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1

The girl’s body lies face up on the arid earth.

The ground is hard and parched and has been for so long that cracks create scars so dark they might lead down to hell itself. As night turns to day and a dawn breeze blows, a light coating of dust settles on the naked, pale skin that has been so carefully washed clean. Her empty eyes, still staring upward in the echo of surprise, begin to dry out, and the small stain of crimson at the back of her skull, tinting the fan of her hair, is thickly tacky, the moisture already sucked into the greedy land before the air can claim it, hungry for anything that might once again help the crops grow.

Despite the slow, thirsty death claiming this small Midwest farming town, by the time the sun creeps up over the horizon, away from the body in the barren field, the noise of life is returning. Trucks chug along the quiet roads and those residents who have remained, who have chained their short lives to this unpredictable place, stir and rise, pulling on their clothes and hoping for the scent of rain to finally hang in the air.

Soon, two things will happen at once. The first, a worried call to the sheriff’s office—a girl gone missing, not where she should be, she’s never done anything like this, she’s a good girl, all the things always said—will come through. The second, a farmer, downbeat and already broken by one more year of a terrible harvest, the drought not letting up, will find the girl’s body among the dry scraps that should be wheat. He won’t see the six-inch square on her lower back, her skin removed, red flesh and white bone now stuck to the land that’s like a leech or lamprey sucking what blood it can from her, but he will see the bruises from large hands around her neck, stagger backward, and shout out to his wife—who’s too far away to hear him, rummaging for any eggs the hens might have laid—to call the sheriff’s office, for all that’s holy, call the sheriff, and thus these two narrative strands will twine into a familiar story of horror, loss, and grief.

The town will come together, shocked and tearful. They will take each other’s hands.

They will look to the Lord for answers.

And they will pray.
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Anna’s eyes opened to darkness as the thunder woke her. For a moment, she didn’t know where she was, bleary, her head thumping unpleasantly in the muggy heat before the unfamiliar lines of her new bedroom, packing boxes still stacked up against the wall, settled into shape in the gloom. Bright light flashed through the open window. There was the faintest hint of a breeze teasing the edges of the curtains, but the air was endlessly hot and heavy. No rain. No surprise.

Her mouth was dry and her throat raw with the kind of thirst that only ever comes after unexpected sleep. She groaned as she sat up, jeans and tee twisted around her, and hunted down the earbuds lost somewhere on her sheets. What time was it, anyway? After Mom had got Grandma settled and left for work, Anna had come upstairs and plugged herself into an old horror movie on Tubi and must have fallen asleep.

When had that been? Eight? What time was it now? She checked her phone. Nearly four a.m. The time she was normally drifting off these days rather than waking up. Shit. Caroline. Had her little sister looked in on Anna? Probably. She felt a momentary pang of guilt but dismissed it. Caroline was nearly a teenager. She was more than capable of getting herself together for school and bed.

Anna got up, shook her clothes back into place, and peered out at the night. Lightning flashed again, illuminating the old cemetery that sat between their house and the town, the gravestones beyond the old wire fence like uneven worn teeth jutting out from the receding dry earth. She sucked in the warm air, trying to wake up, and tasted the dust carried on the breeze. If there was rain anywhere, it wasn’t over this sorry excuse for a town.

Her head still pounding, she padded barefoot out into the hallway. It was dark, lit only by the silent lightning cutting the sky outside, and when the thunder bellowed, she was sure the house shook a little, the foundations loosening in the parched country earth.

God, she hated this house. It was big—too big for just the four of them—and had the lingering smell of a building probably left empty for years. An absent smell. That of a desiccated corpse, the soul long gone. It was oppressive, despite the size, and the way the wood creaked and the rooms were filled with shadows always gave the impression there was something or someone in the corner of her eye that she couldn’t quite see. The place totally creeped her out, like the home from those old Amityville movies.

She shivered despite the night warmth that snuck in through the old walls. Unnatural shapes formed in the shadows as she went downstairs, but she ignored them. A little fear was at least feeling something, and there were plenty who would call that progress in her post-trauma journey. For all her heart’s pounding, she knew there were no monsters and ghosts. She’d learned the hard way that it was living people who did the bad things.

It was cooler downstairs, and from the hallway she could hear the kitchen tap dripping into the deep ceramic sink like a clock marking out the seconds between the flashes of light outside and the cracks of thunder that followed. She took a glass from the cupboard and flinched as the pipes squealed unpleasantly when she turned the faucet to fill it. She’d been glad to leave college after everything and thought she’d be glad to leave their home in the city—running, running, keep running away from everything—but that was before they’d moved in here. Sure, the house was big and cheap, but, just like the rest of the town, behind the facade, it was tired and worn-out.

She screwed the faucet tight but the stubborn drip continued. Another thing to add to the list for Lucas, the handyman Mom had called in, who seemed to come every day and still the jobs didn’t get finished. When Anna had complained about him, Mom suggested Anna could do some of the repairs herself if she wasn’t happy. Something else for her to help out with when she wasn’t doing her shifts at the diner. Something else to get her back in the world. Another sign that everyone’s patience was wearing thin with Anna’s moods—the unspoken It was all kind of your own fault, after all.

She took her glass and headed out into the dark heart of the house. Her head throbbed slightly, not quite a headache anymore but almost, and she hoped that if she got back to sleep, it would be gone by the time she had to be at the diner for her shift.

“I didn’t faint.”

Anna almost dropped her water as she spun around, clutching the banister for balance. As lightning flashed outside once again, the speaker was momentarily illuminated in harsh bright white. Grandma was standing in front of the sitting room window, so close her nose almost grazed it: a frail old woman in a sleeveless pale nightdress, arms thin and age-marked, skin baggy on the bones.

“I didn’t faint,” she repeated as she lifted her veiny hands and pressed them against the glass before tapping against it with one finger as if trying to get the attention of someone outside. It was creepy to see her like that, ghostly and decrepit. She didn’t look like Grandma much, not anymore. Not during her “moments.” Anna watched as she tapped and paused and started to half hum, half whisper some song Anna vaguely recognized from one of Grandma’s old Barbra Streisand CDs she refused to put headphones on while listening to.

“Grandma?” Anna put her glass down on a side table and touched the old woman’s arm. The soft skin was freezing cold. How long had she been standing here?

The singing became a quiet keening that wheezed out of Grandma and she leaned her forehead against the window, oblivious to Anna. “Is that me?” the old woman whispered.

Oh, great. There had been some vacant moments from Grandma since they’d moved—forgotten words, moments of confusion—but this was the first truly weird episode while Mom was at work, and of course it had to be while Anna was up.

“Evelyn!” Anna said sharply, using Grandma’s first name, and finally the old woman turned around, eyes wide and bewildered. “It’s me. Anna. You’re okay.”

Grandma stared at Anna for a long moment, and it was hard to dislike her for her vicious tongue when she looked so vulnerable. When there was no spite in her, Grandma just looked lost and afraid.

“What are we doing in here?” Grandma glanced from Anna to the window and then at Anna again.

“You tell me, Grandma.” Anna carefully led her back to her first-floor bedroom at the other end of the hall. “Because I sure as shit don’t know.”

“We shouldn’t be here. Don’t you remember?” Evelyn was still agitated. “We shouldn’t be here.”

“I think that every day,” Anna said quietly. “But you all thought moving to this place was a great idea. So here we are.”
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The kitchen was no more appealing with the lights on. The faucet continued to drip as Anna opened the Formica cupboards to look for the chocolate powder as milk heated in the microwave. Although there was nothing wrong with the room, there was something dated about it, no matter how clean and new the surfaces were. She ignored the notes stuck to everything. Kettle. Milk. Sugar.

Your grandmother’s sick. She’s going to have confused moments more and more often and we need to look after her. She may think you’re me when I was little. She may think you’re someone from the past. She may seem lost. It might be scary, but she’s still Grandma, and it’s scarier for her than it is for us, and we have to love her and look after her.

Loving her and looking after her would be easier if Grandma had been less judgmental about what happened with Anna. Mom claimed that the nastiness was the start of the disease taking her. Before she’d been diagnosed. Anna hadn’t been so convinced.

The microwave pinged and she checked that the milk was warm but not hot, in case Grandma spilled it or burned her mouth. Her care was less for Grandma—a year of Evelyn’s less-than-silent judgment and that’s what comes of dancing down the devil’s path comments hadn’t been wiped out by this sudden decline in her health—than the repercussions from Mom. The choice had been stark: Either Anna watched over Grandma and Caroline during her mom’s night shifts or they’d have to get a nurse in. That in turn would mean Anna doing more hours at the diner or a second job and there’d be a stranger in their house during the hours only Anna was usually awake, and she didn’t like the idea of that at all. This was the easiest option.

She stirred in two spoons of chocolate powder, then carried the cup through to Grandma, flicking off the kitchen light as she went, leaving the faucet dripping alone in the darkness.

Grandma was sitting up in bed, looking sideways out the window. “Why doesn’t it rain?” she said. No acknowledgment of the strange lost moment that just occurred. Her voice was back to normal. Brittle as dry summer twigs. “All this noise and light but no rain. What’s the point without the rain?”

“It’ll pass soon,” Anna said. “Drink your hot chocolate and go back to sleep.”

“Don’t talk to me like I’m a child, girl.”

There she was. The Grandma Anna knew. “I’m just trying to help, Grandma.”

“Why are you calling me Grandma, Claire? What is the matter—” Her head snapped around, irritated, and she stopped mid-sentence. Claire was Anna’s mother’s name. The wrong person. A wrong moment. Anna stood there, awkward, as time settled back down around Evelyn. Maybe a nurse in the house wouldn’t be such a bad idea.

“Good night,” she said quietly.

She was pulling the door behind her when Grandma stopped her.

“Anna.”

Her own name, at least. Grandma was back in the building.

“Yes?”

Evelyn stared defiantly at her from the bed, all her formidable God-fearing rage and strength now housed in that diminished, breaking-down body and mind, but if the old woman was afraid, she wasn’t going to show it.

“Thank you for the hot chocolate,” she said eventually. “You’d best get some sleep. You want to be fresh for work tomorrow.” She picked up the cup, took a sip, and went back to staring out at the dry storm in the night. Anna took that as her cue to escape.

Found Grandma in the sitting room when getting water. She was pressed up against the window. Don’t know how long she was there for. Maybe ages. Her hands were freezing.

She sent the text to her mother, then once back in her own room, stripped down to her T-shirt and underwear and got into bed. She was unsettled. Much as Anna didn’t like Grandma, the idea of Evelyn getting out of bed and potentially hurting herself made her feel responsible, and she didn’t want to be responsible for anyone.
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The air was still like hot molasses, but the thunder faded as the dry storm moved on across the swaths of struggling farmland, leaving what was left of the night peaceful. Anna reached for her earbuds and was about to plug herself into a true-crime podcast when her bedroom door creaked open.

“Anna?”

Caroline stood in the doorway, her long hair messy down her back from sweaty sleep.

“What do you want?” What now? Why couldn’t people just leave her alone?

“I thought I heard something.” Her little sister hovered where she was, nervous to come in, nervous to stay outside, one bare foot pressing down awkwardly on the other. “Downstairs.” A few years earlier she would have just run and jumped into Anna’s bed, excited to be in the presence of that rare creature, her sophisticated and wild older sister. Those days were gone.

“I got up for water, that’s all,” Anna said. “Go back to sleep.”

Caroline glanced back over her shoulder into the gloom of the hallway and then over to Anna again. “Are you sure that’s all it was?”

“I’m sure.”

Caroline took a few steps into Anna’s room and leaned against the dresser. Her legs were long, colt-like, and she suddenly looked too old for her Disney nightshirt that now barely covered her panties. She was nearly thirteen, and that was starting to show. Anna didn’t like it. Not one bit.

“Holly says the Farmhand is coming. She says it’s been six years since Lila Clarke was murdered and three years since Bonnie Buchanan. So she says he’ll be coming again now. Been another three years.”

Holly Greenbough was the center of the seventh-grade social circle, from what Anna could make out, and since starting at St. Columbus Elementary and High two weeks ago, a nervous new girl arriving toward the end of the summer semester, Holly was all Caroline could talk about. “I thought they got the guy who killed those girls. Some traveling farmworker, right? Shot dead holding up a grocery store?” She’d heard bubbles of quiet gossip in the diner about the murdered girls, vague snippets rather than much that was concrete, but she’d been reassured to hear the killer was dead.

“Yeah.” Caroline shrugged. “But Holly says he didn’t do it. She says even though he had a bunch of sick stuff on his phone, no one really thinks he’s the killer. She says the Farmhand isn’t a man at all but some kind of monster. He strangles girls then cuts skin from their backs and eats it. Keeps him alive for three years at a time. That’s why he’s returning now. She said that if you say Farmhand in the mirror three times, it’ll be you who dies next.”

“Holly seems to say a lot.” Anna laughed, glad for so many reasons that she wasn’t that age again, not least because of the popular girls and all their bullshit. She knew what they were like. She’d been one, after all.

“It’s not funny.” Caroline flicked her hair, indignant. “She was daring people to do it, but no one would. I’m glad she didn’t dare me.”

“You know that mirror thing is just every urban legend ever told, right? Candyman? Bloody Mary? If she was making something up to scare you, she could have come out with something better.”

“She didn’t make it up! She believes it too.” Caroline was so earnest she looked like a child again rather than some half woman. “When I heard the storm I thought maybe he was coming to get me. Holly said it was a dry storm when the other girls died. She said it didn’t rain all year until they were found. Then it was like God was crying.” She glanced at the window. “And now it’s a drought and it’s been another three years. He’s coming, I just know it.”

Anna felt pretty ready to turn Farmhand and strangle Holly Greenbough herself. This was obviously a trick being played on the new girl, and Caroline was so eager to fit in she’d totally fallen for it. Anna hadn’t realized her sister was this gullible.

“Jesus Christ,” she muttered and got up from the bed, going to stand by her sister at the dresser mirror. The ten-year age gap was too big for them to be friends, and before she’d gone off to college, Anna had enjoyed Caroline’s adoration but also found her clingy, always wanting to know what their dad was like and if he’d loved them, and she’d ended up making shit up, because what the hell did Anna know, really? He’d left when Caroline was born, and Anna had been a kid herself. But now Caroline was growing up too—a changeling, a butterfly half-trapped in a childish cocoon.

“There are no such thing as monsters, Callie. And urban legends are bullshit. Look.” She turned to face the mirror. “Farmhand …” She dropped her voice low as if summoning a devil.

“No, don’t, Anna!” Caroline grabbed her arm. “It’s not funny.”

“Farmhand,” she said again, ignoring her sister’s panicked protest, and then, more loudly, she said it for the third time. “Farmhand.”

Caroline gasped. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

“Well, if he’s going to come for anyone now, it will be me.” Anna turned back toward her bed. “But he won’t because this is just childish bullshit. It’s not even original childish bullshit. Okay? I mean, come on. Maybe they buy into all that out here in the sticks, but you’re a Boston kid. You know better, right?”

Caroline nodded, and although she didn’t look entirely convinced, her trust in Anna was such that she was more reassured. “Maybe it’s this house,” she said quietly. “I like my new school. I like my new friends. But this house scares me.”

Anna couldn’t argue with that. She felt it too, even if she refused to be cowed by the creaks and shadows and sense of emptiness the walls housed.

“I wish Mom didn’t have to do these night shifts.” Caroline’s face was tired and furrowed. “I like it better when she’s on days.” Callie had always been the one to have nightmares, and she hadn’t been sleeping well here. When she was small, their mother would let her in bed with her, a joy she’d never allowed Anna when their dad was around. But then their mother had poured all her love into her second child. Maybe it was to make up for Caroline never knowing their dad, but to Anna it always felt like she was left out in the cold. That Caroline was the special girl, the golden child. That maybe if she’d been the first, their father would never have vanished.

“Mom’ll be home soon enough,” Anna said. “Now go back to bed, I want to listen to a podcast.”

“You’re not going to sleep yet?” Caroline looked hopeful. “Really?” Her eyes glanced at Anna’s bed.

“You can’t sleep in here with me.” Anna cut off her question before she’d had a chance to ask it. “It’s too hot.” Caroline’s shoulders slumped. She looked small and dejected, and for a moment, Anna’s heart softened.

“Okay, I won’t listen to anything,” she said, relenting slightly and putting her earbuds on the side table. “Just in case of any noises. Not that there’ll be any. And if the Farmhand comes, I’ll deal with him. Explain why he should get out of this shithole town and go haunt girls someplace else.”

“This place isn’t so bad.” Caroline gave her a shy smile.

“Then I’ll tell him he can have the spare room. As long as he fixes the plumbing. And looks after Grandma. Maybe I’ll tell him he has to share her room. We’ll see who’s scared then.”

That was the Anna Caroline knew and loved. Irreverent Anna. Devil-may-care Anna. Not moody, sullen Anna, who dropped out of college in shame. Still, like the title of that old Stones song, you can’t always get what you want. Moody, closed-off Anna was pretty much all that was left.

“You promise you’ll listen out?” Caroline said.

“I promise.” Anna winked at her sister. “Now shoo.”

Caroline darted over and kissed her cheek. Anna barely had time to feel the brush of her silky hair on her skin and then she was gone, just footfalls in the corridor as she ran back to her own bed.

Anna lay there for a moment in the silence before turning out her bedside light and reaching for her earbuds. She scanned through various podcasts, focusing on those where the perpetrator got caught, but couldn’t find one to suit her mood, instead clicking through to the New York Times web page and staring at the competition for the zillionth time since she’d seen it. The challenge was to write a longform piece about where you live in America that evoked place as well as showed investigative and emotive skills. Anna hadn’t written anything since what happened in college, and she hadn’t done much there. She chewed her bottom lip. There were still six weeks until the deadline, but what would she write about anyway? Serving breakfasts in a small-town diner?

She closed it down and opted for music rather than a podcast, Nine Inch Nails loud and angry in her ears. So what if she’d promised Caroline she’d listen out for anything strange? Caroline needed to learn that people weren’t reliable. They didn’t keep promises and they never kept you safe. People were shit.

She turned the music up loud enough to hurt her ears and drown out any attempt at thinking her mind might do and closed her eyes, her headache finally gone.
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It was around a thirty-minute easy walk into town, but as the sun grew hotter and the cheap fabric of Anna’s uniform began to cling to her skin, sweat curling the loose hair at the base of her dark ponytail, she wished Grandma had lent her some of her nest egg to buy a car instead of telling her how good walking was for the soul.

Maybe the walking thing was true, but not in this heat when Anna had an eight-hour shift coming up. All Grandma ever cared about was the soul—how to be your best person for the next life, as if this one didn’t warrant a little attention too.

Harper’s Creek was Grandma’s hometown and she claimed to have had a happy childhood here, but as Anna walked the length of Main Street to get to Jeannie’s Diner, she reached the same conclusion she had every time. The place was a dump. After growing up in Boston and then having her year at Columbia in New York, this rural town was alien. There were some crops in the distance, but the majority of the fields she passed were hardly lush and full as they should be at this time of year. She knew from what she’d heard in the diner that more and more farmers were weighed down with debts and no chance of paying them off because even when they’d had good years, they didn’t make enough, and then the drought returned. She didn’t understand why they didn’t all cut their losses and move somewhere with jobs. And hope.

At the edge of town she passed the first couple of too many closed stores with faded For Lease signs in their windows. The first was a boutique, Rags to Riches, and the other, Party Time!, had grime coating the inside windowsills where a mannequin in a cheap nurse’s outfit leaned heavily to one side, staring out, woefully forgotten. The quiet sidewalks were cracked and uneven, dry dirt filling the gaps. America’s breadbasket now a dust bowl. Struggling to stay alive but dying all the same. The noise and wealth of the city—the constant energy of it—was a different universe. The quiet was the only thing she liked about it here. It made her feel almost safe. Out of time.

On Main, she passed the small supermarket and the hardware store and heard the strains of a hymn. A congregation in full voice filled the air even though the church doors were closed and it was a Saturday.

You teach us through the growing grain, the price of life eternal, plain

No paradise built by idle hands, no love without some pain

Where fear has scarred the land, let his word be our decree

We shall be called to bleed ourselves, that others might be free.

She tried to zone out the singing. There wasn’t much evidence of grain growing in this small town. Still, the voices inside swelled, a wave of sound in the quiet. A farmers’ service, that’s what the board said was happening inside. Maybe prayer was all they had left.
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There were three social hubs in town: the church, The Shamrock—a bar that had no visible links to Ireland, so far as Anna could tell—and Jeannie’s Diner. Of the three, Jeannie’s was the most consistently busy. The pay was shit and the hours erratic, but at least the job didn’t involve getting a bus into Kearney, which would add an hour each way, and the time drifted by quickly enough with a steady stream of customers to serve.

Jeannie and her husband, Miles, had opened the place thirty years before when they were young—as framed photographs on the walls attested—and while Miles, who spent his time in the kitchen or doing the books, had happily spread to fat and gone bald, Jeannie’s hair was the same harsh red as back then, and she kept it in the same fifties style that had been retro in the nineties, let alone now.

Her figure was trim and her lipstick still a crimson that didn’t suit her hair, but Anna doubted anyone had ever been brave enough to tell her. Jeannie was a bless your heart kind of woman. Sugar on the surface but sour and salt underneath, every compliment wrapped in a barb.

“Jeannie.” A well-dressed ruddy-faced man who’d been eating with his family came to the counter from their booth. “I’ll settle up.” He nodded over to the corner. “And give me the Millers’ check too.”

Anna knew the Millers were the foursome in the far corner where the parents had the smallest items on the menu so their kids could have burgers and fries. She’d worked here three Saturdays so far and they’d come in on each one, the event maybe a family treat that the parents didn’t want to give up.

“That’s very kind of you, William McArthur.” Jeannie’s painted fingernails flew across the keys of the old register, ringing up the items and getting his change.

“They’re hardworking folks. Won’t find a better farmer in the state. Their luck will turn soon.”

“I’ll be praying for it.” Jeannie nodded her head sagely.

“Amen to that.” McArthur slapped his large hand down on the counter hard, as if making a judgment, before picking up his hat and tipping it at the waitresses, and ushering his wife and children out.

“Take some ice cream sundaes over to those kids, will you, Suzy?” Miles said through the hatch. “Oh hell, for the parents too.”

“Really?” Jeannie turned to face her husband. One of her thin penciled-in brows rose to a sharp arch. “No wonder we’ll never retire rich, Miles Brannigan.”

“You’re a real pushover, Uncle Miles.” Suzy leaned through the hatch and kissed him on the cheek before starting at the ice cream station. Suzy, dressed in the same Jeannie’s uniform as Anna, albeit one that stopped mid-thigh, was around the same age as Anna but Anna wasn’t sure she liked her much. She was pretty, and her short uniform clung in all the right places, but like her aunt Jeannie, sometimes there was a streak of meanness under her soft exterior.

“Their farm struggling?” Anna asked Miles, watching the Mil-lers’ surprise and relief at their check being paid. “Nice that people are looking out for them.”

Miles snorted. “Some fancy city company out of Omaha is buying up a lot of the land around here. All across the state. If the bank forecloses on that farm, we have no control who they sell to. Better to keep the Millers afloat ourselves than get eaten up by soulless corporations that don’t understand us.”

“Mormons are buying land too. I saw a crazy documentary about them on Netflix.” Suzy squirted cream high on top of the sundaes before adding cherries and sprinkles. “One woman had fifty brothers, turned out. And they were all killing each other to take charge. Blood atonement, they called it. Like these people had to be sacrificed to God or whatever for their sins. They caught them, though. Locked them up, and the women, who hadn’t been allowed to do anything but marry old men and have children, ran away. Don’t want that craziness here either.”

“Something tells me that’s not all Mormons, Suzy.” Miles looked at her, amused, and she shrugged, taking the tray of desserts.

“Better safe than sorry.”

Anna watched her wiggle over to the Millers, the small, thin kids’ eyes wide with delight as she put the ice cream down. That was people all over, she thought, thinking about the fuss being made over the Millers while making a note to find the documentary and see if there was a podcast of it. Even kindness was invariably selfish.
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It was six o’clock, and Anna only had an hour of her shift left when Sheriff Adams stormed in, his weathered face like thunder as he pulled off his hat to reveal thick, unkempt black hair that was taking every direction out of town at once. He sat heavily on a stool and sighed, aggrieved, before unfolding a sheet of paper on the counter.

“Someone’s put these up all over. You heard anyone talking about it?”

Jeannie and Suzy got closer to take a look, and Anna found herself curious too. She didn’t know what she’d been expecting, but it wasn’t the pair of smiling faces in front of her. Lila Clarke and Bonnie Buchanan. The two dead girls. Lila was the youngest, sixteen when she died, and Anna figured Bonnie had been maybe twenty. They were both pretty, Lila blond, and Bonnie dark like Anna. Both full of life in the reproduced photos.

Seeing their faces was like looking at Insta or Snapchat photos of herself before. They glowed with the thrill of so many years still to be lived. All that excitement for whatever fate had in store for them, not realizing that fate had a cruel sense of humor. She felt a pang of solidarity. Something bad had happened to her, yes, even if Grandma—and Mom sometimes—not so quietly thought it was probably her own fault. But what happened to these two girls was so much worse. So final. Underneath their pictures, printed large in a shaky hand, loud and accusatory, were the words:

6 YEARS SINCE LILA, 3 YEARS SINCE BONNIE.WHO WILL BE NEXT?

“People are struggling enough right now without this kind of paranoia. This is a closed case.” Sheriff Adams looked over at a smartly dressed old man who’d been reading in a corner for an hour or so and was now getting up to leave. “You seen any of these up by your surgery, Doc?”

The old man shook his head. “I don’t see much past a few feet unless I switch my glasses over.” His voice was gravelly, and his words reassuringly slow, as if he thought about each one before speaking. He looked down at the posters, sorrowful. “Guess it’s no surprise. It’s that time, after all.”

“Michael Cairns was shot barely twenty miles from here five days after Bonnie’s murder. He’d been spying on teenagers around this town every year he worked here. His phone was full of Peeping Tom photos of girls getting undressed—including both Lila and Bonnie. State police called it over and done. What more do people want? Michael Cairns killed those girls.”

“You know that and I know that,” the doctor answered. “But there’s no convincing everyone. If I see any posters, I’ll take them down. You’re right. The town doesn’t need this dragging out again. Not fair for Bonnie’s family either.”

“Shame there was no hard evidence,” Miles muttered. Anna heard him even if the sheriff didn’t. Her stomach turned. Seemed Holly Greenbough wasn’t the only person who thought the murders were far from solved.

“It’ll be forgotten again in a month.” The doctor squeezed the sheriff’s shoulder as he passed him to leave.

“Let’s hope so,” Sheriff Adams said with a sigh as a young deputy came alongside. “I need the restroom. Damn prostate. Order for us.”

“Sure.” The deputy was good-looking in a clean-cut way, and Anna noticed Suzy standing a little taller than she had been.

“I’m going out of town that weekend anyway,” Suzy said. “Just in case.” She glanced at Anna. “You might want to think about it too. We’re the kind of girls he’d go for. Young. Pretty.”

“This town and its superstitions.” The deputy smiled. “No one’s getting murdered, Suzy, you know that.”

“If you say so.” Suzy didn’t look convinced. “You’d better promise to keep us safe.”

“I’ll do my best.” He leaned forward to look through the hatch. “Two double cheeseburgers, hold the pickles on one, and two coffees, cream and sugar, to go, please, Miles.”

As he glanced across at Anna, something close to recognition flickered in his hazel eyes. “Hi, I’m Todd Greenbough. You must be Anna.”

Anna stared at him, heart thrumming. How did he know who she was? Her wariness must have showed because he quickly clarified.

“Your name’s on your badge. And I think your kid sister, Caroline, is in the same class as mine. Holly?”

“Oh yeah, I think they’re friends.” She didn’t elaborate, not wanting to encourage conversation or friendship, but Todd grinned.

“It’s strange having a sibling so much younger, isn’t it? No one gets it. It’s like half being a parent.”

Anna shrugged. “I guess.” He was right, though. It was odd to be so much older with no other brothers or sisters in between. Sometimes she felt close to Caroline, and other times they were like strangers. No cultural reference points to share and constantly resenting being left in charge like an unpaid nanny.

Suzy stepped in front of Anna, blocking her, to put down the to-go coffee cups. “You coming to The Shamrock tonight, Todd? I’m doing a couple of hours bartending, but I get off at ten thirty. Killing Time is playing. Could be fun.”

“I’ll see how I feel when my shift ends.”

“I’ll look out for you. Maybe you could see me home.”

“Still getting wet for Todd Greenbough while he brushes you off, huh, Suzy?”

The voice was loud, and then there was the click of a lighter and the acrid scent of cigarette smoke, and they all turned to looked at the speaker. “Nothing changes in this town.”

Anna hadn’t noticed the girl come in, and she hadn’t ordered anything but was standing and smoking by the jukebox, making her selection.

Todd flushed, and Suzy looked slapped. “You’re such a bitch, Melissa.”

The jukebox burst into life, some country remix of “Three Cigarettes in an Ashtray” playing, and this young woman, maybe Anna’s age, swayed to the music, her own cigarette hanging from her lips. She was wearing denim overalls with only a bra top underneath and had a slim armful of brightly colored plastic bangles that clacked together as she moved, and her eyes were lined with thick smudged kohl. Her hair, darker even than Anna’s, was high on her head in a scruffy ponytail. It wasn’t so much how she looked that fascinated Anna, but the way she unsettled everyone around her. The air fizzed with a new tension.

“Cool it, Melissa.” Sheriff Adams, out of the restroom, joined his young deputy at the counter. He took the lid off his coffee and sipped it. “And you know smoking inside’s against the law.” He didn’t look at her, but his voice was no-nonsense, the patient tone of an exasperated father.

“I’m going anyway, Uncle Zach.” She took a long drag of the cigarette as the rest of the diner watched, then sauntered past the sheriff, a smile on her face, flicking her ash in his coffee and blowing the smoke in Todd’s direction.

Anna watched, smiling herself, until the diner door swung shut. The sheriff shook his head, pushing his cup away as Jeannie put a fresh coffee down in front of him. “Family or not, you shouldn’t let her behave like that to you. It’s disrespectful,” she said.

Sheriff Adams waved away her concern. “She doesn’t mean it. Bad time of year for her, you know that. She loved Lila.”

Miles came out of the kitchen with the burgers wrapped in foil. “That’s the no-pickle. Gave you extra cheese.”

“You’re a good man, Miles Brannigan. I won’t hear a word said against you.” He got to his feet. “Come on, Todd, we can eat in the car. Those new speed cameras won’t check themselves.” Todd Greenbough paused as he followed and looked back at Anna.

“You should come to The Shamrock sometime. Can be a good night.”

Anna gave the slightest tilt of her head—a completely non-committal, disinterested nod—and he flushed again, embarrassed, and followed his boss out. Anna wiped away a few drops of spilled coffee, scrubbing much harder than necessary. She’d go to The Shamrock when hell froze over.
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Anna ended up working an extra hour after a group of truckers had come in, and in the main she’d put her unease around the dead girls out of her mind. She would believe the sheriff over paranoid townspeople. If the state police had closed the case, then surely Harper’s Creek was safe. It was easier said than done to keep believing that when she left the diner to head home, however. Whoever was putting the posters up had been busy, and the thin photocopied sheets were pinned or taped to posts and walls and empty store windows, some flapping in the hot evening breeze as if the town was keen to shake them away, sticky paper on fingertips.

She felt the girls’ eyes on her, demanding her attention, and in her imagination they were sending a warning. Take care, Anna, don’t let it be you next.

She walked faster, nervous, this small town suddenly very much unsafe. She was being ridiculous. The Farmhand, or at least the real man who inspired the stupid boogeyman story, was dead, and the murders happened long before she got here. She didn’t know the murdered girls. She had shit of her own to deal with. But still, she couldn’t shake the unsettled feeling. Shame there was no hard evidence. That’s what Miles had said. But surely if the killer had been someone else, someone who lived here in Harper’s Creek, they’d have given themselves away by now. Even as she thought it, she knew that wasn’t true. She’d listened to enough podcasts and watched enough documentaries on serial killers to know they could go undiscovered for years. It didn’t make her feel any better. She glanced behind and around, picking up her pace.

With the evening air cooler, the promises held by a Saturday night were coming alive in Harper’s Creek. Music was playing in The Shamrock, pumping down the quiet of Main Street—and several trucks kicked up dust as they drove toward it, as if answering the call.

The deep bass throbbed as a country-rock number started, and Anna was reminded of the church hymn she’d heard earlier, on her way into work. This was the flip side to that—a beacon of danger in the night, drawing the wild and reckless, promising drinking and dancing and a good time. She of before would have loved it, but now she hurried in the opposite direction.

As she passed the church board, she saw that a poster of the girls had been tacked up there too. Their faces had washed in gray as night fell, as if they were truly ghosts looking back at her. Anna stared, and when the church’s rear door opened unexpectedly, she froze, as if caught mid-crime. A tall figure, a black shadow against the pale yellow light pooling out from inside, emerged.

Pastor Keene paused, and as he smiled his white teeth glinted. “Anna, isn’t it?” The security light clicked on as he closed and locked the church behind him. “What brings you to my door?”

He was tall, well over six feet, his body sinewy lean, hair thick and still dark despite him being in his fifties, and as he stepped out of the shadows, his blue eyes sharp and shining, there was something almost predatory about him. Masculine. Anna’s skin hummed like a rabbit’s would, suddenly aware of a fox. “How do you know my name?” The second man today to know who she was, and it made her feel vulnerable.

“It’s my job to know my flock.” He joined her on the sidewalk. “And as I’m sure you’ve realized by now, Harper’s Creek is a small town. I know most faces. Process of elimination. And the uniform”—he nodded to her dress with Jeannie’s on it—“tells me you must be Anna Maybourne. Evelyn Maybourne’s granddaughter?” A flash of those white teeth again. “Welcome to town. Always good to have a family return to the fold. I’ve seen you in church too.”

“We only go for Grandma’s sake.” She lifted her chin high, refusing to show any sign that her heart was beating so fast in her chest she thought she might pass out. “I believe in science, I don’t believe in God.”

“Is that so?” He was amused as he opened the door to his Mercedes, pristine and dust-free despite being from the eighties at least, its lines low and hard. “Well, that doesn’t mean that God doesn’t believe in you, Anna Maybourne.” He tossed his soft leather briefcase onto the back seat. “Can I give you a ride home?”

“I’m good to walk.” Staring at the darkness, she wanted nothing better than to be home as quickly as possible, but she’d take her chances in the night a hundred times over rather than get in that old car with a strange man.

“Then take care.” He looked at her thoughtfully. “Phone signal’s patchy at best since those two towers went down. And when it gets dark out beyond the edge of town, there’s no streetlights to guide you.”

“I know,” she said, defensive. “Like I said, I’m good.” They stood a moment longer, watching each other, before Anna realized that he wasn’t going anywhere until she left, so she walked past him, her hips stiff and legs feeling like they were moving all wrong under his gaze. A minute or so later the car coughed loud as his ignition fired up, but he must have turned to head the other way, because he didn’t come past. As she walked into the suffocating night, her heart finally slowing down to somewhere close to normal, she resisted the urge to look back.
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Pastor Keene hadn’t been wrong about the darkness away from town. The narrow white beam from the flashlight on Anna’s phone barely reached her feet, and when she held it out ahead of her the ocean of darkness greedily ate it up. She walked fast but not too fast, knowing that she was only a skip away from a panicked run. She took deep breaths to calm herself.

There was no one out here. No killer lying in wait. No demon Farmhand coming to murder her because she’d summoned him so cynically the night before. She gripped her keys tight, sharp edges pointing outward between fingers. Even if someone did attack her, she was ready. Elbow to the throat. Key in the eye. Run.

Occasionally, as her sneaker scuffed along the edge of the asphalt, she thought she heard the throaty growl of an old car engine somewhere behind, but no headlights broke into the night, and no car overtook her.

She paused, looking back, but could see nothing. Surely Pastor Keene wasn’t following her home, crawling along somewhere back there with his headlights off. Was he? Her stomach jittered. Six years since Lila Clarke and three years since Bonnie Buchanan. He’ll be coming again now. That’s what Caroline had said last night. Was there a creep out here waiting for his three-year murder fix?

She was being ridiculous. It wasn’t even that late. Nine, maybe. There were still a few hours’ drinking time at The Shamrock, and why would anyone risk murdering a girl in a field when a pickup could come by any minute and hear her screams? The dark and the quiet were freaking her out, that was all. She wasn’t used to it. Standing tall, she kept on walking, focusing on the steady rhythm of her feet. She’d be home before she knew it.

She wasn’t sure what came first, the glow of light or the low strains of music. It wasn’t a truck coming toward her, though—this light was static—and as she moved forward, she realized both were coming from the cemetery up ahead. She got closer, her footfalls whispering carefully, and stayed in the shadows. The light was thick, an industrial flashlight, maybe, strong enough to beat back the night, and it cast its beam across the headstones, making them a gaping maw. In the brightness Anna could see a figure dancing among the dead.

She stayed in the shadows, watching. Who was that? As the tune wafted toward her on the warm night air and she recognized the lyrics, she realized it was the same song the rebellious young woman in the diner, Melissa, had played on the jukebox. That must be her dancing, alone in the cemetery at night.

Anna was tempted to squeeze through the gap in the fence and say hi, to see if she could dance too, anything to feel free of herself. Maybe even make a friend, tragic as that sounded. Someone who wouldn’t judge her. Someone who didn’t know. Someone maybe as fucked-up and angry as she was.

She had almost built up the courage to do it when suddenly there were headlights on the road behind her, coming out of nowhere as if the driver had been there all along but only just switched them on. The growl of an old gas-guzzling engine revving faster. Was that Pastor Keene’s car?

She hesitated, considering standing her ground and facing whoever it was, momentarily braver in Melissa’s proximity, but then an owl screeched overhead, startling her, and, knowing the house was only a few hundred yards ahead, she turned and marched toward home. She didn’t want to run, a run would be admitting panic, but her breathless stride was as close to a jog as she’d come in a long time.

Once she reached the porch, she looked back, panting. The car hadn’t followed her at all but instead stopped by the cemetery. The headlights glowed in the night like a wild animal’s eyes, but she couldn’t tell if the flashlight was still on. From here, she couldn’t hear whether the music was still playing either.

Had the pastor been following her home and then heard the music and gone to check out the cemetery? That made the most sense, even if it was weird. Maybe he’d followed to make sure she got back safely, but the idea of his car crawling along behind her with the lights off was creepy as fuck, and she was glad to be home.

She let herself inside and made sure the front door was locked. She glanced sideways, but there was no Grandma muttering in the sitting room, and the kitchen light was on, dispelling any shadows. Mom would have left only a little while before, knowing Anna was on her way, and she must have gotten Grandma settled in her room and Caroline put to bed before she left.

Grandma’s TV was loud coming from her ground-floor bedroom, but Anna didn’t go talk to her, instead heading straight upstairs. The less time she spent with Grandma, the better. Grandma had made it absolutely clear who she blamed for what happened in college, and it wasn’t the boys. Anna didn’t owe her anything.

She left the light off and went to her bedroom window to look out. There was nothing to see. Only darkness. Whatever had been going on at the cemetery, it had stopped. She watched for a few minutes longer, but the night remained empty, and so she flopped onto her bed and turned on the bedside lamp.

She pulled the folded piece of paper out of her jacket pocket—one she’d just taken down from the noticeboard when the pastor came out of the church, startling her—and carefully opened it up. The two dead girls smiled at her.

WHO WILL BE NEXT?

The paper felt like a totem and she didn’t know why she’d taken it.

Thinking of the pitch-black night and the long stretches of lonely barren fields, Anna shivered. How shitty it must have been to die and be left out there. Poor Lila and Bonnie. She touched each of their faces, then slid the paper carefully into her bedside table drawer and turned off the lamp. She lay, thinking, in the silence of the darkness, before eventually, hours later, just as Mom’s car pulled up outside, her eyes closed and she drifted into sleep, where the thing that once happened to her tried to resurface—hands, heat, confused panic—but was pushed back down, the empty space still needed, required, insistent that the memory could wait. It could wait again and again and again, night after night.
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I’m going to put them on the top-shelf kitchen cupboard left side of the stove. Neither she nor Caroline can reach that high.” Mom spoke quietly. “Give Grandma one at night and she should sleep right through.”

Anna looked down at the pill packet with some long name on it she couldn’t begin to pronounce. She was foggy, not even dressed yet, having not fallen asleep until dawn. “What if she doesn’t want to take them?”

“Don’t tell her. Just put one in a hot chocolate. She likes that and it’ll cover any taste.”

“You want me to put drugs in her drink?” Anna stared at her. “Wow, Mom. Really? After what happened to me?”

“Jesus, Anna, this is different.” Her mom’s face flushed with the realization of the suggestion, and Anna felt a stab of satisfaction at her discomfort. All their lives moved on, forgetting, but Anna was stuck in that night, waiting to remember.

“It’s for her own good.” Mom shoved the pills in her pocket. “And yours. You don’t want to be up with her when I’m on nights, worrying she’s going to set herself on fire or something, do you?”

She was right. Anna did not. “Okay, okay, I’ll do it.”

“Good.”

“Hey, Claire?”

A male voice called up the stairs, and her mom hurried to the door and called down. “One minute!”

“He’s here again? Maybe he’ll actually finish one of the jobs he’s started.”

“Lucas is doing things thoroughly, that’s all. Now get dressed. We have to leave for church in twenty minutes. And no jeans. Pants if you have to, but not jeans.”

“I’m twenty-two, Mom. I don’t see why I have to go if I don’t want to, and if I do go, why I can’t wear what I want.”

“You’ll go because we want to fit in here and it makes Grandma happy, which makes my life easier, and you’ll dress appropriately precisely because you are an adult.”

Anna didn’t have an answer for that, and at least Mom hadn’t used the While you’re under my roof line that had been her go-to comment on everything during the angry months when Anna first came home. She washed quickly—there was no way she was showering while the workman was in the house—and pulled on some summer-blue cotton pants and a blouse before running a brush through her hair and pulling it into a tight ponytail.

With no makeup it made her look severe, but she was fine with that. She sometimes wore light makeup for her diner shifts, but that was only because Jeannie insisted on it—the customers like to look at a pretty face—and Anna didn’t want to lose her job, even though she also wanted to point out that it was a diner, not a strip club, and that maybe it
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