to get some books for the weekend. Yes, I was the kind
            of kid who got books for the weekend instead of being invited to parties. Anyway, as I was perusing the shelves I came across
            a book of short stories called The Best American Mystery Stories, edited by Sue Grafton.
         

         
         At this time in my life, I knew I wanted to be a writer but I wasn’t sure what genre was best for me. I loved horror novels
            and sci-fi and fantasy. However, my heart always seemed to come back to mysteries, to crime fiction. Before that day I’d never
            heard of the BAMS. But in that anthology, under Sue Grafton’s sure hand, I found short stories that moved me, that made me
            laugh, that made me think. I think it was the first time I really understood the power of the short crime story. The magic
            that happens for a brief moment, like a shooting star streaking across the sky, when you read a story that grabs you by the
            hand and says, “Come with me, see what I have to show you.”
         

         
         It’s not always pretty what we are shown but then again, we can’t appreciate the light without the darkness. We can’t enjoy
            the sweetness without a taste of the bitter. These days the market for short stories is eroding like a thin strip of beach
            in a hurricane and I think that’s a shame. Some of the greatest crime and mystery writers of all time were masters of the
            form. It’s a special skill that combines brevity with wit and cleverness and the hint of the existential malaise that imbues
            crime fiction with its gravitas.
         

         
         The twenty stories in this collection are some of the finest examples of short crime fiction I’ve read in a long, long time. There are stories here about loss, about love, about revenge and justice. There are stories that will make you laugh; some will make you cry and some will leave you stunned by the incredible width and breadth of their ambition and the beauty of their achievements. 

         
         It was my honor to work with Steph Cha to bring these stories to you. Many of the authors here are included in this anthology
            for the first time. I can tell you from personal experience that being included in the main collection or being cited as a
            Distinguished Story can be one of your first and most important accolades as a crime writer. It’s your entry into a special
            club, where you can find yourself alongside your idols. And that more than anything is the enduring legacy of The Best American Mystery and Suspense anthology. It brings you, the reader, new writers you may not have been aware of, and it allows you to read the work of writers
            you are intimately familiar with.
         

         
         It’s a place where everyone is welcomed as long as you can tell a compelling tale. It’s another link in the long chain that
            connects all storytellers from African griots to Sophocles to your favorite authors today.
         

         
         Well, enough from me, you didn’t pick this book up to hear me ramble on. You came for the stories. So, sit down, get comfortable.

         
         Here, let me show you something. Let me show you what’s here waiting for us, here in the dark.

         
         S. A. Cosby

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Scarlet Ribbons

            Megan Abbott

         
         
         from A Darker Shade of Noir

         
         All the children knew about the Hoffman House.

         
         Penny couldn’t remember a time when she didn’t know about it. She had spent all of her eleven years three doors down and around
            the corner from it, and it had been empty her entire life.
         

         
         No one had lived in the house for years, though everyone seemed to remember a time when new renters had passed through, staying
            a week or two and then disappearing in the night, even leaving their belongings behind, suitcases left open, boxes unpacked.
         

         
         It was the neighborhood spookhouse, the Halloween dare, the stuff of all the children’s nightmares, and Doctor Hoffman was
            the boogeyman that haunted their dreams, sharpened their taunts, fired their morbid kid fantasies.
         

         
         Sometimes, high school boys threw rocks at the windows. Then, last spring, two girls in Penny’s class came to school, breathless.
            They claimed they had snuck up to the house. The doors were all boarded shut, but they had seen things in the windows: TV
            trays, a dusty globe, rippled magazines, a stuffed teddy bear, its stomach chewed open. A Formica table covered with fading
            Christmas wrapping paper and all the trimmings, long ribbons curled into wilting bows.
         

         
         By the end of the school day, they were claiming they’d seen the hammer itself, red-slathered and punched hard into the entryway
            floor.
         

         
         That didn’t seem like it could be true. The police would have taken the weapon, Susan Candliss insisted. Don’t you know anything?

         
         Besides, another girl said, how could it be stuck in the floor? It was a ball peen, not a claw.

         
         And then someone insisted the Hoffmans were Jewish anyway and wouldn’t have Christmas paper.

         
         But that visit had an impact. Soon, other girls wanted to go. It was like French kissing. Soon enough, if you hadn’t done
            it, you were good as dead.
         

         
          

         Though it had happened many years ago, it seemed like almost everyone knew someone who was a part of it. Maybe their aunt
            or aunt’s friend had been one of Doctor Hoffman’s patients and remembered he always had such soft, dimpled hands when he placed
            the stethoscope over her heart. Maybe their father used to mow the Hoffmans’ lawn when he was in high school and sometimes
            could see Mrs. Hoffman clipping her prized night-blooming jasmine, her monkey-faced orchids, her spider lilies in the glass
            conservatory. Maybe they’d even heard the hushed recounting from the neighbor who took in the Hoffman girl the night it happened,
            when she ran down the zigzag front steps and pounded on their glass door, her hair thick with blood.
         

         
         The story was deceptively simple. Doctor Hoffman had been a heart doctor and his wife Agnes led the Horticulture Society and
            decorated their marvelous home. They had three children, sixteen-year-old Bettye and the eleven-year-old twins, Jody and Kathy.
         

         
         These were the known things, the rest were heard things, passed things, behind hands at slumber parties, whispered in the
            kitchen at cocktail parties.
         

         
         Things like this: Doctor Hoffman would sometimes have agonizing headaches that would make him nearly go blind with pain and
            you could hear his screams from the hill below the house.
         

         
         And like this: once, in her high school English class, Bettye recited a poem she’d written herself about a merry-go-round
            that never stopped spinning and all the children clutched on the horses eventually grew up and grew old while the ride kept
            going. Their now-gray hair had grown so long it caught in the horses’ pumping legs and wound around their hooves, setting
            sparks that caught fire and the merry-go-round went up in flames. A fire, a fire, and they finally knew what it was that they had been running from! she read to the rapt class, her voice shaking with feeling.
         

         
         But no one could have guessed what was to come next. A December night when something snapped inside Doctor Hoffman. That was what everyone said—“Something snapped” or “He snapped,” as though this could happen to anyone, as though any parent, any father, might one day take a ball-peen hammer and crush his wife’s skull as she slept. Which was what Doctor Hoffman did. 

         
         Bludgeoned. That was the word people often used. It was a terrible word, Penny thought. It felt like a cold marble in your mouth, the
            kind that might land in the center of your throat so you couldn’t breathe at all.
         

         
         But Doctor Hoffman wasn’t done. Bettye woke up to her mother’s screams and to her father standing above her bed, the hammer
            raised above his head. He caught one glancing blow on her temple before she spun loose and stumbled to the floor, crawling
            across the thick pink carpet of her princess bedroom, then leaping to her feet, running down the zigzag steps, her father
            behind, chasing after her, tripping on his pajamas—patterned with painted clowns holding balloons—and stumbling, giving Bettye
            just enough time to escape through the front door and down the steep concrete to a neighbor’s house, screaming, screaming,
            screaming.
         

         
         The twins were climbing out their window when their father walked by their open bedroom door. He stared at them a long minute,
            hammer swinging at his side.
         

         
         Go back to sleep, he told them calmly. This is a nightmare.

         
         Go back to sleep. This is a nightmare.

         
          

         Meanwhile, the neighbor opened his door to find Bettye there in her nightgown, blood pouring down her cheek and neck like
            a bucket of paint had tipped over on her head.
         

         
         He called for his wife as Bettye kept asking, over and over, Where are the twins? Where’s Mommy?, scratching her head with fingers red-slicked. Poking at the wound on her head until the neighbor’s wife fainted right on
            the doorstep.
         

         
         The neighbor ran to the Hoffman house and opened the front door, and he could hear this awful, ghoulish moaning. Slowly, slowly
            creeping upstairs, he could see Doctor Hoffman roaming the hall in his gaudy clown pajamas, the hammer loose between his fingers.
         

         
         He was saying strange things, the neighbor said, and only later was it reported in all the newspapers that he’d been reciting from Dante’s Inferno, Canto One open on his bedside table. Midway through the journey of our life I found myself within a forest dark, for the straightforward path had been lost . . .

         
         By then, Doctor Hoffman had already taken a fatal combination of barbiturates.

         
         Moments later, while tending to the children, the neighbor heard a slump and discovered Doctor Hoffman on his bedroom carpet,
            a swirl of his clown pajamas.
         

         
         Maybe it wasn’t true, at least most of it, but it felt true.

         
         No one knew what happened to the children after. They would be grown-ups by now, maybe with children of their own. Who could
            guess the nightmares they had? Who could guess how they slept again?
         

         
          

         It was rumored that Doctor Hoffman had financial difficulties. That that was what had driven him to such dark acts. He couldn’t
            afford the grand home in which they lived, complete with ballroom and glassed-in conservatory. But others said it was “emotional.”
            That Doctor Hoffman had struggled with melancholy before and maybe had even been in a sanitorium.
         

         
         That was what Mr. Calhoun said. He was the only one on the block to remember the Hoffmans. Sometimes Penny talked to him while
            he was repairing radios in his garage. He gave her honey candy and butterscotch curls.
         

         
         When he was sixteen, Mr. Calhoun had mowed the lawn for Mrs. Hoffman, who paid him a quarter each time.

         
         She was a nice lady, he said. She always said, “My husband’s a heart specialist, but his heart belongs to me!”

         
         Once, Penny heard her mother talking in the backyard to Mrs. Candliss about it.

         
         They were sunbathing in their new two-pieces, the only time Penny’s mother took off her pantyhose because she didn’t like
            the backs of her legs, the faint red skein Penny herself could barely see. Spider veins, her mother called them, making a
            face.
         

         
         They were talking about Mrs. Hoffman whose head, it was said, became melon soft from the hammer blows.

         
         I guess he got tired of her.

         
         I guess she got fat.

         
         And they laughed in a funny, high voices, like they didn’t mean it but wanted their words to be a shield that would protect
            them. Protect them from whatever put Mrs. Hoffman at hazard.
         

         
          

         Go back to sleep. That was what Doctor Hoffman told the twins. This is a nightmare.

         
         That was in all the newspaper articles. It was the one detail everyone included when they told the story. That, and the hammer.

         
         Go back to sleep. This is a nightmare.

         
         Penny always remembered it. It was something every kid heard, all the time.

         
          

         Penny knew if she ever went to the house, she would never tell her father. Certainly not her mother. But someday, she thought,
            she would have to go.
         

         
         Everyone seemed to, eventually.

         
         Don’t go near there, her mother always said. You’ll get lockjaw.

         
         Lockjaw was the scariest thing you could ever get, Penny was sure. Ever since her father told her how his Great-Uncle Ernie
            stepped on a rusty nail and died six days later.
         

         
         Don’t set foot there, her father told Penny once, his face hidden behind the newspaper.
         

         
         Why not?

         
         A man went mad there, he said, shaking straight his newspaper, his fingers twitchy. Mad as a hatter.

         
         Don’t bother your father, Penny’s mother said, watching them from the kitchen, drying dishes slowly with a long towel. He works hard.

         
         You get too close to the house, her father whispered to her, his breath sweet with vermouth, the house gets into you.

         
          

         Sometimes, four or five times a year, her father had to spend rest days in the dark bedroom, a cold towel on his face. You
            were never to bother him. He worked very hard selling vacuums all day. He managed the whole department and customers could
            be very difficult and demanding. Sometimes Penny could hear him crying softly through the door. Sometimes moaning. He had
            a case of the black clouds. That’s what he called them. Don’t bother your father, her mother would say. He’s very sensitive.

         
         But then the black clouds would pass, and he’d take Penny to the skating rink and to Schwitt’s for candy and to pick any doll she wanted in the whole store. He would be grinning the entire time, grinning so hard his face might burst. 

         
          

         It seemed to Penny that there was a day world and a night world, and her parents’ night world was so different and she only
            had occasional keyholes into its mysteries.
         

         
         She sometimes listened to her parents talking late into the night. There was a strange, lolling rhythm to it, and she mentioned
            it once to her mother, who said her father talked in his sleep and sometimes sang. She said it was on account of the war.
            Don’t mention it, she said. Penny never would. Her father didn’t ever talk about the war except the time she heard him tell Mr. Thorpe next
            door that he was always the point man because he was the shortest in his platoon. Once a year, on Veterans Day, he’d go to
            the VA dinner and be too tight to drive home. Someone else would bring him home.
         

         
         Last year, Penny thought she could hear him through her bedroom wall, singing “Scarlet Ribbons” on the sleeping porch. It
            was about a man who roams the town all night to find scarlet ribbons for his daughter, but all the stores are closed and shuttered.
            Finally, he comes home at dawn to find his daughter asleep in her bed, surrounded by mounds of scarlet ribbons in gay profusion lying there.

         
         Her father’s singing sounded so pretty, like a cartoon princess, crooning softly, his voice like it might crack, break, shatter
            as he called out the final for her hair.

         
         Daddy, she said. Daddy, are you okay? And the singing stopped so fast, and then a creak, creak, creak, and he appeared in her doorway, the long shadow of him, his body swaying and only the gleam of his hair oil.
         

         
         He didn’t move and Penny didn’t move either, and her hand, curled around her blanket, pressed against her mouth.

         
         Go to sleep, he said, his voice low and strained. You were dreaming.

         
         And maybe she was.

         
         The next day, she told her mother about it and her mother sat down at the kitchen table and cried and cried. I should never
            mention the night world in the day world, Penny realized. Adults never liked it and sometimes they hated you for it.
         

         
          

         How could you start sixth grade never having braved the Hoffman house, zigzagging up its zigzag stairs? Suddenly that was what everyone at school wanted to know. 

         
         At first Penny could never imagine doing it. She thought it might be like all those other things you can’t imagine you’d ever
            do, like let boys lie on top of you. And then, in the dark basement of some party, after a few passed sips of Ripple, it happens,
            your eyes stuck open, fixed on the dangling light bulb in the laundry room.
         

         
         First, Susan Candliss did it, then Nina and Tina, the twins, together. They were still having nightmares about it. They said
            they saw something through the window, a dark shape on the stairs. The dark shape had followed them home and maybe was living
            in their closet. Their mother had to spray all the corners of their bedroom with Florida water.
         

         
         Pretty soon, all the girls in Penny’s class had gone, or said they had. They all had stories. Of shadows and fluttering bats,
            creaking shutters and a nest of crushed baby mice. One girl claimed she’d climbed through a broken window and that it was
            like outside had become inside, with scattering birds and rodents living in the stove and Mrs. Hoffman’s spider lilies growing
            deep in the carpet. She said she felt like something had gotten in her throat—a spore or fungus—and how, at night, she couldn’t
            breathe.
         

         
          

         You don’t have to do it, Susan assured Penny, but that didn’t seem true either.
         

         
         And maybe Penny wanted to. Wanted to have to go, so she would.

         
         Some days, she took the long way home from school just to walk by.

         
         She was building up to it.

         
         Maybe it would be like that boy in the basement, making her stomach wiggle in ways she never knew it could. She could almost
            taste the Ripple now.
         

         
         Maybe it would be okay and then over.

         
         Maybe it would be like letting her into night world at last, where all the grown-ups lingered, exploring their mysteries,
            feeling feelings, seeing things untold, untellable.
         

         
          

         One night, two weeks before sixth grade, Penny decided to do it. To go.

         
         It was late, but still before the eleven o’clock news.

         
         Her parents were in the TV room, the anchor’s voice droning and her mother’s knitting needles clacking. Her father snoring,
            today’s newspaper twitching on his lap.
         

         
         They never heard the screen door, its spring loose and lazy.

         
         Her father’s service flashlight heavy in her pocket, swinging against her leg as she ran.

         
         One house, two house, three house, turn. Kitty-corner.

         
         And there it was, the Hoffman house.

         
          

         Spanish-style and large, three stories, the house lurching high up on a hilltop, its red-tile roof jutting out like a grooved
            tongue.
         

         
         Penny’s breath caught in her throat.

         
         But it felt right, the time, the night, warm and moon-bright.

         
          

         There was so much time going up those zigzag steps, so much time to change your mind, glancing up at its long, narrow windows,
            especially the biggest one, through which you could see the sharp slash of a staircase. Every time Penny looked away, she
            thought she saw something moving up those stairs. Maybe it was the dark thing Nina and Tina had seen, the one that followed
            them home and, despite the Florida water, still hadn’t left, crouching over them as they slept.
         

         
          

         There were two tall windows flanking the entryway, boarded shut.

         
         Penny peered inside both, her legs shaking.

         
         Inside was a grand room, a drawing room, maybe, the floor swirled with sooty sheets.

         
         The room was so alive, dust motes dancing on the Spanish tiles, the moonlight silver-streaking the spiral staircase.

         
         No one ever said what you were really supposed to do when you got up there. Clap the front knocker, try all the door handles,
            tug at the window sashes, slip a hand through a broken pane. See what you can see. Put yourself in the beast’s mouth. Open
            the forbidden box.
         

         
         She placed her right hand on the heavy wooden front door. Maybe I’ll feel something, she thought.
         

         
         The wood felt warm and spongy-soft, so soft she wanted to stroke it. So soft she stroked it a bit until she felt a pinch and
            pulled her hands back fast.
         

         
         A spider—shiny black with a red blotch shaped like an hourglass—flitted away.

         
          

         The wind—hot, sparkling—lifted.

         
         Penny could hear a shush of leaves, branches behind her.

         
         She thought suddenly of Bettye Hoffman. How neighbors said she sounded like a wild animal shrieking as she ran from the house.
            How someone said the newspapers printed a picture of Bettye’s monogrammed light plate smeared with blood.
         

         
         Maybe I can go home now, Penny thought. She’d done it, after all. She’d braved the ascent to the Hoffman house, stood at the front door, peeked in
            the front windows. But the idea of going back down those steps, of going back home, the tight stillness of the house, her
            parents, eyes glazed, seated on opposite sides of the living room, the TV going to snow . . . 

         
          

         Both hands on the heavy flashlight, Penny started moving.

         
         She decided she would walk the full perimeter of the house, she would peer in every window, half broken, glass glittering.

         
         The full perimeter. That was a phrase her father used, from the war. How they made the infantry walk the perimeter with dowsing rods, looking
            for land mines or something. Booby traps, he called them, and the booby was me. Laughing, laughing so he couldn’t stop, until he bent over at the dinner table, nearly crying from laughing.
         

         
          

         Everything was as everyone said, but different.

         
         First, the glass conservatory on the right side, fogged and moss-slimed. When Penny pressed her face against it, she could
            see Mrs. Hoffman’s famed spider lilies still growing, impossibly growing inside.
         

         
         Next, she came upon a sitting room, a pair of acid-yellow wing chairs, the cushions heavy with old rain, a draped sofa, a
            draped turntable, a draped Zenith, its antennae piercing through. A dark stain on the tufted wall-to-wall carpet, indeterminate
            and large. There was nothing in the room to be scared of. But there was a feeling she couldn’t name.
         

         
         It was hard not to think of Bettye, or the twins, or even poor Mrs. Hoffman, whom Penny could picture roaming the rooms in a frilly peignoir, her hair in curlers, bending over to pick up the sock, the hammer still caught in the back of her head, hovering there like a tuning rod, blood tumbling down like scarlet ribbons in her hair. 

         
         She thought of what they said about Mrs. Hoffman, how her husband had brought down the ball peen so hard, he’d split the back
            of her head open. How he’d left an inch-wide hole. How she had drowned in her own blood. How even the whites of her eyes had
            turned red.
         

         
         You could never imagine that much blood, Susan Candliss said, even as they were both imagining it. Like the spin art kit Penny got for Christmas, the hum of its
            motor, squeezing red paint into the spinner, spattering it across the paper. Dappling it across Penny’s fingers so her mother
            stood her over the sink, rubbing the washcloth so hard it felt like pins.
         

         
          

         Penny went back around the other side. She was saving the rear of the house for last. It was so dark back there, a place no
            streetlamps or even moonlight seemed to go.
         

         
         She felt something claw at her throat. The dust, she thought. It must be the dust.

         
          

         First, there was the kitchen, the oven door creaked open, the metal table laden with cans curled open, a raccoon-rummaged
            box of Rinso soap flakes, pastel stacks of melamine bowls, a brown-sluiced bottle of Lea & Perrins, a saucer smeared with
            mint jelly. It made Penny’s head hurt, all of it.
         

         
         Next to the window, there was a door that Penny knew would open.

         
         She knew somehow it wasn’t locked, but she didn’t go inside.

         
         She remembered the pinch of the spider and didn’t touch the handle.

         
         Don’t go inside, something told her. And in her head she was already upstairs, in the Hoffman bedroom, her feet soft in the deep carpet,
            the deep carpet spattered black with moonlit blood.
         

         
         Once, Penny’s neighbor caught his dog in the car door and the dog’s poor head bled all over the driveway. She remembered watching
            from the window as her father hosed the driveway down. You could never think a dachshund had that much blood.
         

         
          

         Next to the kitchen, there was a set of windows too high to reach.

         
         She crawled, spiderlike, on top of a set of cellar doors.

         
         Panting, she stepped on the damp, splintering wood. For a second, she thought her shoe might poke through, capture her. That a nail might pierce her, poisoning her with fatal lockjaw. 

         
         But the wood held her.

         
          

         Her hand on the window screen, Penny knew as soon as she saw the tinsel. It was the room everyone had mentioned. The one full
            of wrapped Christmas presents. The gleaming silver paper and gaudy gold ribbons, scattered pom-pom bows in tinsel red, green
            ribbons like tendrils, crimson ones like Mrs. Hoffman’s spider-lily legs.
         

         
         Scarlet ribbons, scarlet ribbons. She could nearly hear her father singing.
         

         
         Scarlet ribbons, scarlet ribbons, scarlet ribbons for her hair.

         
         Penny wondered what was inside the bright wrapping: an Erector Set for Jody, a Ginny doll for Kathy, a vanity set for Bettye?
            A brand-new briar-wood pipe for Doctor Hoffman? She liked to imagine inside were a pair of fancy new garden shears for Mrs. Hoffman,
            but maybe she was like her own mother, wrapping everything—and what was under the tree for her? Her father had trouble remembering
            things and sometimes he’d rush out for a jumbo bottle of Evening in Paris from Woolworth’s. Once he’d forgotten entirely,
            then cried over Rumple Minze for hours. A week later, he spent all his money on a pretty gold locket from Ahee Jewelers and
            Penny’s mother had to return it so they could make the car payments.
         

         
         But the Hoffmans were Jewish, weren’t they? Maybe they were Hanukkah presents, she thought. And the store only had Santa paper.
            Or maybe these weren’t their gifts at all but some renters’ or squatters’ left abandoned as they ran away in the night.
         

         
          

         Hold still, Penny whispered to herself, her hand on her beating heart.
         

         
         That was what Doctor Hoffman had told his daughter Bettye, struggling under her bedclothes, staring up at the hammer in his
            hand . . . how he told her, Hold still.

         
          

         There was no avoiding it now. The rear of the house, the blackness there. She had to go. She had to, even if it felt like she had gone farther and deeper than any of her classmates, than anyone at all since the Hoffman children bolted out of that house, bolted from one nightmare into the next. 

         
         She wondered suddenly why Doctor Hoffman didn’t kill the twins. Had he come to his senses by then? Or had he planned to kill
            them later? Or had he looked into their eyes, blinking and scared, and lost his nerve?
         

         
          

         Penny crept slowly, her ankles prickling with mosquitoes, maybe with the furry stamens of the spider lilies.

         
         One hand on the winged wall, the stucco soft in her hand, she turned the last corner, expecting a pool of darkness.

         
         But it was brighter than she guessed, the moon slipping from behind the clouds.

         
         Everything was overgrown, muzzy, two sets of patio doors clotted with sooty mold. Spores, slime, everything mossy soft under
            her feet.
         

         
         She felt the scratching in her throat again, like furry things had slipped inside her. But as she moved closer, it didn’t
            matter anymore. Because the moonlight made the green muck iridescent, magical.
         

         
         And she could see inside.

         
         A ballroom dancing along the entire rear of the house, its doors spilling out onto a patio of broken tiles, Penny’s ankle
            turning on every one as she moved closer still.
         

         
         Inside were gleaming floors, a black and gold bar along one wall and mirrors everywhere.

         
         In one of them, Penny could see herself, her eyes wide, her hands gripped on the window ledge. Penny could see herself, moonlit
            silver.
         

         
          

         In an instant, all the bad feeling disappeared, the smell everywhere of night-blooming jasmine, of floor polish, of cigarette
            smoke.
         

         
         It was like in a movie, everything sparkling, shadows flickering. Penny imagined whirling around inside in a swirling gown.

         
         She heard the footsteps first, then turned, squinting. But even before she saw him, she knew. There, at the far end of the
            room, was Doctor Hoffman, tall and pale, dancing alone on the herringbone floor in his jaunty clown pajamas.
         

         
         Oh, she thought, he’s so happy. Look how happy he is.

         
         Inside there was music, grand and sweeping. She could hear it, tinny and muffled through the glass doors.

         
         Doctor Hoffman turned and looked at her. Come inside, he seemed to say with his eyes, and Penny wanted to, she did.
         

         
         It was all a terrible mistake, she realized, a gasp in her throat. He never meant to do it. He’d only wanted to dance with
            his wife, with his daughter, the hammer like some glittering conductor’s baton.
         

         
         He never meant to do it!

         
         She knew it somehow, watching him, large and ungainly, pajamas billowing, spinning around in his scuffing slippers, a spot
            of dried shaving cream caught in his ear.
         

         
         Come inside, he seemed to say, waving again, moving toward her as he swayed and twirled.
         

         
         I will, Penny thought. I must.

         
         Her hand on the patio door’s knob, she tugged and she tugged but the door wouldn’t give. There was something wrong with her
            hand, her fingers tight and a throbbing in her palm.
         

         
         Daddy! the cry came. Oh, Daddy!

         
         Penny looked up and saw it was Bettye.

         
         Bettye, curled in Doctor Hoffman’s gangling arms, her feet bare and her white nightgown dotted with red bows.

         
         Father-daughter dance, Penny thought, her face aching from smiling.
         

         
         Whirling her around the dance floor, Bettye’s arms wrenched high enough to meet her father’s, and Penny couldn’t quite see
            her face.
         

         
         Bettye, Penny wanted to cry out, and maybe she did. Bettye, hold still! Hold still!

         
          

         But suddenly Penny had that feeling again of something scrabbling its way up her throat, and her hand hurt even more, stiff
            like a claw.
         

         
         She knew it was time to go.

         
         Something had closed shut, sealed itself up.

         
         Night world was zipping its zipper shut and if you didn’t want to be trapped inside its dark center forever, you better go,
            go, go.
         

         
          

         The air had grown still, heavy. The tree branches hung low, and the moon slipped behind everything.

         
         Skittering down the zigzag steps, the flashlight clunking against her leg. The streetlamps bright and garish and the sound of an airplane vrooming above. 

         
         The night quiet, the street empty and cool.

         
         She hurried, nearly smiling.

         
         She’d done it, she’d done it.

         
          

         Her hand hurt and felt big, like the gloved hand of her Donald Duck rubber squeak toy. She had to use her other one to turn
            the doorknob, the swollen screen pressed against her face.
         

         
          

         The house was still, fans humming.

         
         Her bed was cool, her breath settling.

         
         She’d done it, she’d done it.

         
         She couldn’t make her brain shut off.

         
         The house was still in her, she’d taken it with her.

         
          

         An aching pain in her right hand, Penny lay in bed.

         
         Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the red Christmas curlings and the red bows in Bettye Hoffman’s nightgown and the
            red threads on her grandfather’s cheeks, and on Principal Stevens’s puffy nose. The red veins on the backs of her mother’s
            legs. The deep red of Mrs. Hoffman’s spider lilies.
         

         
         Spider lilies.

         
         It was then she remembered the front door, the spongy wood, the pinch in her hand, and the shiny spider flitting away.

         
         Her head felt hot, everything felt hot.

         
         She looked down at her puffy hand and saw it, a red line extending from her palm up to her elbow. A red line like one of those
            coiling Christmas ribbons.
         

         
         Oh, how it ached.

         
         Daddy! she cried out. Help me, Daddy!

         
         Scarlet ribbons, scarlet ribbons. She could hear her father singing the song.
         

         
         She could nearly feel herself like the girl in the song, tucked in bed, the crinkling sound of ribbons, scarlet ribbons swirled
            around her, snaking around her ankles, curling around her wrists and throat. Curling so tight she couldn’t breathe.
         

         
         Scarlet ribbons, scarlet ribbons, scarlet ribbons for her hair . . .

         
          

         And there he was in the doorway, his long shadow lined black.

         
         Go back to sleep, Penny, he said. Go back to sleep.

         
         His body swaying in striped pajamas and only the gleam of his hair oil.

         
         But Daddy, you don’t—

         
         Go back to sleep, he said louder now, louder even as his voice seemed far away. And then she knew what was coming, the red encircling her,
            her throat closing up around her—
         

         
         This is a nightmare, Penny.

         
         Go back to sleep.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Matter of Trust

            Frankie Y. Bailey

         
         
         from School of Hard Knox

         
         
            Eudora, New York

            Tuesday, November 23, 1948

         

         Annie Gibson brushed away the snow melting on her windshield and plucked the folded sheet of paper from beneath the wiper.
            “Just a minute, sweetie,” she said to her eight-month-old son who was watching her from the front seat.
         

         
         She got into the car and smiled at the baby in his booster seat. “Isn’t the snow pretty, Johnny-kins? See the big, fluffy
            flakes? But we need to hurry and finish our errands. We want to be snug at home before the streets get slippery. First, just
            let Mommy see who left her a note.”
         

         
         The paper was a page torn from the kind of ruled composition book children used. The message was in sprawling print.

         
         Ask him what he did.

         
         No signature. Just that one sentence.

         
         Ask him what he did.

         
         Annie stared at the note, then dropped it on the car seat. It slipped under Johnny’s booster. She would have to remember not
            to leave it there.
         

         
         She started the car, heard the whoosh of the heater, switched on the windshield wipers.
         

         
         The village was busy for a Tuesday afternoon. Thanksgiving was only two days away. Everyone was trying to get errands done
            before the snow came.
         

         
         Annie waved as she passed Miss Henderson, the librarian. She needed to pick up another knitting book.

         
         The baby gurgled, and she reached over to touch his arm. “I’m sorry I had to bring you along with me on my errands, sweetie.
            Do you miss Grandma? She’ll be home in time for Christmas.”
         

         
         Warm air was coming from the heater now, but she couldn’t stop shivering.

         
         Who would leave such a horrible note? Who would walk up and put that under someone’s windshield wiper, making the person who
            received it wonder what it was about?
         

         
          

         The meat loaf was ready to come out of the oven and she was mashing the potatoes when Jack came in from the garage. He stopped,
            foot raised, at the kitchen door.
         

         
         “Oops!” he said. “Wet shoes.”

         
         She laughed as he made a show of drawing back his foot. “Thank you, darling.”

         
         He came back wearing the leather slippers she had left by the bench.

         
         Annie said, “And tonight, husband, we’re having apple turnovers.”

         
         “My turn to say ‘thank you,’ ” he said. He kissed her on the cheek she turned toward him. “You smell nice.”

         
         “Cinnamon and allspice. Makes both cook and house smell nice.”

         
         “Do I have time to change before dinner?”

         
         “Ten minutes. Will that do?”

         
         “Be back in five.”

         
         “Try not to wake Johnny,” she said.

         
         “I’ll be as quiet as a whisper.”

         
         Annie smiled. He always made her smile.

         
         She brushed her bangs back from her forehead with the back of her hand. If she couldn’t get into the beauty parlor soon, she’d
            have to take the scissors to them.
         

         
         She could hear Jack whistling softly. But that was all right. Johnny sometimes fell asleep to his daddy’s whistling.

         
         She was not going to hurt her husband by showing him a silly note. The person who’d left it had probably put it on the wrong
            car. Or had been playing a joke that wasn’t funny.
         

         
          

         They were listening to “The Bing Crosby Show” when the telephone rang.

         
         “I’ll get it,” Jack told her. “I know you don’t want to miss Bing.”

         
         She tried not to listen any more than she usually did.

         
         When she heard him say “looking for a contractor” and that he would give him the information tomorrow at the office, she knew
            he was talking to Travis. The two men, best friends, had come to Eudora from Buffalo after the war. They had been looking
            for a place to strike out on their own. Jack, the real estate agent, and Travis, the contractor. They had gone in together
            to rent, then buy, an office building on Main Street.
         

         
         Jack had met and married Annie, a Eudora girl. Travis was still a carefree—and sometimes careless—bachelor. A danger to the
            hearts of the women who fell for a handsome war hero.
         

         
         Jack had gone to war, too. But he was ready to settle down after it was over.

         
         Except for his weekly night out with the boys. He and Travis were on the same bowling team. Beer and bowling every Thursday
            night.
         

         
         Jack was finishing his call on the hall phone.

         
         Annie turned her attention back to the radio and her knitting.

         
         
            Friday, November 26, 1948

         

         Annie was paying the delivery boy from the cleaners when she remembered the note.

         
         She had put it in her purse when she got home on Tuesday afternoon. Put it there, first, not sure if she would show it to
            Jack. Then, reluctant to throw it away when she didn’t know who had left it or why. Put it there in her purse and been so
            scatterbrained this morning she had forgotten it was there.
         

         
         Jack had asked if she had the checkbook. She had been making his breakfast and listening to the morning news. She had called
            back, “Look in my purse.”
         

         
         Now the inner pocket of her purse where she’d put the note was unzipped.

         
         “Thank you,” she said, accepting Jack’s shirts and suit from the delivery boy.

         
         “Have a good day, Mrs. Gibson.”

         
         She carried Jack’s dry cleaning into their bedroom and hung the shirts in their place and the suit with the others.

         
         Then she went back into the living room and looked again at the unzipped inner pocket. The note was still where she had put it. Still folded. 

         
         If Jack had seen the folded piece of paper, he had probably thought it was a grocery list. There was no reason why he would
            have taken it out and read it.
         

         
         Except last night, he had asked if something was wrong. They had been listening to the radio, and he had reached for his coffee
            cup and her attention had been caught by his hands. Hands that looked as if they should belong to a concert pianist.
         

         
         She had blurted that out soon after they started dating; he had laughed and said he was tone-deaf.

         
         Last night, he had turned his head and caught her staring at his hands. He had asked what was wrong. She had said she was
            woolgathering. Thinking about her post-Thanksgiving errands. All the things she needed to get done tomorrow.
         

         
         Maybe this morning, he had thought of that and been curious about what she planned to do today. Maybe he had taken the note
            out and read it.
         

         
         Ask him what he did.

         
         If he had read that ugly message, what had he thought? Why hadn’t he asked her about it?

         
          

         Annie had promised to work at the church bazaar that afternoon. She wanted to get Johnny dressed and ready before the sitter
            came. This was a new woman and she wanted to start off well. She would need the woman’s help until her mother got back from
            visiting her brother and his family in California.
         

         
         After the sitter arrived, she had a few minutes to herself. She decided to bring Jack his lunch. A turkey sandwich and some
            pumpkin pie. He loved Thanksgiving leftovers even more than the first day.
         

         
         She was parking down the street when she saw Jack coming out of his office. She was getting out of the car, ready to call
            out to him, when Travis came out of his door.
         

         
         She glanced at her watch. Only a little after eleven. Early to be going out to lunch. Maybe they were going to look at property.
            Jack had told her they wanted to buy another building as an investment.
         

         
         They started to walk away. Jack, talking and gesturing. Travis, leaning on the cane he used when the leg he had been shot in during the war was acting up. He had told her, laughing, that women never minded his bum leg. They wanted to soothe his pain. 

         
         He had a crew that did the work he lined up. So, the leg wasn’t as much of a hindrance as it might have been.

         
         They got into Jack’s car. Annie watched them drive away. And wondered why she hadn’t called out or waved to attract her husband’s
            attention.
         

         
         There was a trash can on the corner. She dropped the brown paper bag with his lunch into it.

         
         
            Sunday, November 28, 1948

         

         The phone rang as Jo Radcliffe was wondering if God or anyone else would notice if she missed church. No one had told her
            when she agreed to serve as the temporary public health nurse how often she would be called out in the evening. Last night,
            it was a woman who had gone into labor while she was scrubbing the floor. Having delivered four children without a problem,
            she had decided to have this one at home. That might have been fine if her doctor hadn’t been busy at the hospital and baby
            number five hadn’t decided to present himself feet first. But they had managed.
         

         
         And the phone was still ringing. Jo tumbled out of bed and grabbed her robe. She ran down the stairs, bare feet on hardwood
            floor, regretting she hadn’t stopped for slippers.
         

         
         She grabbed the receiver from the hook. Whoever it was, was determined.

         
         “Hello,” she said.

         
         “Jo, Eli Gordon here. Sorry to bother you early on a Sunday morning.”

         
         “Oh, Chief Gordon. That’s okay, I was awake. What can I do for you?”

         
         “Would you mind coming over to the station?” He paused. “I could sure use your help with something.”

         
         “I gather this is serious.” Dempsey, her aunt Meg’s Maine Coon cat, paused at the top of the stairs to sit down and lick his
            paw. “An emergency?”
         

         
         “We have it under control. But the sooner you can get here, the better.”

         
         “Okay, I’ll be there in about forty-five minutes.”

         
         “Thank you, Jo. I appreciate it.”

         
         Jo hung up the receiver. The chief had obviously not wanted to share whatever it was with any curious listeners who happened to be on her party line. Whatever it was couldn’t be good. 

         
         Dempsey strolled past her, plumed tail in the air, ignoring her presence.

         
         He was still sleeping on Meg’s bed. And resisting any effort by Jo to offer him comfort.

         
         She followed the cat down the hall. Even if she wasn’t going to have time for a leisurely Sunday breakfast, he expected his.

         
          

         “One of my men found him sitting in his car,” Chief Gordon said as he handed Jo a mug of black coffee. “The car was in the
            middle of the street, and he was sitting there behind the steering wheel.”
         

         
         “Was he already dead?”

         
         “Dying,” Chief Gordon said. He settled his bulk into his chair. “Dead by the time the ambulance got there.”

         
         Jo took a long sip of coffee strong enough to use as an oar. “What does she say about why she shot him?”

         
         “Nothing. She’s not talking.”

         
         “But you’re sure she did it?”

         
         “The two witnesses who heard the shot and looked out of their bedroom window said it came from the bar. Then they saw him
            come staggering out the door and get into his car. He didn’t get more than four or five blocks down the street before he slammed
            into the curb.”
         

         
         “And they called the police?”

         
         “They called. So did three other concerned citizens. Except for that bar, it’s a quiet neighborhood over there.”

         
         “And no one else was in the bar? The owner?”

         
         “Got a call from his wife who wanted him to come home. She had the flu and was throwing up. He left as soon as he’d gotten
            the last customer out the door. He asked the girl to lock up. When my officer went in, she was back in the office, sitting
            at her boss’s desk. The gun was right there on the desk.”
         

         
         “Her gun?”

         
         “Her boss’s. He kept it in the desk drawer.”

         
         Jo took another sip of her coffee. “If you think she should have a medical evaluation, a doctor—”

         
         “Got one if we need him. I’m hoping you can help me with her sister.”

         
         “Her sister?”

         
         “Different last names. Different fathers. The sister is a Rossi.”

         
         “Christina Rossi?” Jo said, remembering a slender, dark-eyed teenager.

         
         Chief Gordon nodded. “That’s her. Said she met you when the library asked you to talk about having been an Army nurse.”

         
         “She came up and asked me about nursing school.”

         
         “She’s here. She got someone to give her a ride as soon as she heard what had happened. Lila doesn’t want to talk to her,
            but she won’t go home. Anyway, she’s just a kid—”
         

         
         “Fourteen. She said she was starting high school this year.”

         
         “And they live in a trailer park out near Mulholland Road. I don’t feel easy about sending her back out there by herself.”

         
         “Child welfare—”

         
         “When I asked her if there was anybody she wanted me to call, she said you.”

         
         “She asked you to call me? We had one conversation that lasted all of ten minutes.”

         
         “Seems like you made an impression on her.” Chief Gordon gave her one of his slow, thoughtful looks. “She could use somebody
            to help her get through this. Doesn’t look good for her sister.” He paused. “I hate to see her go into foster care. It’s her
            sister that’s done the crime.”
         

         
         “You don’t expect me to—”

         
         “I thought you might just keep her for a few days.”

         
         “What good will that do? If her sister isn’t released, she’ll still—”

         
         “You never know what might happen.”

         
         Jo set her half-empty mug down on his desk. “You said Lila Tate shot a man. Are you saying it might have been self-defense?”

         
         “I don’t know what it is. She’s not talking. I just think it’s kind of odd, don’t you?”

         
         “Maybe they were involved with each other. A lover’s quarrel.”

         
         “That’s possible. With a girl from her background, it might even be likely that she’d have a male friend who would help her out now and then.” Chief Gordon leaned forward. “Except her boss was surprised, couldn’t believe it when I told him what happened. Now her boss, Bill Pope, is a careful man. He likes to keep his head down. That’s how he’s managed to keep that bar open for almost fifteen years. He wouldn’t hire a girl who was likely to cause him trouble. Wouldn’t leave her alone with his money or his gun. So, I’m thinking Lila might have a story to tell. In a few days, she might be willing to talk. But in the meantime, we’ve got the problem of her little sister, sitting there all alone in our meeting room, crying because Lila won’t see her.” 

         
         It was a long speech. Jo stared at him, knowing that he knew he had her. She almost cursed out loud.

         
         “All right. A few days. She can stay with me a few days—if we can get approval.”

         
         Chief Gordon smiled. “Just to save some time, I’ve already put in a call. The lady I talked to was happy to give us her approval.
            We just have to do a little paperwork.”
         

         
         “Did you ask Christina if she knows anything?”

         
         “I couldn’t get my tongue around that. I hate questioning kids about grown-up stuff.” He paused. “Maybe you can ask a few
            questions when she’s with you.”
         

         
         “I set myself up for that one, didn’t I?”

         
          

         “Should I call you Christina, or Tina?” Jo asked, glancing over at her silent passenger.

         
         Aside from thanking Jo for coming and saying yes, she would like to stay with her, she had said almost nothing. She was almost
            as silent as her half-sister in her jail cell.
         

         
         The two sisters had only a passing physical resemblance. Lila Tate was short and curvy, with bleached blond hair and a cynical
            curve to her mouth. She’d reached for another cigarette and mumbled, “Thanks,” when Jo told her Christina would be with her.
         

         
         “ ‘Tina,’ ” the girl beside her said. “Lila calls me ‘Tina.’ ”

         
         She was still staring out of the window, but Jo heard the tears in her voice.

         
         “Tina, it is,” Jo said. “Why don’t we go out to your place and pick up some of your things.”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “You’ll have to give me directions.”

         
         Tina directed her to six or seven trailers on a scrawny plot of land at the end of a dead-end road. There was a ranch house
            down the road that might belong to the person who owned the trailer park.
         

         
         “How do you get to school from out here?” Jo asked. “You go to school in Eudora, right?”

         
         Tina nodded. “A couple of other kids and I walk down to the fork of the road. The bus picks us up there. Sometimes Lila drops me off when she has to go in early for her other job.” 

         
         “Her other job?”

         
         “She works part-time at the diner on Main Street.”

         
         “I don’t remember ever seeing her there.”

         
         “She works in the kitchen.” Hand on the car door handle. “Do you want to come in?”

         
         Jo wasn’t sure what she should say. She wanted a look inside, but she didn’t want to embarrass her. “Would you rather I wait
            here?”
         

         
         “It’s okay if you come in. Lila made me help clean up before she went to work yesterday.”

         
         The interior of the trailer was what she had expected. Cramped, with cheap fixtures. But everything was in its place. Tidy
            was the word that came to mind. Stale cigarette smoke balanced by two lush green plants on the counter.
         

         
         “Someone has a green thumb,” Jo said. “Those are beautiful plants.”

         
         “Lila,” Tina said. “She’s always wanted a real garden. I’ll go get my things, so we can go.” She looked back over her shoulder.
            “How long do you think I’ll be gone?”
         

         
         “At least a few days. If you need more, we’ll come back.”

         
         “That was Mrs. Ingram who was looking out her window when we drove up. I should ask her to keep an eye on the trailer while
            Lila and I are gone.”
         

         
         “That’s a good idea.”

         
          

         Jack was on the telephone when Annie came back from putting the baby down.

         
         “His brother’s coming in from Buffalo,” he told her when he hung up the phone a few minutes later. “He says the police told
            him they can’t release the body until there’s been an autopsy.”
         

         
         Annie shook her head. “I can’t believe this.”

         
         Jack said, an edge to his voice, “You never thought Travis’s wild side would catch up to him?”

         
         “I always hoped you would be a good influence on him.”

         
         “Well, at least, none of them would have shot him.” Annie wrapped her arms around his waist. “I liked Travis. He could be
            funny and charming, and he deserved respect as a war hero. And, he was Johnny’s godfather.”
         

         
         “And his dog liked him?” Jack said.

         
         “Yes, he did. Do you think his brother will take Max?”

         
         “If he doesn’t, we will. Travis would have liked Johnny to have his dog.”

         
         “And a collie isn’t so big,” Annie said. “I’m going to go check on the pot roast.”

         
         “I don’t have too much of an appetite.”

         
         “Do you think you might be coming down with something?”

         
         His laughter startled her. “Annie, my best friend was shot last night. He’s dead. That—”

         
         “I only meant . . . I know how upset you are.” She brushed at her bangs. “Sandwiches and coffee. How’s that?”

         
         “Fine,” he said. “I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

         
         “Don’t be. It was a stupid question.”

         
         “I’m going to my study for a little while.”

         
         “I’ll call you when everything’s ready.”

         
         She watched him leave. Then she sank down on the sofa.

         
         
            Monday, November 29, 1948

         

         On Monday evening, Jo came home to find Tina—who had been allowed to stay home from school—sitting on the sofa reading a book.
            She was reading the book aloud to Dempsey, who was curled up close against her, his paws on her leg.
         

         
         Dempsey spared Jo a glance out of his golden eyes. His tail twitched, but he returned his attention to Tina.

         
         Tina glanced at Jo, smiled, and went on with her lively rendition of The Wind in the Willows.

         
         Fascinated, Jo sat down in an armchair and kicked off her shoes. Tucking her feet under her, she settled back to listen to
            the story, too. It was a long time since she had visited with Toad and company.
         

         
         She would never have expected shy, retiring Tina would be such a mimic.

         
         Perhaps it was the rhythm of the book that was holding Dempsey enthralled. Or, maybe it was the arm Tina had curled around
            him as she read.
         

         
         Jo’s eyes drifted shut. She woke with a start when she heard Tina laugh.

         
         “We’ll finish the rest of it tomorrow,” she told the cat.

         
         Jo yawned and stretched. “What shall we have for dinner?”

         
         “I can make it,” Tina said. “I make dinner for Lila when she’s tired.”

         
         “Why don’t we do it together? How about hamburgers? I’ve even got frozen French fries.”

         
         “I’ve never had those. But I love hamburgers.”

         
         Dempsey followed them into the kitchen. He curled up on the cushion in the bay window.

         
         “You seem to have won Dempsey over,” Jo said.

         
         “I like him. He kept me company today.”

         
         Jo took the ground beef out of the refrigerator. “I heard from Chief Wilson that Lila was arraigned today. That means she
            had her first appearance in court. She has an attorney now, and he had her enter a plea of not guilty.”
         

         
         “But if she shot the man—”

         
         “Her lawyer says it’s still better to plead ‘not guilty’ for now. That will give them a chance to work on her defense—to figure
            out the best way to present Lila’s case and explain what she did.”
         

         
         “Do you think if she tells them what happened, they might not send her to prison?”

         
         “That depends on what happened. Since Lila won’t talk about it—”

         
         “But maybe she’ll tell her lawyer.”

         
         “Maybe,” Jo said. She broke an egg and beat it. Added it to the ground beef. “Did Lila ever mention Travis Boyd to you?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Jo reached for a knife. “Do you like onions on your hamburger?”

         
         “Not really. I’d rather have pickles and catsup.” Tina glanced over at Dempsey. “He looks funny with one leg up in the air
            like that while he licks himself.”
         

         
         “He would rather call it ‘grooming’ himself. In case you haven’t noticed, Dempsey is a very dignified cat.”

         
         Tina giggled. “I wanted a kitten or a puppy, but Lila said we might have to move and we might not be able to take it along.”

         
         “When did she say that?”

         
         “A long time ago. When I was eight or nine. We were living in an apartment then. After that we moved out to the trailer park.”

         
         “Do you like it out there?”

         
         “It’s okay. Do you want me to set the table?”

         
         “Please. Then would you feed Dempsey while I’m getting the burgers on?”

         
         Dempsey had eaten and settled in for a nap, and they were having dinner when Tina put down her hamburger. “I think something happened. Something with Lila.” 

         
         Jo picked up a French fry and took a bite. She didn’t want to spook her by questioning her too closely. “Want to tell me about
            it?”
         

         
         Tina nodded. “One night, she . . . her car broke down. Someone brought her home. I think there were two men. But it was dark,
            and I only saw the shape of the one who got out. She was sitting in back, and he opened the car door. I ducked down so they
            wouldn’t see me. Then I heard Lila coming in, and the car drove away. I got up, but she told me to go back to bed. It was
            a long time before she came to bed.” Tina paused. “I could hear the water running in the bathroom. And then when she came
            to bed, she was just lying there.”
         

         
         “Did you ask her if anything was wrong?”

         
         “I tried to, but she told me to go to sleep.”

         
         “When did this happen?”

         
         “In October.”

         
         “Early October? Late?”

         
         “Early. The first week in October. I know it was Thursday because I’d been listening to ‘Charade Quiz’ on the radio.”

         
         “Did she say anything the next morning about what had happened?”

         
         “She said the car wouldn’t start and she got a ride home. She got a ride with Mr. Ingram back into town that day. She had
            to get the transmission fixed in the car, but her boss at the bar loaned her the money.”
         

         
         “But . . .” Jo said, choosing her words, and reminding herself she was talking to a fourteen-year-old girl. “You think Lila
            was upset about something when she came in that night? Maybe she was worried about paying for repairs. Could it have been
            that?”
         

         
         Tina shook her head. “She worries about money all the time. This was different. She was . . . that morning, it was like she
            was dazed, and she had this bruise on her wrist.” Tina looked away. “I think those men hurt her.”
         

         
         Jo said, “Do you think . . . if that was what happened . . . is there someone she might have told?”

         
         Tina poked at the half-eaten hamburger on her plate. “Lila wouldn’t want people to know if something like that had happened.
            She wouldn’t want them to think . . . you know what they think about how it’s the woman’s fault.”
         

         
         “Yes. But it isn’t.”

         
         “But they already think . . . when you don’t have a lot of money . . .”

         
         Jo nodded. “People have all kinds of wrong ideas. But sometimes keeping a secret can be worse than dealing with what they
            might think.”
         

         
         Tina’s head came up. “How do you know that? You live here in this big house and you’re a nurse and you were in the Army. How
            do you know how it is for Lila and me?”
         

         
         “I don’t. But believe it or not, I might have a secret or two.”

         
         “You do? Is it something bad?”

         
         “Something that people might find surprising.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Maybe I’ll tell you one day. Right now, we need to think about how to help your sister. If something did happen that night,
            maybe Travis Boyd was involved. That might be something that Lila’s lawyer could use in her defense.”
         

         
         “You think so?”

         
         “I think we should let her lawyer and Chief Gordon know so they can investigate.”

         
         Tina sighed. “Lila isn’t going to like it that I told.”

         
         “She might feel humiliated and embarrassed, but she’ll know that you’re only trying to help.”

         
         
            Friday, December 3, 1948

         

         That Friday afternoon, Jo was back in Chief Gordon’s office.

         
         He said, “We know now Travis Boyd was at the bar that evening with his bowling buddies. Pope, Lila’s boss, remembers Boyd
            was loud and happy. Still there for last call.”
         

         
         “So, it’s possible he was still around when Lila went out to her car and discovered it wouldn’t start,” Jo said. “Do you think
            her lawyer will be able to get her to talk? Maybe she’ll talk to me now.”
         

         
         “That’s the other reason I called you to come in. She does want to talk to you. About her little sister.”

         
         “I wish she’d see Tina.”

         
         “Well, she’s willing to see you. That’s a start.”

         
         Lila came out wearing the plain blue dress that was standard issue for the few women who passed through the jail. She sat
            down on the other side of the table and lit a cigarette.
         

         
         “Hello,” Jo said. “It’s good to see you again.”

         
         “Forgive me for not making nice, but I’d just as soon not be seeing you again,” Lila said. “I’d rather not be in this jam.”

         
         “I can understand that. You probably didn’t intend to kill Travis Boyd.”

         
         “I didn’t think about it one way or the other. I wanted to keep his hands off me. I pointed the gun at him and shot him.”
            Lila took another puff of her cigarette. “I want to talk to you about Tina. How long are you going to let her stay with you?”
         

         
         “It was supposed to be only a few days,” Jo said. “I’m not equipped to be a foster mother to a teenage girl. So, I think you’d
            better work with your lawyer.”
         

         
         “Nothing I say is likely to get me out of this mess.”

         
         “If Travis Boyd was one of the men who gave you a ride the night your car broke down—”

         
         Lila glared at her. “What do you know about that?”

         
         “Tina told me something happened. If Travis Boyd did rape you—”

         
         Lila laughed. “My sister’s a kid. What’s your excuse? Didn’t anyone ever tell you that girls like me don’t get raped? We either
            sell it or give it away.”
         

         
         Jo nodded her head. “And living in a trailer doesn’t do much for your credibility either. But if there was another man . . . if you told them who—”
         

         
         “And he denied it happened. Who do you think they’d believe?”

         
         “Don’t you think you owe it to your sister to at least try?”

         
         Lila stubbed out her cigarette. “I killed him. They aren’t going to let me just walk out scot-free.”

         
         “Did he come to the bar to attack you again?”

         
         “He came to tell me to leave his best buddy alone.”

         
         “The man who was with him?”

         
         “And who went for a walk in the woods while Travis bent me over the hood of his car.” Her eyes flared. “And then his buddy,
            Jack, had the nerve to play the gentleman and help me out of the car when they dropped me off. He asked me if I was all right.”
         

         
         “What did you do to make Travis warn you?”

         
         “I left her a note—Jack’s wife. I was driving by and there he was walking her out of his office. His pretty, smug little wife
            pushing their baby in a stroller. He kissed her—that was how I knew who she must be. And then just before Thanksgiving I was
            leaving my job at the diner, and I saw her getting out of her car with the baby. And . . .” Lila smiled. “I left her a note.”
         

         
         “What did it say?”

         
         “Just, to ask him what he’d done.”

         
         “Did she?”

         
         “Nope. Afraid of what he might say, I guess. But she kept the note. He found it in her purse. Then they saw her outside his
            office.” Lila
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