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          JANUARY 2012 (BEFORE)

        

      

    

    
      The walls of my room, once so homely and comforting, were going to crush me. I was sure of it.  I didn’t know how I knew it, but I could feel the pressure as the pastel colors slowly moved closer.

      It should have been a safe place to fall.  Where else are you supposed to go when the love of your life was killed, if not back home to your parents?  In reality, the safest place I ever knew, in Nick’s arms, was gone forever and running back to this room only reminded me that the future was gone and the past was all I had.

      I knew that under the pastels were layers of different colors and designs.  My dad had a do-it-yourself attitude while lacking the complete know-how to properly do it himself, so parts of my history had been painted over while I grew up in this room.

      That was how it was supposed to be.  You started off with the princess and fairy decals, the pinks, through the tomboy-neutrals, the poster and picture craze phase, and finally you ended up with the pastels.

      It was bittersweet when Nick and I moved in together.  I remembered taking one last look at my room and taking a deep breath.  I closed the door, lovingly, on the past and held Nick’s hand as we walked into our future to paint our own rooms.

      Except now, I was back.  After Nick’s parents passed away it was my place, my duty, to be the one that always had to worry about receiving that knock on the door to tell me that Something Bad had happened while he was on active duty overseas.  Maybe even The Worst Thing.

      I sat bolt upright on my bed and swung my feet to the floor as I remembered opening the front door and seeing the man in uniform with a well-practiced look of sympathy on his face.  Just thinking about it brought the tears back and cramped my stomach.  I couldn’t even touch my eyes, they were so raw from all the rubbing.

      Just like that, with a form letter read aloud by somebody I didn’t know, he was gone.  Poof.  Smoke.  The person who I had known since we were five, my first enemy after he put glue in my hair and I kicked him in the nuts, the one who had begged for a date until I relented and showed me a warmth I’d never felt before.

      The muscles of my jaw were sore.  I’d been clenching my mouth shut for days, because if I didn’t do that, if I didn’t concentrate, I would scream.  Scream and scream, and I might not stop.

      Gone.  He’d changed himself to be with me.  I couldn’t live with a drug-addict boyfriend who got into fights and committed petty crimes.  I needed the man he showed me in private.  He did it, and I was so proud of him.  I thought, I knew, that under that big, rough and tough exterior that he was a gentle giant who would do great things.

      Up until that knock on the door, my heart still fluttered every time I saw him, heard him, thought about him.  Gone.  Now my heart felt like it wasn’t beating, it just cramped along with the rest of my muscles.

      The air in my room was too hot, too stuffy.  The clock said it was only eight o’clock.  I had to get out.

      As soon as I opened my door, I heard a chair in the kitchen scrape back as somebody stood up.  By the time I got to the bottom of the stairs, my mom was right there.  My dad and sister were side by side at the edge of the living room.

      “I’m…” my voice cracked and broke.  I cleared my throat.  “I’m going for a walk.”

      “I’ll come with you,” said Amber.

      “No!”

      The word came out so much harsher than I intended, and my sister was startled.  Amber, always the class clown in school, had a mouth that sometimes opened and let loose the most unexpected and tactless things in the name of attempted comedy.

      She’d been mercifully quiet since I’d come running home with my news, but even the effort of explaining what I was doing was taking precious emotional resources away from stopping myself from falling to pieces.  I could already feel my breaths hitching again, my knees threatening to buckle under me to send me crashing to the floor.

      “I just n-need to walk by m-myself for a bit.  Please.”  It was impossible to keep the edge of desperation out of my voice.

      “OK, honey, OK.  Just don’t be too long.  Understand?” My mom put one calming hand on my shoulder and I nodded.

      “You have your phone?” my dad asked.

      I nodded again and patted my pocket.  “See you soon.”

      Before I’d even finished putting my shoes on, I had one hand clamped over my mouth to stop the sobs from escaping, from sparking any more protests or advice from my family.  I couldn’t handle it.

      I closed the front door behind me as carefully as I could in my rush, and it still slammed shut.  My first steps were shuffles, but I was running by the time I was out the gate, running blind as if there was somewhere to escape to.

      Warfields was a small town, so such an escape wasn’t possible.  Whenever my vision cleared enough for me to look around, I saw somewhere else that Nick and I had been.  Our elementary school, the restaurant he’d taken me to during our first date, the hall where the school held our prom, they all flashed by in a blur.

      The next time I looked up, I saw I was at the edge of the park.  I didn’t know how long I’d been running for, but it was here that I finally slowed to a walk.

      The path meandered through the trees and open grassy spaces, with a lake in the middle of it all where ducks played up for anybody who would throw them bread.  In the daytime, it was a busy family area.  At night, it was usually more or less deserted.

      Our kids would have played here.

      The thought came unbidden and made me groan with the weight of everything that I had lost.  I folded my arms over my stomach and staggered forward, hunched over as if against a cold much more severe than the mild chill that was actually in the air.

      There it was, another place where we’d made a memory.  The bench by the lake where we’d sat and eaten ice cream as the sun set.

      I remembered the heat on my face, the warmth of his love radiating from my side as I laid my head on his shoulder, and that cool chocolate ice cream stopping me from overheating into a nuclear meltdown of happiness.  I could almost see us there, but that happiness was too far away for me to touch.

      A whizzing sound was my only warning before a pain worse than the most severe of wasp stings hit me right on the butt cheek.  I screamed and jumped, swatting at the seat of my jeans in a panic, and I felt something stuck there that only hurt more when I touched it.

      I craned my neck around and saw the orange fluff on the tail of a little dart sticking out of me.  I pulled it out and held it up, staring at it in confusion in the moonlight.

      Coming at me across the grass was a man in a hoodie tucking something, a gun maybe, into his front pocket.  It was too dark to see his face.  I couldn’t recognize any features, but something about the way he was walking immediately drove out any thoughts that this might be some local kid with a crap sense of humor.  This might be life or death.

      I screamed and started to run, but a numbness was already spreading from my right ass cheek down my leg, making me hobble.  I made my way along the path, screaming, looking for somebody to help, but there was nobody except me and the man behind me, getting closer every time I looked over my shoulder.

      My mouth seemed to dry up all of a sudden and my lips went tingly.  My screams for help became slurred and the world started spinning.  I staggered and fell.

      BONK!

      The sound of my skull hitting the path boomed inside my own head, and I felt a warm wash of fluid immediately start flowing down the side of my face.  My limbs were so heavy, I could barely move them.  The only muscle that was working properly was my heart, which pounded in panicked terror as I managed to roll over and see the man standing over me, watching impassively as I bled and struggled.

      “You better not die.  Nobody’s gonna want to fuck you if you’re dead.” His voice sounded like it came from a long way away.

      Everything went black and the warmth of the blood flowing from the wound in my head seemed to wash over my whole body.  I didn’t know if I was ever going to wake up again.  The last thing I saw was an image of Nick in my mind, reaching down to me.

      I’ll see you soon, babe.
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      The drunks of Warfields were a considerate bunch.  We only had the one holding cell to detain them, and they never seemed to disturb the peace on the same day.

      I slid the cover on the viewing slot to the left and peeked inside to see Johnny Stamford there.  They also almost seemed to work on some kind of roster system.  If Johnny was sleeping it off, then it was probably Wednesday.

      I closed the cover and headed for the lunch room, passing Dan Abrahams on the way.  Officer Abrahams had a salt ‘n’ pepper moustache that was about as thick and rigid as a wire brush.  Talk around town was that it could stop bullets and would be the last recognizable thing in his coffin after he finally retired on the day he died.

      “It’s Wednesday, right?” I asked.

      “Yup.”

      A man of few words in a town that required few police officers.  It was a quiet existence, but a lot better than the alternative.  When this kind of job got exciting, I knew only too well how the best and brightest died along with the worst.

      The lunchroom itself was only slightly less Spartan than the holding cell, with the table in the middle and the ancient television on a bracket on the wall, playing on low volume non-stop since sometime during the industrial revolution.  I threw my brown paper bag on the table and it slid across, skidding to a halt in front of the chair at the far end.

      “You should work in a bar or something, your talents are wasted here,” said Rusty, a guy a couple years older than me that I’d vaguely known in school but only really spent any time with since coming back to Warfields and working with him.

      “Don’t tempt me.  You bring in Johnny last night?”

      “Yeah, he awake yet?” he asked.

      “You mean has he stuffed toilet paper into the sink and flooded the cell yet?”

      “Pretty much the same thing, isn’t it?”

      “Pretty much, but no.”

      “Great.  A few more minutes and he’ll be your problem.”

      I sat down and unfolded the top of my paper bag, hoping to reach inside and pull out something good, but knowing it was just the PB and J I’d put in there that morning.  And an apple, don’t forget the apple.

      Rusty and I exchanged small talk for a while until I asked him what he was doing that weekend and didn’t get an answer.  I looked up from my sandwich and saw him staring up at the TV, his brow furrowed in concentration.

      Before I could even look, I heard two words from the otherwise unintelligible background noise that the TV offered.  A name I’d recognize as well as my own when whispered in a crowded room.  Christabelle Jayne.

      I twisted my head around so fast I almost gave myself an injury and saw the big headline under the news presenter that said ‘Breaking News!’ along with scrolling text that said ‘Christabelle Jayne Found.’  I turned back to the table to scramble for the remote, but it wasn’t there.

      “Where’s the remote?  Where is it?” I said, shooting to my feet and sending the lightweight chair flying backwards.

      Rusty shook his head and I took the few steps to the screen, seeing the remote stuck to the side with a couple strips of Velcro.  Ignoring it, I twisted the volume knob on the TV itself, bringing the sound up to a level that made the speaker distort for a moment before turning it down a bit.

      They found her.  My heart had jumped into my throat and refused to be swallowed back down as I tried to follow what was being said by the presenter.  Dead or alive?  That was the question.

      “Please, please, please,” I whispered.

      “… this incredible footage from the first people on the scene when Christabelle Jayne was found today.”

      The screen switched to a low resolution and shaky video, clearly taken on somebody’s cell phone, from inside somebody’s parked car, as the person being filmed in the driver’s seat talked about some crazy thing a friend of his had done while drunk or high or something.

      “What are we seeing here, Ethan?”

      “These are Stirling and Jaqueline Rome, in their car outside the Black Hills Gas ‘n’ Snack moments before…” said the reporter over the sound of near-hysterical laughter.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa…” said Jacqueline from off screen as the image went more wobbly than before.

      “Then that dumb mother…”

      “WHOA!  What’s goin’ on over there?  What’s that?”

      “What?”

      The screen zoomed in on something that was right at the edge of the almost entirely empty car park, which had a tiny grass verge that quickly disappeared into dense forest.  It was impossible to see what they were focusing on.

      “This is when they first realize they’re seeing a person…” said the reporter, Ethan.

      “It’s some girl,” said Stirling.

      As if that was the magic word, the image stabilized and cleared up for a second and showed Christie on her hands and knees, staring across the carpark towards the Romes with semi-clean tear tracks running down her face through the grime and dirt.  They froze the video on that frame, with Christie’s haunted and desperate gaze front and center.

      Dried blood was caked on one side of her face, and numerous scratches of varying age were evident on her arms.  Everything she was wearing was filthy and torn, and the look on her face made it clear that she’d been through hell, but she was alive.

      Christie Jayne, the most beautiful girl to ever set foot inside Warfields, let alone be born and raised here.  When she went missing, the town lost the best thing about it.

      In a town that revered high school football as much as this one did, I’d coasted through my senior year like a local hero.  After one particular incident before an important game, Christie, one of the cheerleaders, had stepped up to that pedestal too.

      She was the heart of a little town like this, and when she was ripped out of it, it had been agonizing.  I could see that in everybody’s eyes when I moved back, but nobody spoke about it.  It was too painful.  It was personal.

      They took our Christie.

      I remembered her so well from high school, and she never had a look like that on her face back then.  She never looked anywhere close to being beaten.  Not Christie.  She had this fire in her eyes, in her spirit.  I always thought of her as the one who got away.

      Now, somehow, by some superhuman effort that only a girl like Christie could have managed, it looked like she’d gotten away again.  Something was building up inside of me, something I hadn’t really felt in a while.

      A spark of hope was floating dangerously close to some dry kindling.  If Christie was alive, then there was something truly good in the world again.

      The view changed back to a split screen of the news presenter and the reporter standing next to the man from the video and a woman, presumably Jacqueline.

      “That was the scene earlier today, and authorities have confirmed that this is indeed Christabelle Jayne, who went missing from Warfields, Missouri, nineteen months ago, though no statements have yet been made about where she’s been.”

      “HOLY SHIIIIIT!” I yelled, bringing my hands up to my hair and grabbing twin fistfuls above my ears.  I couldn’t help it.

      Less than ten seconds after my outburst, Captain Lewin burst into the lunchroom and puffed up with all the authority of his position.  “Who the hell wants to explain why somebody just cussed loud enough to be heard at the front desk?”

      Behind me I could sense Rusty pointing at the TV, and I saw Captain Lewin look from him to me and then to the screen.  I felt the cool air on my cheeks and realized I’d shed a couple of tears.  From shock or joy, I didn’t know, but there they were.

      Ethan turned to Jaqueline.  “What went through your mind when you saw Christabelle come out of the forest?”

      “I was like, damn, this girl in trouble, man.  Stirl and I, we went over there and she kinda cringed like she thought we was gonna hit her or somethin’, she held out her hands to the sides and all she was sayin’ was I’m Christie, I’m Christie, help me. Just over and over again, man, y’know?”
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      The FBI agents were obviously getting frustrated with me.  Every time I woke up, they were right there, ready with a barrage of questions, but all I could muster up were vague shrugs and one-word answers.

      I didn’t have the energy for more.  I felt like I was running marathons in my sleep, marathons through a thick forest that scratched and tripped me at every step.  As soon as I woke up this time and saw Agents Wade and Spencer standing to my left, my doctor at the foot of my bed glowering at them, my eyes just kind of glazed over.

      “Christabelle, can you hear me?” asked Agent Wade.  “Did he ever give you a name, even a pseudonym, to address him with?  A nickname?”

      I stared past his left shoulder towards the window, where the sun shone in as if nothing had ever happened.  The world had kept turning while I was gone. I knew that.  He’d made sure of it.

      Agent Wade’s mouth pulled to one side and he took a slow breath, which he then let out of his nose before looking sideways at Agent Spencer.  The slightly older man returned the irritated look and then fixed on me again.

      “How about the house?  Is there anything you can think of that might help us locate it?  Anything at all, it doesn’t matter how big or small.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Ms. Jayne, it’s important you help us out here.  You don’t want him to get away with it, do you?  You don’t want people to think you made this all up, right?”

      My face contorted in a wince and I covered myself up with my hands as the tears began to flow and sobs shook my body.  Doctor Linford slammed his clipboard down on the rails at the bottom of my bed.

      “That’s enough of that, Agents.  I’m going to have to ask you to leave so my patient can get some rest.”

      “Rest?  It’s been two days and we’ve got a job to do, Doctor.  I don’t need to remind you who you’re talking to,” said Agent Spencer.

      “First of all,” Doctor Linford gestured around the room, “this room, this building, is my jurisdiction.  I am in charge here.  Not you.  I’ve dealt with far more experienced agents than yourselves and I know the protocol.  I know who to call to discuss your conduct.”

      The FBI agents, as far as I could glean from between my fingers and behind my tears, looked shell-shocked at the doctor’s statement and shuffled around a bit uneasily.

      “Second of all,” the doctor continued, “this young woman is going to need a lot more than two days before she’s rested.  She’s presented with exhaustion and dehydration to a degree I’ve never personally treated before, multiple lacerations and contusions, she’s showing signs of drug withdrawal…”

      “What drugs?” interrupted Agent Spencer.

      “The results aren’t back from the lab yet.”

      “We’re going to need samples of the bloodwork.”

      “Of course.  On top of that, she’s been gone for almost a year and a half, and she’s indicated there was physical abuse…”

      “No evidence of rape though?” asked Agent Wade, and I flinched.

      “Not.  Recently,” Doctor Linford said through gritted teeth.  “The fact is that Ms. Jayne has endured where most wouldn’t, including the rest of us in this room.  That’s my professional opinion based on the examinations done so far.  Nobody would fake this, few could survive doing it.”

      “But you said there was no reason for her memory loss,” said Agent Spencer.

      “No physical reason has turned up but, and mind this is not my area of specialty, from a psychological perspective it’s entirely possible, likely even, that her mind has blocked out certain details due to not being able to face the reality of it.  It’s a survival mechanism, and that’s exactly what Christabelle is.  A survivor.  Now, I repeat, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.  I’ll contact you when Ms. Jayne is ready to answer some more questions.”

      “We won’t be far away.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      As the two of them left, I slid my hands down my face to wipe at the tears and sucked air in through my teeth as I accidentally touched one of my cuts.  I finished the job with one finger of each hand.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      Doctor Linford circled to the side of my bed and pulled up a chair, taking my hand in his own.  He gestured in the direction of the departed FBI agents and shook his head.

      “Try not to worry about them.  I have a sneaking suspicion this might be Agent Wade’s first case.  Spencer isn’t much older himself.  They haven’t been through the real tough stuff yet, they haven’t seen the kinds of things we have.”

      “We?” I asked.

      “You’ve been to war, Christabelle.  So have I.  I’ve seen what happens to young men and women when they’re plucked out of their lives and suddenly death, their own mortality, is all around them.  They look like you.  The ones that make it.  You’re gonna make it too.”

      “I guess.”

      I wished I had his conviction, but it was still hard to believe that any of this was actually happening.  I might have just come down with some crazy illness and I might be hallucinating this whole thing from back in the room I’d spent the last nineteen months, nineteen months, a prisoner.  The prospect seemed as plausible as my escape.

      “I don’t even know if any of this is real.  It seems impossible, you know?”

      “Well, that’s perfectly natural.  It’s all going to seem surreal for a while, but I’ve got some news that might help, uh, ground things a bit.”

      “What is it?”

      “Your family’s here.  Your mom and dad, Amber too.  They’ve been waiting to see you since they arrived yesterday.  Your sister has been quite… uh… vocal about it.  Do you think you’re ready to see them?”

      I felt the blood drain from my face.  I’d thought about my family since arriving at the hospital, of course, but between the police, then the FBI, the doctors, and the exhaustion, they had still seemed like a distant possibility.

      Now that the time had come, the prospect of seeing them was a lot scarier than I ever thought it would be.  What would they see when they met me?  Not the daughter and sister they’d always known, the girl they had ‘buried’ sometime last year, that was for sure.  Just some broken thing to take pity on?  My heart sank at that prospect, but it wasn’t like I wanted to avoid them.

      “OK.”

      “Good.  Good.  I’ll go get them.”

      Doctor Linford let go of my hand with one last reassuring pat and disappeared behind the curtain that surrounded my bed.  I could hear his footsteps receding out the door and down the hall until they merged with the general hospital hubbub.

      My heart was fluttering nervously in my chest when, a few minutes later, I heard a different set of footsteps, lighter but far more rapid, rise above the background noise.  I was just about to reach for the remote that controlled the inclination of the bed when I heard a voice I hadn’t heard in a lifetime.

      “Where is she?  Which room?  This one?  This one?”

      Amber was talking as fast as she was running, and she was getting closer.  My hands were shaking when I heard the steps halt just on the other side of the curtain and pause for a moment before a timid hand pulled the edge back just far enough for a face I recognized to peek in.

      As soon as she saw me, Amber burst through so fast she was almost a blur, and when she hugged me she was almost on the bed with me, as if she couldn’t get close enough from the floor itself.  The hug was so tight that my whole body ached, but it was real.  My sister’s arms were all around me for the first time in forever.

      It was only a few seconds later when my mom and dad came through the curtains as well, but I was completely blinded by tears already.  I saw their shapes rush to either side, vying for space in the hug, and I was surrounded by their love.

      They were saying things I couldn’t understand, and it took me a few moments to realize it was because I was sobbing so much, drowning out their words.  I squeezed them so hard I thought I might make them burst.

      “You made it, Christie, you made it,” said my dad.

      “I love you!” Amber’s voice was muffled against my hospital gown.

      My mom was about as capable of words as I was.  I hadn’t felt anything like this hug in so long, I had begun to doubt that such things even existed anymore.
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      Today was the day.  Christie’s homecoming.  I woke up an hour before my alarm went off and tried to snooze until it was time to get up, but I couldn’t manage it.  I was buzzing even if it wasn’t.

      The tips of my fingers and toes were tingling and every time I closed my eyes, I saw her. Not like the still frame from the video clip on the news, but the way she had been back in school.  The real her.

      I was so excited that when the alarm finally did go off, I leapt out of bed and I felt like spiking the damn thing.  Today was a touchdown, today was a victory for the good guys.  Christie was coming home.

      King, my German Shepherd, picked up on my excitement and peered over the bottom of my bed with his head tilted to one side.  I could hear his tail swishing on the floor, out of sight.

      I scampered around the corner and rubbed his neck vigorously on both sides, capping it off with a few solid pats to the ribcage.  King snorted and I laughed, heading to the kitchen with him following almost close enough to trip me, his head tilted up and tail wagging a mile a minute.

      He stayed close as I bent down to pick up his water bowl and sniffed me enthusiastically, as if dogs could perhaps smell when their owners have finally cracked.  Apparently detecting no insanity, he let
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