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Savannah’s dusk settled over Whitaker Street in 1989, the air thick with Spanish moss and the faint tang of marsh water, as Dr. Lenora Pike, forty-one, locked up her dental practice after an unscheduled root canal. Her real name was buried years ago, shed like a skin to escape a past of unpaid loans and a marriage gone sour, but her hands were steady, her drill precise. The patient, a walk-in with no record, left at 8:15 PM, his jaw numb, his thanks muffled. Lenora finished her notes, the fluorescent hum of her office mixing with the clink of instruments in the sterilizer. She locked the front door, her white coat swapped for a cardigan, her keys jingling as she waved to the janitor, Carl, who swept the lobby. Security footage caught her buckling into her Civic, her smile tired but warm, the engine purring as she turned left onto Whitaker. Eight miles to her Tybee Island home, a route she drove daily, but she never arrived. The janitor swore he saw her headlights fade, the streetlights flickering as if in farewell. Her husband, Tom, waited, dinner cold on the table, the phone silent. Three days later, her Civic surfaced in a marsh off Highway 80, doors open, engine cold, seatbelt still clicked tight. No footprints marked the mud, no tire tracks led out, the marsh’s surface unbroken except for the car’s weight. The police combed the reeds, their boots sinking, but found no body, no blood, only a faint dental antiseptic smell lingering in the car. Tom clutched her scarf, its lavender scent fading, swearing Lenora wouldn’t leave, not with her patient files neat, her coffee mug half-full in the office, her life anchored to routine.

The marsh kept its secrets, the Civic towed to a lot, its windows fogged as if it still breathed. The police called it a runaway, maybe a breakdown, but Tom’s calls to her office went unanswered, the practice shuttered, its sign peeling. Savannah moved on, the marsh’s hum drowning out Lenora’s absence, her patients finding new dentists, her name fading like a chart misplaced. Tom kept her office key, its brass worn, hoping for a clue that never came. Years passed, the Civic gathering dust in a salvage yard, its paint flaking under Georgia’s humid weight. In 1996, Marcus Tate, twenty-six, bought it cheap, a fixer-upper for his commute to a warehouse job in Pooler. He’d been Lenora’s patient once, at nineteen, her steady hands fitting a crown on his molar, the metal cool, the procedure clean. He didn’t think of her when he turned the key, the engine coughing to life, the radio crackling static. Then a voice cut through, not Lenora’s, but his own, low and deliberate: “Still need that crown.” Marcus froze, his jaw tingling, the crown in his mouth warm, as if freshly set. He pulled over, heart pounding, the marsh’s stench seeping through the vents, sharp with antiseptic. He
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