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  OAK HOLLOW


  Chapter One


  Pregnant.


  Unbelievable.


  In the bathroom of the singlewide trailer she shared with her mother in the substandard town of Brickston, North Carolina, Tracey Parks was parked on the toilet. Her skirt and panties clung to her ankles as she gawked at the pee wand in shock.


  A blue plus sign dauntingly leered back at her.


  “I’m in such deep shit.”


  She reached beside her, where the trashcan sat between the toilet and sink, and dug out the empty package. As she read the bold print garishly stamped across the front, her throat tightened.


  99.9% accurate!! If it says you are pregnant, congratulations!!!


  Perfect, she thought, dropping the box back in the trash.


  Tracey stood up, hiked up her panties and skirt, then stepped around to the front of the sink and stared into the mirror. A teenaged wreck ogled back at her from the glass.


  Tracey Parks was going to be a baby-mama.


  She shivered as a wave of nausea rolled over her. She gave it a moment to pass before looking back into the glass. Her face was pale, dark crescents under her eyes.


  “You’re a wreck,” she told the slightly scary Tracey in the mirror.


  She noticed toothpaste speckling the glass in mint-crusted dots and wondered when it was last cleaned. It looked awful. She squatted down and searched the cabinet under the sink for some kind of soap or maybe some glass wipes to clean it, knowing the only reason she was pretending to care was to stall leaving the bathroom.


  Stall facing her mother.


  Digging through the mess, she found a box of tampons, toilet paper rolls, a bag of cotton balls and an unopened jug of bubble bath. She had no clue why it was there, forgotten and powdered in dust. Nothing down here could clean the mirror. Maybe she could use the bubble bath? Dab a towel with some of it? That could work.


  Knock it off!


  She was doing anything she could to prolong the inescapable confrontation with her mother, but if she stayed in the bathroom much longer, her mother would figure out the test results on her own.


  Tracey could hear the conversation in her head: I told you this would happen. You’re only seventeen and running around with a guy so much older than you was like playing with fire. Guess what? You got burned, baby. Brace Dinsmore should go to jail!


  Blah-blah-blah…


  She flopped down on the toilet, dropping her head into her hands.


  The mishap had undeniably occurred last month when Brace had promised her a night of something special. He’d certainly delivered. There was a blue plus sign proving how special that night had been. He hadn’t had a condom, and had promised to pull and pray as he’d so delicately phrased it.


  He hadn’t.


  This was his mistake.


  Takes two, you know…


  She shook her head.


  That night, she’d prepared for a romantic evening at his place, but instead what she was given was a cold night parked in a field, a backseat and a bun in the oven. Such a wonderful present from a boyfriend of four months. And not only was Brace her boyfriend, he was also her manager at Office Warehouse. He’d been promoted after the previous assistant, David Barker, had quit. She worked there part time a day or two after school and on weekends. She recalled their last conversation about their relationship. The same night Brace had made them parents-to-be.


  “I figured that by special, you meant we’d actually get to make love in your bed.”


  “You know we can’t.” He took a deep drag off his cigarette.


  “I don’t care what people think.”


  “Listen, I can’t risk ruining my position. I busted my ass to get promoted to manager.”


  “I don’t see how the two of us fucking in your bed would ruin that.”


  “I’ve told you my roommate’s bitch girlfriend is always over there. And if she knew we were doing this, she’d tell everyone.”


  “That doesn’t matter to me. Besides, I don’t think you’d lose your job over a rumor. That’s all it would be, Brace. A rumor. I wouldn’t say anything, and you know it.”


  “You’re seventeen. The rumor alone would be enough to get people snooping around. It’s just too risky right now. I’m sure you understand…”


  “Then I’ll quit.”


  “Thank you,” he said, sighing as if relieved.


  She realized he’d misunderstood her meaning. “I mean the job. I’ll quit my job.”


  “No, don’t do that.”


  She’d smiled, basking in the warmth of knowing he truly did care about her. Her blushing had been obvious, but she couldn’t have cared less. He was thinking of her for once. “It’s okay, sweetie. Don’t worry about me. I can find another job easily.”


  “I’m not worried about that. I’m saying don’t quit because then people would really get to talking.”


  Brace Dinsmore, ladies and gentlemen. The man of her dreams. Her future husband.


  She had never once doubted in the slightest that one day she’d be his wife. Even after his little oopsy-squirt. Her attraction to him had been instant, and the more time she got with him, the more time she wanted from him. It was impossible for her to resist the fantasy of her lying in bed with a large dome for a stomach and waking him in the middle of the night to send him out for a tub of caramel and apple slices.


  But instead of the make-believe movie in her head, Tracey had been plagued with an upset tummy. Nothing solid had come out of her for days, and now she understood why.


  Pregnant.


  Here it comes…again…


  Her stomach flipped, dropping her to her knees. She hunched facedown over the toilet bowl and vomited. After three violent spasms, she sat up, backhanding the greasy froth from the corners of her mouth.


  Then she began to cry.


  Telling her mother was going to be bad, but dealing with Brace would be impossible. She’d be gentle delivering the news, but he was extremely sensitive, and no matter how carefully she presented it, his reaction would be less than pleasant. She needed to prepare herself for that.


  A light tapping came from outside the door. “Tracey?”


  Mom.


  She continued. “Is everything okay in there?”


  No. It’s far from okay.


  Chapter Two


  “Can’t be mine,” said Brace, certain.


  Tracey made a coughing noise in the back of her throat. “Why not?”


  “I’m impotent.”


  Laughter exploded out of her.


  From where he sat behind the steering wheel of his Maverick, he looked genuinely upset by her reaction. They’d gone through the drive-thru at Burger Bob’s, and Brace ordered two meals, one for himself and one for her. Then they’d driven across the street and parked at the far edge of the Walmart parking lot. Away from anyone who might see them.


  Tracey wasn’t hungry. The three days of dreading this conversation had tainted her appetite. Telling her mother had been the hardest thing she’d had to do in all her short life. But after the smoke from her mother’s initial explosive reaction had cleared, they’d managed to discuss it like human beings.


  With Brace it was going to be brutal.


  “Why is that so funny? I’d like to have kids someday, but the Lord just didn’t bless me with the gift.”


  “After a comment like that, I wish it wasn’t yours.”


  Mouth gaping, he shook his head. “What’s gotten into you?”


  “Your baby!”


  He smirked. “You know what I mean.”


  “Impotent means you can’t get it up! Infertile means you can’t get a girl pregnant.”


  He closed his eyes, leaned back in the seat and cracked the window. Cold air drifted through the narrow opening. As if he was about to smoke, he reached into his jacket, but glanced at her and stopped. Maybe he understood it wasn’t a good idea for her to inhale the smoke, being pregnant. Thankfully he left the window open. The car was stuffy with the heat on and sun glaring through the windshield. She wished they’d parked behind the mall like they usually did. There was more shade back there.


  Tracey continued, “Besides, I’d never cheat on you.”


  “Oh, sure.”


  She nearly gasped. How could he not believe her? She figured he was probably grasping this situation on hints of intellect and pummelings of panic. He’d say anything to make it not be true. And she’d just have to grin and bear it, at least until he’d gotten over the initial shock of it all. She’d be willing to forgive his behavior once he’d gotten back to normal.


  Maybe then he’d even be happy about it.


  “I mean…” He squirmed in his seat, nervously drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. “You probably did it out of spitefulness, because I wouldn’t let the public know about us. You know…to try and trap me or whatever…”


  That dirty bastard…


  He kept the words coming before she had a chance to reply. “I love you, Tracey Parks, but I’m sorry, I just don’t believe that you’re knocked up with my kid.”


  “Right, because you’re impotent.”


  “So I messed up on the words. Doesn’t mean it’s not true.”


  “It’s true.”


  “I guess you’re planning on keeping it? I can give you a loan or something to take care of it.”


  A loan? Is he fucking serious?


  She shook her head, disgusted. He’d gone to the one place she hadn’t primed herself for.


  The abortion route.


  Tracey should have predicted this, but for whatever reason there’d been hope inside of her that he’d be compassionate. “I expected more from you, Brace, but I guess I was wrong to have done that.”


  “I don’t get it.”


  Tracey wanted to scream, but instead she exhaled a long, harsh sigh that could have cut him had she angled it properly. She opted for a more subtle approach of laying the cards on the table.


  “I thought this would bring us closer together. I’m scared too, even more since the baby’s inside of me, but I thought that us being together, every step of the way, would make it somehow all worth it.”


  He gulped—loud. There was a mention of quivering in his lips.


  “I was wrong about that, too, I suppose.”


  “Tracey—”


  “Don’t say anything else. You’ve said more than enough.”


  “Well, what are you saying?”


  “My mom went through this same thing when she got pregnant with me. A guy knocked her up when she was seventeen. They say a girl tends to draw herself to boys that remind them of their father. I guess that’s what you are.”


  “I’m a what?” he asked, his face craggy with confusion.


  “Just some guy that knocked me up.”


  He turned away, looking out the window as if her words had violated him.


  “I don’t need you. I can do this on my own.”


  On that note, she opened the door and got out of the car. It shook when she slammed the door shut.


  Tracey sat in her mother’s car, crying. She wasn’t ready to go inside yet and join Mom for another bout of lectures. She’d received too many of them in the past three days. All about how much of a disappointment she was, how dumb she was and how much she’d fucked up her life. Mom hadn’t said those exact words, but Tracey could read between the lines. She had the decoder ring that could decipher all her mother’s hidden meanings.


  It was no surprise Mom hadn’t come outside to check on her. She was giving her some space, allowing Tracey to come inside when she was ready. Then another lashing would probably ensue. After the talk with Brace, she doubted Mom could make her feel any worse. It amazed her how quickly people could turn on you once they learned something they did not like.


  Tracey opened the glove compartment, snatched out two Kleenex from the small, travel-sized box mounting a hill of forgotten fast food receipts. It was all they usually ate, unless it was a special occasion. Then that was a call for pizza. Delivered, of course.


  Mom was a lousy cook, and had never tried to convince people otherwise. But she was a pretty good mom in other areas. Great to talk to and never held back what she thought, whether you wanted her opinion or not. However, this week, Tracey would rather Mom speak through a filter that could catch the spiteful words and only allow phrases that made Tracey feel good to come through.


  She’d almost kill to hear one nice thing right now.


  Mom was also very, very beautiful. Tracey couldn’t think of anyone who might disagree with her, unless it was one of the many wives whose husbands Mom had fucked. And there were plenty of them. Her mother enjoyed sex, and the thin walls in the trailer did nothing to conceal that knowledge from Tracey.


  It was tough having such a hot mom who knew how attractive she really was. Tracey had always assumed it would be different if she had one of those sexy soccer moms who were clueless to their attractiveness. But Julie Parks was not one of those moms.


  She worked at place called Honkers, and her uniform was a white top that left the underslopes of her breasts exposed and midriff bare, and taut black shorts that fit her rump like a latex glove. The customers—mostly male, even some female—liked her.


  Gruff truckers, reeking of gasoline and cigar smoke, would come in and request her by name. The repeaters paid extra just to reserve her as their server, and she always ensured her goods revealed just enough to get them slavering, and that her raven-colored hair always smelled fresh and her skin maintained a dusky shade.


  Julie Parks was thirty-five years old, but the customers mistook her for someone much younger. And Mom did nothing to correct them. She’d even let them pinch her, rub her thighs a little. Though she claimed that she despised the feel of their grimy hands, she also admitted it was somewhat worth the harassment when she counted the appreciation they’d left on the table.


  “Everyone has a price,” Mom would say.


  More than once someone would leave her a motel room key, their cell phone number and the lot number where their truck was parked. As far as Tracey knew, Mom had never lowered her standards enough to have sex with them, at least not for money. But there would be times when a handsome trucker would come along, say just the right things and sweep her off her feet for a wonderful overnight relationship.


  And Tracey would spend the night home alone.


  By and by, Julie Parks had a few repeaters in that area as well.


  Tracey sighed. She didn’t want to be like her mom.


  “Thanks to this,” she muttered, patting her belly. “You’re already on your way.”


  The curtains of the trailer’s front window swayed. Mom must have peeked out on her. Tracey checked the clock in the instrument panel and was shocked to see she’d been out here for twenty minutes. Mom wouldn’t wait much longer before coming out to see if she was all right. A little space was fine, but she wouldn’t allow this much.


  Better get in there.


  She didn’t want to move, but she had to.


  Tracey turned the key from battery to off. The radio continued to play in the Grand Am and would until she opened the door. The song playing on the hard rock station was by a band she liked, Enpsychopedia Satanica. She wanted to hear the end of it, so she took her time taking the key out of the ignition and dropping it in her purse. It was almost to her favorite part, where the guitars cut off their distortion and played a clean riff. The melody was good, and the guitar sounds were darkly beautiful.


  Finally, the song ended and another began immediately afterward. It was from a band she didn’t like that much. When she opened the door, the radio stopped with a thump in the speakers. The antenna groaned as it retracted back into the car.


  Tracey climbed out.


  There was a biting breeze that brought with it a sweet undertone of burning wood. Naked trees filled the woods behind the trailer park, thin twigs like skeletal fingers reaching upward. The cloudless blue sky overhead looked more like water with fluffy whites streaking across it.


  Carrying her purse, Tracey slunk to the door and climbed the wobbly steps to the aluminum front door. Mom had had a deadbolt installed after someone had broken in last summer. Nothing was taken because there wasn’t much to take. Still, even with the additional lock, Tracey had never felt any safer. She wished the door had been replaced with something more durable. Even now she could see the chunks bent back on the door’s edge from where a crowbar or something had been wedged into the frame to pop the door open.


  Mom would probably never replace the door. It’d been here as long as the trailer, no doubt.


  Tracey tried the knob. It was unlocked. She let the door sway inward as she stepped over the threshold. It was dark inside. No lights were on. Tracey wondered if the power had been shut off again. Sometimes Mom forgot to pay the bill.


  Tracey maneuvered her way up the narrow hallway, using her elbows as guides against the flimsy walls. The hallway opened up as she approached the living room. A dim, flickering radiance came from a scented candle on the coffee table. The entire room was clouded in the scent of strawberry passion, her mother’s favorite.


  Mom sat on the couch, rubbing her eyes with her fists. She looked as if she’d just woken from a nap. She wore nothing but a long T-shirt that draped her thighs. It was so thin that Tracey could see Mom’s breasts through it, even in the pale light. And much like her own, they were almost unnaturally large.


  Shouldn’t fall asleep with candles going. A good way to torch yourself.


  Mom snatched her cigarettes from the table. “Hey.” Her voice sounded groggy and scratchy. “Just get home?”


  “A few minutes ago.”


  Mom nodded as she took a drag. “Thought so. I looked out and saw you sitting there, figured you’d been there a while.” She breathed out a plume of smoke. It traveled across the room in gray swirls. “He didn’t take it well.” It was stated, not questioned.


  Tracey wanted a cigarette herself. “No.” Her voice went shaky.


  “Accuse you of cheating?”


  “Yeah.” Tracey approached the coffee table, stopping at the upper corner.


  “He probably said that he couldn’t have kids—either he was born that way, or an accident as a child…”


  “He said he was impotent.”


  “Impotent?”


  Tracey nodded.


  Mom covered her mouth to hide the snicker. Tracey felt the corners of her own mouth curving on its way to a smile. It was so sad it was funny. Mom couldn’t contain her laughter anymore and allowed it to bellow out of her. Grasping her belly, she fell back against the couch.


  “That’s a new one…”


  “He got the words wrong, but…it still hurt.”


  Julie Parks stopped laughing, took another drag. As she exhaled, she said, “Yeah, I’m sure it did.”


  Tracey lowered her head. “Did Daddy say things like that to you?”


  “I wish you wouldn’t call him that.”


  “Mom… It’s all I’ve ever known to call him.”


  “I’ve got names you could use.”


  “Please. I could never call anyone those things…”


  Mom smirked. “I guess you couldn’t. But to answer your question, he said similar things. Nothing as idiotic as what Brace said to you, but still… He tried his best to make you not be his.”


  Mom’s cigarette was half gone with a leaning tower of ashes protruding from the top. She carefully dumped the ashes into the ash tray on the coffee table—a crudely devised, porcelain apparatus constructed by a third-grade Tracey. It wasn’t much to look at, but Mom had used it every day since unwrapping it on Mother’s Day.


  “What did you do?” asked Tracey.


  “We moved in together. He was eighteen and I was seventeen. He had a part-time job, and we rented this tiny, one-bedroom apartment above a garage.”


  “You never told me that.”


  Mom sort of smiled, then shrugged. “He pretended for about two months that he was okay with me being pregnant, but then he tried to contort things, make it like I got pregnant by someone else when he wasn’t around…or when I was still living with my mother.”


  Grandma.


  There was no love lost between Grandma and Mom. At least from what Tracey had gathered. She’d only heard Grandma’s name mentioned occasionally, and that was usually brought on by too much alcohol and followed with explicit words. “One time we got into such a bad argument in the car that I kicked out his window, then had sex with him afterwards. I got this scar on my knee from a shard of broken glass.” She pointed at a sallow line just above the right knee of a silky, tanned leg.


  Groaning, Tracey plodded heavily to the couch and sat beside her mother. She leaned forward and snatched a cigarette out of the pack. It felt good between her fingers. The paper around the tobacco was soft and smooth. She was going to miss them. “I guess this is the last one of these I smoke for nine months.”


  “You’re keeping it?”


  “I don’t want to kill it. Did you want to kill me?”


  Mom ignored the question. “You’ll have to quit school, you know.”


  “Why?”


  “Do you want to graduate as the only pregnant senior?”


  “No, I guess I don’t. But I don’t wanna drop out, either.”


  “Register at a tech school later and get a GED. They’re the same as a diploma these days anyway. At any rate, a school schedule will eventually become too demanding and exhausting with morning sickness and the constant aches and pains your body’s going to be going through. And you can’t tell me you plan to go back to work either, not after what’s happened between you and Brace. Don’t think you can turn to your friends for help, because who you thought were your friends will drop you like a bad habit. That belly of yours is gonna keep getting bigger and bigger, and it’ll be a constant reminder that you can’t run around with them anymore, can’t party with them anymore. In a small town like this, they’ll pick on you, a lot. You’ll be ridiculed.”


  Tracey had worried about that. When she’d told her best friend, Anna, the news, the girl had responded with little enthusiasm, then asked what that meant for their planned graduation beach trip this summer. Tracey had intended to cover the costs for both of them, and Anna had appeared more distraught over losing that than Tracey’s news. “Yeah, probably so.”


  Julie sighed. “I’ve been there.”


  “I’m so fucked,” said Tracey, taking a long, savoring drag off the cigarette.


  “Yeah,” agreed Julie. “But if you promise to stay the hell away from Brace Dinsmore, I’ll help you.”


  Tracey smiled. Her eyes had become saturated with tears. She reached over and hugged her mother. “Thanks, Mom.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  Tracey felt Mom gently rubbing her back. It felt good, soothing the pulsating fear and excitement hazing from the pores of her skin. Pulling away, Mom rested her forehead against Tracey’s.


  Mom’s breath smelled of cigarettes and beer. “You’re going to be very vulnerable for the next several months, and there are going to be people who will take advantage of that. Don’t let them.”


  “I won’t. I have a good bullshit detector.”


  “It’s inherited.”


  “Figured it was.”


  “Stay the hell away from Brace. He’s rejected you once. He’ll do it again in a heartbeat.”


  “No problem. He’s the least of my worries.”


  “Good.”


  Mom pulled Tracey against her, hugging her tighter this time. She was going to be fine—great, even. She would not make the same mistakes her mother had. They would be a strong unit, a tight-knit family no one could break apart.


  For the first time since seeing the positive sign on the pregnancy test, Tracey felt confident and hopeful.


  Chapter Three


  Tracey had already told everyone at Office Warehouse her good-byes. It was almost eight, and Mom would be in the parking lot to pick her up on the dot. She was never late, so Tracey didn’t like to keep her waiting any longer than she needed to. When she did, Mom liked to let her know about it.


  She would miss working here. It was actually a pretty fun job that she’d never dreaded going to three times a week, sometimes more, in the almost two years she’d worked here. It had been her first and only job. She’d come on shortly after Brian had taken over as manager when the original manager was killed in some freak accident involving the cardboard baler. She was the first of his new hires and had been the only one to last. He wanted to put her on full time after graduation, and she might have taken that route had she not started seeing Brace, and of course, wasn’t going to have his baby.


  Without saying too much, she’d gone to Brian almost five months ago and politely asked him to not schedule her with Brace anymore. He had seemed concerned, and acted as if he wanted more information, but only nodded and said he could do that. Last week, when she told Brian she would be leaving Office Warehouse to focus on finishing her education before the baby came, he was disappointed to see her go but very understanding. He even added that the door was open for her to return whenever she wanted.


  After word started through school about Tracey’s secret, (probably Anna’s doing) she’d gone to the principal’s office and withdrew from all her classes.


  That had been easier than telling Brian she was leaving Office Warehouse.


  She was in the break room, cleaning out her locker when Natalie came in.


  “Tracey?” Natalie was around twenty and just like Tracey worked at Office Warehouse part-time. She went to school but Tracey had no idea as to what she was studying to be. A chubby girl, she had a sweet face, big teeth and puffy cheeks that gave her a more than conspicuous resemblance to a beaver.


  Tracey had a plastic grocery store bag open and was shoveling out all the junk she’d allowed to pile up in her locker. Looking over her shoulder, she saw her plump coworker watching her. A worried look was twisting furrows into her fleshy face.


  Something was wrong. Very wrong.


  “What?”


  “Um…there’s some people in Brian’s office wanting to see you.”


  “What kind of people?”


  “I don’t know, but Brian asked me to find you before you left.”


  Tracey didn’t want to move from this spot in front of her locker. If she could fit inside of it, she would crawl into the locker and close the door. “Do you know what they want?”


  Though Natalie shook her head, Tracey could tell she knew more than she was admitting. “I think it’s really important though.”


  “Okay.”


  “I’m suh-sorry…” Natalie’s lips trembled.


  “Natalie, what’s going on?”


  Natalie turned and ran out of the break room. She heard the door to the women’s restroom burst open.


  What the hell is going on?


  She set the bag in the locker and was about to close it up when she decided not to bother. She moved slowly and stiffly through the break room. Her feet felt as if she were walking on foam padding.


  Tracey paused at the doorway. The restrooms were to her left and Brian’s office was around the corner to her right. She was tempted to go into the ladies’ room and ask Natalie one more time what this was about, but figured it was best to let her be. She was already upset over what she was pretending not to know anything about. Tracey didn’t want to put more pressure on her by making her talk.


  It felt as if she floated to Brian’s office. She was walking, but it didn’t feel as if her feet were touching the floor. She moved unsteadily, tottering to each side as if any moment she might topple over completely. Heavy fumes of silence wafted from Brian’s open door, like the people inside were purposely being quiet so they could hear Tracey’s approach. She heard the rustle of some papers, then nothing.


  Tracey stepped up to the doorway, stopping before entering.


  She saw Brian behind his desk, leaning forward with his elbows propped on the edge. He was nervously fidgeting with his fingers. There were two other men with him, but they stood side by side to Brian’s left. Cops. No doubt they were cops, judging by the way they dressed in cheap clothes that were supposed to pass off as expensive. And naturally there were trench coats. Even in the first month of summer they wore these heavy, dehydration-inducing garments. The taller of the two was also the oldest, with silver-colored hair and a matching moustache crowning his lip. It was a fuzzy strip, well groomed, and fit his face nicely. His eyes showed he was younger than what his body wanted you to think. The rest of his features were a map of scars, light-colored markings like someone had been painting him with two shades of ultra-white. Those weren’t as noticeable as the one deep trough trailing down from his right eye to his jawbone. Even through such palpable mutilation, his genuine kindness gleamed like a lighthouse trying to guide ships lost in the fog.


  He was the first to notice Tracey.


  “Oh, hello there,” he said, smiling. It was a pleasant smile, full of teeth that matched his complexion. “Are you Tracey Parks?”


  She nodded.


  “Hi, I’m Detective Lieutenant Stiltson, and this is my partner Detective Giles.” He spoke to Tracey as if she were a little girl wandering through a crowded mall separated from her parents.


  “Hi,” Giles said with a slight nod. Tracey could tell that, of the two, he was definitely the timid one. It was in his tight posture, the way his shoulders were stiff, and his arms tight at his sides. His hair was dark and wavy, with a lot of gel added to control the volume of it. The only blemish he had on his face was the thick telescopes he probably considered to be glasses.


  “Huh-hi,” she said back.


  She noticed movement to her left and looked to the chairs in front of Brian’s desk. There were two of them, and only one occupied. The man sitting there turned to face her. When Tracey saw him, her stomach flipped.


  Daddy.


  “Hey there, kiddo.” His eyes were red and swollen with little crescents puffing underneath. They immediately locked on her belly, and she could tell it took some serious effort to remove them from the place where his grandchild was gestating. His face was drained of color, and Tracey couldn’t recall if it had been as pale before he saw her stomach. A brush of stubble was on his cheeks, but that was normal; it seemed like no matter how often he shaved, it was always there. It had been a couple months since she’d seen him, and she noticed for the first time he was getting older. His black hair was streaked with lines of gray, and there were even white splotches in the shadow of a beard on his face.


  Tracey scanned the room, then focused on Brian for help, and possibly explanations. He smiled his comforting smile, usually the one that came right before he asked her to work over. “Why don’t you have a seat beside your dad?”


  She walked in a daze to the chair and dropped down in it. The room acted as if were about to tilt to one side. She felt a hand on her knee and jumped. She realized it had been her father’s when he snatched it back.


  Tracey knew she should feel bad for that, but at the moment, she didn’t much care. All she wanted was for someone to inform her of what the entire room already knew. For godsake, there were two strangers who obviously had more information than she did. “Will someone tell me what’s going on?”


  The men packed in the cramped office all shared looks, as if seeing who was brave enough to begin. It was Daddy who spoke first.


  “Tracey…something’s happened.”


  Nothing good ever followed an introduction like that. Her chest began to feel heavy. Her throat tightened. If Daddy was here to begin a statement with Something’s happened, then that must mean whatever the something was had happened to…Mom.


  “Oh, God…” Her voice sounded far away and thick.


  “Your mother has passed away.” He put his arm around her shoulders. “I’m so sorry, Tracey. Baby…I’m so sorry.”


  His arm felt like a heavy branch on her neck. She slouched under its weight. Shaking her head, she couldn’t grasp what Daddy was saying. She couldn’t have heard him right. She’d just talked to Mom on her break, and had told her Brian was letting her leave an hour early since it was her last day. Mom had said that was perfect because she got off at 7:30 and would just come straight there to get her, then they could stop somewhere for supper. How could she have…passed away?


  Daddy was trying to bring his other arm around the front to embrace her, but Tracey didn’t want hugs, she wanted answers. She shoved him away, rejecting his attempt to console her. “What do you mean? She’s not dead! I just talked to her on the phone earlier!” Tears filled her eyes, blurring everything in front of her.


  Detective Stiltson spoke next. “Yes…we saw that on her phone. We’re trying to piece together a timeline, and hoping you could verify that time…and I guess you just did.”


  She didn’t understand. “A timeline? For what?”


  Stiltson looked at Daddy in a way that Tracey figured was asking for permission. He got it with the wave a hand. As Stiltson was about to speak, Brian interrupted. “I’ll leave you all alone. Take as long you need. I’ll shut the door on my way out.”


  “Thank you,” said Stiltson.


  “Sure.”


  Standing up, he leaned forward, and offered his hand to Daddy. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”


  Daddy took it, shaking his hand. “Thanks Brian. You’ve been very kind.”


  “It’s the least I can do. Let me know if you need anything else.” He stepped around his desk. On his way past Tracey, he delicately placed his hand on her shoulder and leaned down. “I’m sorry, Tracey.”


  She leaned her head against his knuckles. Sniffles were starting to make her shiver. She didn’t want Brian to leave. Out of everyone in this room, her father included, he was the one she knew the best. When he slid his hand away from her, she thought she might die herself. The door bumped shut, and Tracey felt truly alone, locked up in a room full of aliens.


  She thought she might scream.


  Stiltson cleared his throat. “Tracey, I want to begin by saying the events that took place within the past two hours are grisly, and I don’t feel comfortable with giving you all the details…”


  “Oh, stop it. Tell me what the hell happened to my mother!”


  “Tracey,” Daddy started, but she wouldn’t let him finish.


  “I’m seventeen, not a little brat, so you can stop talking to me like a goddamn child.”


  Daddy sighed.


  “Fair enough,” said Stiltson. By the tone of his voice, he actually meant it. No hard feelings. “I’m very sorry to tell you this, Tracey, but your mother was killed sometime around 6:30 this evening. The details are sketchy, but all the early evidence we gathered clearly shows murder.”


  Tracey’s breathe snagged in her throat. “H-how…can that…be?” She felt a hand on her knee again, but was too frozen to flinch this time.


  “Are you sure you want me to get into it now? We can talk about it tomorrow, or—”


  “Tell me, please!”


  Stiltson closed his eyes, nodded, then opened them again. “Okay. If it gets too hard to hear, you tell me and I’ll stop.”


  “Okay.”


  “By the records on her phone, she called you just after six.”


  “Yeah. She told me she was getting off at 7:30.”


  “Well, her manager at Honkers said she got off at six today, and her time card verified it. He said a man came into the restaurant around five for some dinner and got to flirting with Ms. Parks pretty heavily. Some of the waitresses overheard their conversation, and it sounded to them as if they were saying some pretty inappropriate things to each other. Well, the man left, and Ms. Parks finished up her shift. She left at six, the same time a coworker, Ms. Ginger Brown, did. That was when she phoned you. They saw the same man in the parking lot. Apparently, he was waiting for your mother to get off work, and from how Ms. Brown told us, she was expecting him to. She actually heard with her own ears your mother lying to you about what time she got off work.”


  Wasn’t the first time, either. “A man? What man?”


  “Lee Hanson. A real mean son-of-a-bitch who has been in and out of jails all over the south. Of course, your mother had no way of knowing this when she allowed him to get into her car. From the accounts of other waitresses and witnesses, Mr. Hanson had hitched a ride with a trucker to the restaurant for a good meal and great scenery.”


  By that, Tracey figured, he meant her mother. She had quite a reputation.


  “Are you okay so far? Should I stop?”


  Tracey slowly shook her head.


  “Just tell me when.”


  “Keep going.”


  “Okay.” He shared a look with his partner before moving on. “We think what they had planned to do was go somewhere nearby and fool around, but somewhere along the way, things got out of hand. About twenty minutes later, they were driving along Fisher Road when Lee Hanson pulled a knife and stabbed your mother several times while she was driving. Then he jumped out of the car and took off on foot…”


  Tracey was about to tell him to stop, but held off. It was becoming hard to breathe, and the detective’s voice sounded swimmy and gurgled in her ears.


  “She managed to call 911 before crashing the car. She was unable to speak, and the dispatcher had a difficult time deciphering what was going on. So, they traced the signal of her phone and had someone dispatched within minutes. But by then, it was already too late.”


  “Oh my God…oh God…my mother? He killed my mother? Why? How could anyone…? I don’t understand…I just…”


  Daddy attempted another hug, this time she wasn’t so quick to block it. This person, Lee-something, had stabbed her mother? Why would he do that? To someone so beautiful? How could he be so brutal to someone who had doubtless smiled at the right times and laughed in all the appropriate pauses of their conversation. She wondered if she’d laughed at something she shouldn’t have and maybe it had set him off…


  The one introduced as Giles spoke. “It doesn’t make sense, Tracey, and it’s okay for you not to understand. Evil exists, and the harsh reality of it all is, we can’t always see it for it is.”


  Tracey understood what Giles meant, but it didn’t make her feel at all better.


  Stiltson took over. “Lee Hanson was picked up shortly after, trying to hitchhike back to town, covered in blood. Why he didn’t take the car, we don’t know. Mr. Hanson is known for his wickedness, but his stupidity is also just as infamous. He’s being held at the local jail. We’ll be transporting him in the morning.”


  “I still don’t understand…” She lowered her head. Tears leaked from her eyes. “What am I going to do? What am I going to do without her?”


  Stiltson took a heavy breath that sounded fluttery, as if he might cry also. “Your father is here to take you back to his place for a couple days so you two can work out the details of the next few days. The coroner will conduct his autopsy in the morning, then the body will be released so you can take all the necessary measures for the funeral arrangements.”


  Tracey nodded. Daddy pulled her tighter to him.


  “Can we go now?” he asked.


  “Sure. We’ll have to follow up—it’s standard protocol—but it can wait until you guys are feeling better.”


  “Thank you for all your help. You were very helpful, both of you.”


  “No problem,” said Stiltson. “I just hate it was under these circumstances.”


  Daddy stood up, then reached down and guided Tracey to standing with both his arms. She could tell he struggled with it since she offered no assistance, and it was probably like trying to form a standing person out of wet laundry. Keeping his arms securely around her, he escorted her to the door. She looked back over her shoulder, eyes locking on Detective Stiltson.


  “You really are sorry, aren’t you?” she asked.


  Stiltson glanced at the floor, then looked back at her. His eyes were shiny around the thick blots that were his pupils. “With all my heart.”


  Tracey felt an attempt at a smile tug at the corner of her mouth. “Thank you.”


  “Let me give you this.” Pulling his wallet from the inner pocket of his coat, he removed two cards. “They have my office information and also my personal cell phone number.” He gave one to Tracey and the other to Daddy. “If either of you need anything, let me know.”


  “Thank you, Detective,” said Daddy.


  “No problem.”


  Daddy opened the door, allotting Tracey the space to exit first. He was close behind her, keeping an arm around her waist. When they were halfway through the store, trying to pretend they didn’t notice other Office Warehouse employees gawking at them, Tracey realized she’d forgotten the stuff in her locker.


  She wasn’t surprised she didn’t really care.


  Chapter Four


  As soon as they were in the parking lot, John Stiltson had a cigarette clamped between his front teeth. He raised the flickering flame of his lighter to its tip. The crackle it made when the paper and tobacco took fire was as sustaining to hear as a baby crying for the first time. He took a deep drag, relishing the way the smoke swirled into his already cigarette-ruined lungs. Exhaling, he walked through the cloud of gray smoke with Giles.


  It was a hot and sticky night. He could feel July’s suffocating breath on his skin.


  “That was really hard,” said Giles.


  “Yeah.”


  “It didn’t use to be that hard.”


  “No. We’ve gotten soft.”


  Giles snorted. “Maybe. But I’ll tell you something right now, when I realized we would be coming here, to the same store as before, and delivering the news to Tracey Parks, I almost told the captain to put someone else on it.”


  “Bullshit.”


  “Can you blame me?”


  “Not at all. But I still doubt you would have backed out.”


  “Probably not.”


  The last time they’d been here was nearly three years ago, responding to a call that might have been an accidental death; then again, there was a possibility it hadn’t been. There were mysterious circumstances surrounding the incident they’d been sent to investigate. On the surface, George Snowberger’s death appeared to be nothing more than an accident—a bizarre, never-in-a-million-years accident, but still an accident.


  What the case led them to was the truth, and that convinced Stiltson the commonly used adage ”truth is stranger than fiction” was accurate. No one could write the kind of supernatural lunacy they encountered throughout the days following closing Snowberger’s case with Accidental etched into the cause-of-death space on the form.


  Stiltson flung the passenger door open and climbed into the car. He sat down with a groan. He’d been standing for the better part of an hour, and his hip was angry at him for it. After the three months of physical therapy to teach himself how to walk again, it seemed like his body was angry at him often.


  Giles got behind the wheel and cranked the car. Stiltson quickly cracked the window before his partner asked him to. He still didn’t approve of Stiltson smoking in the car, but at least the argument had dwindled to the murmur of a request to open the window a little. They backed out of the space, leaving the lights of Office Warehouse behind, hopefully for the last time. Seemed like this store had some kind of curse on it that slowly affected those who were unlucky enough to work within its walls.


  They rode in silence for a few minutes before Giles killed it. “What should we do from here?”


  “Why do you ask?”


  “Come on, you know why.”


  “Humor me.”


  “I think you feel it, too.”


  Stiltson did feel it; however, he wasn’t so apt to put it to words. “I might.”


  “You think we’ll be seeing them again, don’t you?”


  “My gut tells me so.”


  “After last time, I’ve learned that disagreeing with your gut is a bad idea.”


  “I wish it wasn’t.”


  “Me too,” said Giles.


  Stiltson looked at his young partner. His hands were clamped onto the steering wheel as if it were a float he was clinging to in the middle of the ocean. His eyes were narrow slits behind his glasses. A constant frown added years to his face that he hadn’t lived yet.


  “Me too,” Giles repeated.


  From the living room, Tracey stared down the cavern-like hallway to her mother’s room.


  “Tracey, don’t even look down there, you’re only going to feel worse.”


  “Huh?”


  She turned around. Daddy was in the kitchen, the sink running. The counter cut him off at his stomach, so it looked like he was sprouting from the small wall that separated the kitchen and living room. He grabbed the bottle of dish soap, squirted some in his hand and scrubbed them together. Tiny bubbles floated around him.


  “I was saying, maybe you shouldn’t stare down there. It’s gonna make you feel worse.”


  “She was just there…”


  The sink shut off with a squeak. Daddy stepped around the wall into the living room. He was drying his hands with a dishtowel that Tracey couldn’t remember ever having been washed. “I know, kiddo. It’s going to be a hard time adjusting…to…” His lips continued moving, but the words had stopped. He huffed. “We’ll be okay, right?”


  She attempted to smile, to at least give him something to make him think she thought so. She doubted she’d succeeded.


  “Are you sure you want to take any of this stuff with you?” he asked.


  “I don’t want to leave my things behind, even if it’s only for a little while.”


  That comment seemed to have stung him. Although neither of them had said anything about it, she assumed she would be staying with him temporarily, but not permanently. Because of several incidents when she was little—and Wes Bowen had been heavily drunk—that involved his treatment of Julie Parks, he was unable to have any contact with Tracey unless it was supervised.


  But Mom’s not here to monitor…not anymore.


  Tracey stopped herself before she got carried away. It did stand to be considered how things would be handled from this point. It wasn’t like the judge’s ruling could just be tossed out like forgotten mail. Someone just hadn’t realized yet that someone should be here with them. Whatever happened, Tracey didn’t mind being with her father—he’d never done anything to her. It was just Mom he had issues with.


  Daddy sighed. “I understand that. Maybe we can come back in a couple weeks…when you’re feeling better.”


  “I don’t know if I’ll even want to come back in a couple weeks. I don’t know if I’ll ever want to come back.”


  Daddy nodded. “Okay. Whatever you want. Do you need my help?”


  “It’s okay. I can do it.”


  Nodding, Daddy sat down on the couch. The same couch Mom would usually fall asleep on while watching TV. “If you need any help, let me know.”


  “I will. Thanks.” Tracey turned away from Daddy and found she wasn’t going toward her own room. She was traveling in the opposite direction. Straight for her mother’s…


  Daddy knew the position of the rooms because at one time this had been his trailer, too. “Tracey, what are you—?”


  Before he could finish, Tracey was running down the other hall to her mother’s bedroom. She saw the door an instant before her shoulder slammed against the flimsy, manufactured wood. Her hand was on the doorknob and turning at the same time. Then the door shot open, the knob crunching into the wall on the other side.


  Tracey saw the empty mattress, the sheets still drawn back from where Mom had gotten out of bed for her last time this morning. They’d eaten Pop-Tarts together in the living room watching the news.


  The little bit of food she’d eaten today launched from her mouth and spattered onto the carpet. Caressing her stomach, she bent at the waist, gagging and crying. Through tear-soaked eyes, she saw her mother’s blankets bunched in the center of the bed. She retched again. No food was left to spew, and she only dry-heaved. Her legs felt rubbery, unable to support her body. They gave way, bringing her down to her knees.


  “Tracey?” Daddy charged into the room. “Oh my God! Why did you come in here?”


  “I…” She heaved again, and bawled.


  “Let’s get you out of here. We’re leaving this awful place.” He hugged Tracey and helped her get to her feet. “Come on, you’re going to lie on the couch and I’ll get your things. Tell me what you want to take.”


  Daddy supported her to the couch then helped her lie down. “I’ll get you some water.”


  Tracey nodded.


  He went back into the kitchen, searching the cabinets for the glasses. Finally, he found one and began to prepare the water.


  Tracey heard the freezer door open, the hum of the coolers, then the clanking of an ice cube tray being pulled along the rack. She leaned her head to the side of the small pillow.


  It smelled like Mom’s shampoo.


  Fresh tears dotted Tracey’s eyes. She spotted the not-very-good ashtray she’d made in school when she was little. Twisted cigarette butts sat inside. They were her mother’s, and she wanted to keep some. She checked to make sure Daddy wasn’t watching her. He wasn’t. Then she took two butts and stuffed them in the pocket of her shorts. She planned to keep the ashtray, too, but knew the butts would be trashed. She also knew no one would understand why she felt the need to keep any of them. Even Tracey didn’t really understand why, but whatever the reason was, she was going to do it, regardless.


  Chapter Five


  Tracey was reading the newspaper from the passenger seat of Daddy’s Challenger. Detective Stiltson had kept his promise, having Mom’s body promptly released to Crowell’s Funeral Home, where they had begun the body’s preparations. All morning long, Tracey had suffered, along with her Daddy, the appalling duty of selecting a coffin to bury her mother in. It had been an emotionally exhausting and agonizing day. She’d cried more this morning than in the last few weeks combined. She’d wanted to go downstairs to see her mother, but the funeral home’s director, whose name she couldn’t remember, dissuaded her from doing so.


  Mom’s murder made the front page, again, for the second day in a row. Today’s article was mostly about Lee Hanson, the cold-blooded bastard whose knife had slain Julie Parks. His last few years had been nothing short of malicious. From Georgia to South Carolina and North Carolina—even in parts of West Virginia—he was wanted for questioning regarding some kind of violent act or another.


  As Tracey read over the shopping list of offenses, she couldn’t help thinking that, although Lee Hanson was a vicious man, he was also pretty fucking stupid. He had no education beyond the eighth grade, and was apparently unaware of a satellite’s ability to home in on a cell phone’s signal. Had he known that, he wouldn’t have taken his time trying to get as far away as possible from where he’d left Mom to die.


  The article had even an included a mug shot from two nights ago. In the grainy, printed image, a man with sunken eyes and hollow cheeks stared absently into the camera. His long hair nicked his shoulders with brittle tips that reminded Tracey of the scarecrow from The Wizard of Oz. He had a bushy, upside down horseshoe of a moustache that reached the bottom of his chin. He looked just like Mom’s type—rugged and lost, a guy only passing through, wanting a bed to sleep in and some hot snatch to warm his cock.


  The kind of guy Mom liked.


  Tracey began to carefully tear the paper.


  “What are you doing?” asked Daddy, putting a cigarette in his mouth.


  “Ripping out the picture.”


  “Of the guy?”


  “Yeah.”


  Daddy was quiet long enough to light his cigarette. “Why would you do that?”


  “So I can do this.” She held up the little wallet-sized portrait, then wadded it in her hand, using the other to punch it flatter. “I wish it was his goddamn face!”


  Daddy winced. “Trace…kiddo…”


  “Yeah-yeah, I know what you’re going to say, but it doesn’t make me want to claw his eyes out any less.”


  Her father said nothing to that, continuing to drive while Tracey assaulted the newspaper clipping. Finally, when she felt as if she couldn’t do any more damage to the picture, she rolled down the window and tossed it out. She watched with contented glee as the wind carried it away. If only it could be that easy to be rid of Lee Hanson.


  “Better?” he asked, taking a drag off his cigarette.


  The smoke drifted through the car and made Tracey’s skin tingle. She wanted to smoke one, too, but was too afraid to ask him for one. Even if she were old enough, he’d still say no because of the baby, and that was reason enough to not want one, anyway. “A little.”


  Then they were both quiet. That shared silence had been frequent the last couple of days. It was obvious to Tracey, and most certainly to her father, that they were uncomfortable around each other. They appreciated and wanted each other’s company, but had no clue how to act during moments like these when all they had was each other. She also wasn’t so dumb as to have not noticed the penitent guilt Daddy wore on him like an uncomfortable suit.


  Finished with his cigarette, Daddy held his hand out the window and released it, hopefully not igniting any of the grass and trees that adorned both sides of the road. He rolled the window up, killing the buffeting sounds of the wind coming through the gap and sealing them in tomb-like reticence.


  The hush encroached upon the car like a thick blanket. Finally, Daddy turned to Tracey and said, “Want to cut on the radio?”


  “Yes,” she said, almost too swiftly. Her finger shot toward the mounted stereo and pushed the volume knob inward. There was a low bump of the speakers coming on. Guns N’ Roses’ “Sweet Child o’ Mine” exploded from all around.


  “Too loud?” shouted Daddy, his voice barely registering over the blaring sounds of Slash’s guitar solo.


  “Maybe a little!” She turned the volume down a smidge. It was still probably too loud for them to attempt conversation, which was fine by Tracey because she had no idea what to say.


  Daddy was lighting another cigarette and seemed to be just fine with the current audio level. She assumed he was as much out of ideas what to talk about as she was. Neither of them wanted to talk about Mom, so that didn’t leave much else.


  Then Daddy reached for the knob and turned it down low enough that the GN’R was only a muffled soundtrack to their ride.


  “We should probably talk about some things,” he said. “As much as you probably don’t want to hear them, I have a few things to say.”


  “Um…okay.” She looked at her father, curious, yet also worried.


  “We don’t have to talk about Julie, not right now, but I did want to ask you about…that.” He nudged his arm toward her belly.


  “Okay…”


  “How…did that happen?”


  Sighing, Tracey slunk back in her seat. She’d known it was coming, but had hoped somehow Daddy would forget about the
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