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SIX YEARS AGO

Something’s wrong.

I don’t hear his cries.

I grab my purse from the passenger seat and swing it over my shoulder. A heavy tension grips my chest. It clings to me like a sleep demon. I gasp for breath. I can move but my mind is paralyzed with anxiety.

Don’t go inside.

I feel an impending dread. Shitfire’s about to hit the fan. I’m working three dead-end jobs and raising a baby by myself even though I’m married and my husband is home more than I am. If I was less afraid then maybe I’d be able to make something of myself. I’d be able to drag myself out of this shithole and into a better life.

I slam the car door shut. It’s heavy and it doesn’t fully close. There’s a gap because the hinge is worn. I should get it fixed, but I don’t have the money for that. And if I did I’d spend it on something else. Like moving out of this deadbeat trailer in the middle of nowhere Tennessee that reeks of rancid beer and Camel cigarettes.

It’s not even a double-wide. My mama never did let me live that down. ‘You can’t expect to make anything of yourself living in that piece of shit caravan,’ she said to me on my wedding day two years ago. She wasn’t wrong, but that didn’t stop me from cutting her out of my life. I was stupid and my ego was fragile in those days. Then Scout came along and—

Well, everything changes when you have a baby, doesn’t it?

The trailer door is unlocked as always. I step inside and hang my purse on the hook beside the door meant to be a coat rack. Not that Dodge ever hangs up his coats. I always have to step over them to get through the door. I’m stepping over one now.

“Dodge?”

The lights are out. It’s quiet. Too quiet. There should be screaming. There should be crying. Scout is always fussy around the time I get home. Probably because Dodge is usually passed out drunk. How anyone can forget about their own baby is beyond me. But deep down I know he hasn’t forgotten. He just doesn’t care. Maybe I’m too hard on him. When he works—which has become more and more infrequent over the last six months—he works hard. Long days of construction and road maintenance. He used to do a lot of night shifts. I used to complain about that because I don’t like being alone at night. But it’s been easier since Scout came along. Before Scout I was timid. I would see things in the shadows. Fear was my driving factor. But now I’m a mother. And fear has become my courage. My armor. I can’t be afraid at night when I have someone to protect.

“Dodge? Baby? You home?”

I flip the switch on the wall. The lights flicker for a second and then blow out. Everything is falling apart. My car. My house. My relationship. Not that any of those things were in good shape to begin with. They were all secondhand.

“Scout? Sweetheart? Mommy’s home,” I call out in the darkness. My voice shakes. Because I know. I know. Just as I knew the minute I stepped off the school bus and saw Mama’s eyes all those years ago that my daddy wasn’t coming home the night of my thirteenth birthday.

Something’s wrong.

I grab a flashlight from the drawer in the kitchenette and shine it around the trailer. It’s not a large space so it doesn’t take me long to realize what’s happened. The sink is full of dirty dishes. The ashtray is overflowing with butts. The laundry is still strewn unfolded on the bed. But it’s all mine. My clothes. My shirts, bras, underwear, jeans. Nothing of Dodge’s. The baby clothes are gone too. The diapers, the binkies, the carrier I got half off at the Goodwill. Everything is gone. Everything but Peter Rabbit. The small stuffed animal bunny with the blue jacket that my grandmother gave me on the day Scout was born. It was expensive. I could tell by the label. It was from one of those fancy German toy companies. Scout loves it. It’s his favorite thing in the whole world. And it’s sitting on the kitchen table, staring at me. Mocking me. Left there by someone who wanted me to know. Someone who wanted to hurt me.

Dodge.

He took my baby.




Chapter 1

LANA
PRESENT DAY

The intern cowers in the doorway of the recording studio, face pale and eyes wide, like a deer in the headlights of a semi barreling down a mountain freeway at high speed.

“That’s it? There’s nothing else?” Lana shoots one of her icy stares at the intern. She can never remember the young woman’s name. Paula? Petra? It didn’t matter. Lana isn’t actually angry with the intern. She’s angry with herself. Then again, maybe “angry” isn’t the right word. Annoyed. That’s what she is. She’s annoyed. She’s annoyed with Miss Urielle.

The problem with that? She is Miss Urielle.

Lana exhales an exasperated sigh that’s meant to be heard. The intern—Priscilla, maybe?—continues to stand frigid in the doorway as though her feet are glued to the floor.

“Well, give me what you have,” Lana says after a pause. “We’re on in a few minutes. I can’t just BS everything.”

Her words are a lie, of course. BS everything is exactly what she’s going to do. Because that’s exactly what she’s always done. She’s the Queen of BS. The Lady Overseer of BS. BS is her business. It’s given her everything she’s ever wanted. It’s her lucky rabbit’s foot. Her protective charm. Her cash cow.

Her ball and chain.

The intern scurries in and sets a folder of news printouts on the desk. Then she leaves before Lana can ask for anything more. Lana picks up the folder. It’s thin. It’s been getting thinner every week. Or, at least, that’s how it seems. The business of precognition isn’t as easy as it used to be. Palm readings and tarot cards don’t cut it for people anymore. People can get that for free from any wannabe with a deck of major arcana and a smartphone. The real art of telling the future isn’t in the truth or the exposition but in the spectacle. People want to feel like every message is spoken directly to them, but not in an obscure way that could also relate to a hundred thousand other people. They want to feel like the message is for them and them alone. Not to mention the fact that the message has to be big. Because people want to feel important. People want to be seen.

People want to matter. They want someone to look them in the eye and reassure them that their presence on this insignificant rotating pile of rock in the middle of an ever-expanding universe isn’t inconsequential.

That’s why Lana—or more specifically, Miss Urielle—spends so much time focusing on minor news events. Because minor news has a much bigger impact on the individual. The infinitesimal stories in the back pages of a newspaper have a far greater chance of accidentally hitting the truth. Because the negligible speaks to the larger audience.

Which is exactly the bullseye Lana needs to hit with her show. Because all of this is fake. Fake with a capital F. There’s no such thing as future sight. No precognitive abilities. No alignment in the stars predicting the fate of a single person. This is a performance. And she’s damn good at it. But only when she has something to work with. And today’s collection of articles and snippets is trash. Absolute garbage.

Hoshi, KQSV Radio’s lead sound technician, waves at her from the room on the other side of the glass, indicating that she has two minutes before they go live. Lana searches Hoshi’s face for any sign that she’s over their argument, but Hoshi never makes eye contact. Lana clenches her teeth, slips the headphones over her ears, and adjusts the settings on her microphone. She takes a deep breath to center herself. Then she closes her eyes and tries to focus.

Miss Urielle is known for her slow, soothing voice. Lana’s voice isn’t naturally soft or smooth or even calming, for that matter. Lana is high-strung because she works overtime promoting herself on six social media apps while still maintaining her radio show that broadcasts nationwide five times a week and writing a book about her biggest BS predictions—all of which she purports to be the God’s Honest Truth—that’s due to her publisher in less than a month. Not to mention the fact that Hoshi finally decided to end their relationship two weeks ago—the one thing she could have predicted, but didn’t—and her primary care physician tells her she has to cut out some of the stress or she’ll be on a direct path to daily blood pressure medications.

But none of those problems affect Miss Urielle because Miss Urielle isn’t real. Miss Urielle is a figment of Lana’s imagination. She’s True North. She’s otherworldly, ephemeral. She’s from another galaxy. Her blood is the thing stars are made of. She doesn’t have bills or complicated relationships or discomforting bowel movements. She’s the Mind’s Eye. And she knows everything that’ll happen.

Everything.

She opens her eyes to see the “ON AIR” light flashing red. She leans forward and smiles, teeth unclenched. Not Lana’s smile. Miss Urielle’s smile. Cool. Collected. Confident.

“Good morning, Stargazers. You’ve tuned in to Crossing the Cosmos. I’m Miss Urielle, your guide for today’s transcendence. What will the universe bring you today? What does the future have planned for you tomorrow? You have questions. I have answers. The lines are open. I’m waiting for your call.”

The call board lights up with dozens of listeners who have already been on hold for fifteen minutes, desperate for Lana to give them that one nibble of hope.

From the other side of the glass, the intern gives her a brilliant smile and a double thumbs-up.

It’s going to be OK. I can do this. I can BS my way through another day. I’ve done it before. I can do it again. Because I’m Miss Urielle. And even when I’m wrong, I’m right.

Because that’s what it says in the fucking stars. And when you believe in the stars, they never lie.




Chapter 2

TWEETY

I have a recurring nightmare.

In my nightmare, Scout and I are in my car, speeding down an old deserted road. I glance at my rearview mirror and see him sitting in his booster seat. He never looks the same in the dream. His age is always changing. This time he’s older than I’ve ever seen him. Six. Maybe seven years old. His reflection smiles back at me. It’s a big gap-toothed grin that ought to fill my heart with joy, but doesn’t. I’m in a panic. I’m racing away from our home, taking turns at twenty miles over the speed limit. It’s dark, the lights from my vehicle barely hitting the concrete because of the fog. I adjust the mirror, checking on Scout again. My eyes are off the road for a split second. Long enough to see his smile slip into ghoulish terror. I look back in time to see a large cow standing in the middle of the road.

I swerve. I crash.

Then I wake up.

Pull yourself together, Tweety! I tell myself. Nightmares aren’t real. Nightmares are just the brain’s way of processing the tragedy of everyday life. And real life is far more horrifying than anything the mind can come up with.

The rusty metal fan rattles as the mechanism inside it struggles to turn, the dust-covered blades gyrating inside their cage. Sweat sticks to my skin like new tar on concrete meant to fill the cracks. It’s only 86 degrees outside, but inside the reception of the Cottonwood Inn it feels like 100 with the humidity. Humidity is rare in South Dakota. Not that we don’t get it, but usually the mountain breeze blows it away. August is always hot, but it’s never excruciatingly hot. At least, that’s what the locals always say. I’ve only been here five months, but I have no reason not to believe them. But as uncomfortable as today is, it’s got nothing on a Tennessee summer. Anyway, I’m not here for the weather. I’m here for this rat-trap motel and the people who frequent it.

No, not people. Person.

One person in particular.

Dodge. My husband.

I haven’t seen him yet, but I will. I know I will. Because fate designed us both to be here.

I wipe a napkin across my chest, tucking it between my breasts to dry up the uncomfortable moisture that’s trickled into my bra. There are damp spots all over my tank top. I take a sip of water from my Sturgis Motorcycle Rally tumbler. It’s not even cold, but it feels good going down the back of my throat. Behind me the radio croaks out an Eighties pop ballad like it’s a dying breath. I adjust the antenna.

This motel is so ancient it’s almost a morbid curiosity. It’s the kind of place you can’t find on maps and only exists in memories. Forget Wi-Fi or streaming services or 4G. The Cottonwood Inn is tucked so far off the beaten path that vanguards of modernity don’t even waste their time trying to convert it to the here and now. I lean over the counter and stare out through the glass front of the motel, like I have been for the last five months. Waiting. Anticipating. Losing hope by the minute. Nothing. Nobody.

I unfold a sheet of paper from my pocket and stare at the age-progression photos of my son. It’s the only practical thing I ever received from the police. The first photo is an actual picture of him. Taken when he was only eight months old. He’s smiling. His upper teeth were slow to come in, but the bottom ones practically burst through the gums. He was never fussy about it though. He was such an angel. The second photo is the first progression to three years old. His hair is a mix of mine and his father’s, a dusty reddish-brown. Freckles dot his nose. Only the eyes are the same as the original photo.

The next is five years old. He’s aging before my eyes. I try to imagine what he was like in kindergarten. Did he make friends easily? Did he talk with a Southern accent? The final photo is ten years old. Scout isn’t that old yet. He’d be seven now, going on eight. But the photo was added as a basis for comparison. And because the chances of finding him between five and ten were just as slim as finding him at three.

My sweet, beautiful baby boy.

Where are you?

“I see bikes,” Lady Ortega told me eight months ago. Lady Ortega has been my go-to psychic reader for the last four years. She’s read my cards and star charts more than a dozen times over for a reasonable price of $19.99 per session. Except for that one time I asked for a more detailed reading and she charged fifty bucks to my credit card without warning. I had to eat ramen noodles for two weeks to make up for that cost, but it was worth it because she was right. She’s always right. Shitfire, for those prices she has to be.

“I see a desolate road that stretches for miles in either direction,” she told me. “And the carpet—there’s something about the carpet. It’s brown or red. No! It’s stained.”

“Do you see my boy?” I asked, gripping the phone to my ear.

“I see a man.”

“What man?”

“He’s familiar to you.”

“Is it my husband?”

“He’s …” She paused. She always pauses just before she says something profound. Just before she hits the nail on the head. I could feel my heart racing, nerves standing on end. My grip was sweaty and I nearly dropped the phone. Then she spoke. “He’s been there before.”

But she couldn’t tell me where. The location was just out of sight. It was beyond the sacred veil of the universe—that delicate and immaterial cloth the separates the waking world from the spiritual one. I knew exactly what she was talking about. As a teenager, I was really into mediumship. The idea that someone could see the future mesmerized me. I imagined all the hardships I could avoid if only I had those clairvoyant powers.

My family thought I was silly for buying into that nonsense. But I remember the first time I spoke to a real psychic. I was thirteen years old. She told me about the sacred veil. Only she had a different word for it. She called it the Divine Split. It was a dangerous barrier, she said to me. Not many seers dared venture beyond its borders. There was always a risk with pushing the mind beyond this world and into the next. “A person can never unsee the images on the other side of the veil,” she said. And those who couldn’t look away often succumbed to either madness or death.

By the time I gave birth to my son, much of my belief in psychic abilities had run its course. I would listen to those stories with a hefty dose of skepticism. Still, in the back of my mind I wondered if I had been blessed with the sight like that first psychic or Lady Ortega, would I have seen the signs earlier? But even though I had the Future Forecast Hotline on speed dial and read Sylvia Browne’s books like they were required scripture on Sunday morning, part of me always thought it was wishful thinking.

Until I had proof.

A month after Lady Ortega’s reading, I was working at a diner outside Little Rock. I’d caught the whispers of a rumor that Dodge might be in Arkansas. That turned out to be a dead end. But while I was there I overheard a woman telling her friend about this guy she met at the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally up in South Dakota. At first, I didn’t think anything of it, but I’m a professional eavesdropper. Have been ever since I was a kid. It’s a skill, listening. People will admit to almost anything in public because they think no one is paying attention. For the most part, no one is. Unless I’m in the room. If I’m in the room, I’m always listening.

The more she went on to explain this man to her friend, the more I realized she was talking about Dodge. There was no doubt in my mind. So, I buddied up to her while I refilled her Diet Coke. I put on that charming Southern smile my mama always said I was too good at, and got to talking to her. I learned more about her little weekend escapade with the man her husband never found out about. Heard in gritty detail all of the sinful acts they committed over that weekend. And by the end of the conversation I was convinced. It was Dodge. It had to be. I was rejuvenated. And best of all? She told me exactly where to find him.

The Cottonwood Inn. Every summer like clockwork, she said. He’d arrive three days before the rally, stay for three nights, and then head out of town.

I’m not delusional. I know exactly how it sounds. She could have been talking about anyone. It could have been desperation on my part. But this woman—this big-eyed box-dye blonde who couldn’t tell a jungle gym from a jack-in-the-box—had the one thing I’d been seeking for the last four years. Proof. A picture. A photo she snapped with her phone while her one-night paramour was sleeping. His face was half-shadowed by the dim light in the room, cheek pressed against a filthy flower-print bedspread, but there was no doubt in my mind. It was my husband. It was the man who took my baby.

It was Dodge.

And when I first pulled up to the Cottonwood Inn, Lady Ortega’s words came flooding forward. The motorcycles, the desolate highway, the stained carpet. It was exactly as I imagined it would be.

Now I knew where to find him. I knew when to find him. The only problem was what Dodge was going to do when I confronted him. There were so many variables. What if Scout wasn’t with him? What if he saw me and immediately turned away and left? I had to be smart about this. I had to plan. I had to change who I was—my appearance, my accent, my mannerisms, the way I dress—in order to catch him off guard. And I had to know the terrain better than he did. So, I did all that. And then I got myself a job working the front desk of the shittiest shithole in all of South Dakota.

It’s been five months now. Five months of waiting, praying, and getting to know the terrain. Of sweating my socks off and losing my mind to the incessant clanking of broken fan blades. Of reliving the last memory I have of Scout and the horror that plagues my dreams every night. Because one day Dodge will walk through that door.

And I’ll get my son back.

I block out the clatter of the fan and the ticking of the second hand on the clock replaces it. The sound mimics the impatience of my heart.

I wonder if the revolver I have taped under the desk is sweating as much as I am.

I take out my phone and speed-dial Lady Ortega’s number. I just need something to remind me that I’m in the right place. A little psychic pick-me-up to reassure me that everything I’ve been through these last six years has been worth it.

The call rings once before it’s picked up by an automatic voice message.

“I’m sorry. The number you’ve dialed is either disconnected or no longer in service. Please hang up and dial again.”

I dial again. Manually this time.

“I’m sorry. The number you’ve—”

I hang up.

My heart is heavy. It’s as though someone has tied concrete blocks to the valves and dumped it in a lake to drown. Then I take a look around me and realize I’ve been drowning for a long time.

The Cottonwood Inn is a cheap, off-the-beaten-path, sometimes pay-by-the-hour dump situated on a lesser-used back-road highway leading into Sturgis. It’s not even located in a real town. There aren’t enough people in the area for that. There’s a place nearby called Bluff that has a grocery store and a pharmacy, but anything of substance is in Sturgis. And calling the Cottonwood an inn is an insult to inns all over the country. Inns are supposed to be quaint and picturesque. The Cottonwood is anything but. It’s a trash pit run by a lowlife sleaze named Mickey. He has a glass eye and a greasy mustache caked with so much wax it could have its own display in Madame Tussauds.

When the sun is out you can hear a pin drop. The parking lot is empty. The rooms are vacant. And the only other person in sight is Redneck Rhett who works at the Blue Owl Tavern a mile down the road and occasionally does a roundabout from the bar to the bend near the motel’s dumpsters. If I were Jimmy Stewart in Rear Window I’d suspect him of doing something nefarious. The tavern has its own dumpsters, after all. Why does he have to use ours? But I’m not Jimmy Stewart. This isn’t a Hitchcock film. And no amount of fire and brimstone could make me give a damn. It doesn’t matter to me what people do out here where no one can find them. That’s not why I’m here.

I’m here to catch my husband.

But he isn’t here.

He should have been here yesterday. Three days before the rally, the woman at the diner said. I’ve had it marked on the calendar for months. Three days before the rally was yesterday and the parking lot is still empty. Nobody is checked in. I haven’t seen anyone in days. Not even Mickey, who usually peeks his head in the office at least once a day. Nobody but Rhett dumping who-the-hell-knows-what in our dumpsters.

I glance down at my phone again. I see Lady Ortega’s name at the top of my recent calls list. Was she wrong? Was it all a coincidence? I think back to the photo the woman showed me at the diner. It had been dark. Half of the man’s face was hidden. Was it possible I’d been mistaken? Had I only seen what I wanted to see?

I try the number again.

“I’m sorry. The number you’ve dialed is either disconnected—”

Who’s going to help me now?

I chew on my bottom lip until it’s raw. I have no one else to call. Lady Ortega was the only one who could help me. She was the real deal. A bona fide clairvoyant—one of those fortunate but fated few who were gifted with the ability to see the future. I know a lot of those online psychics are frauds. Lady Ortega wasn’t. The chance of finding another who’d be able to see my plight and have that connection to my circumstances was slim.

But I need to know if I’m in the right place. I need to know if I’ve misinterpreted Lady Ortega’s meaning somehow. I pull up a web browser and google “psychics.” Even with the unreliable internet connection in this area I get millions of results within seconds. I sigh. Sweat drips down the side of my face and plonks on the counter beside my cell phone.

Please tell me what to do.

Help me find my boy.

If anyone is listening. If anyone can hear me. Show me a sign.

Find me someone who knows where my boy is.

I take a deep breath and close my eyes. The radio station cuts to commercial, the audio suddenly clear as day.

“Have wishes, prayers, and horoscopes failed you? Are you seeking a deeper understanding of yourself and your future? This week on Crossing the Cosmos, Miss Urielle will be taking calls from listeners all over the country in her first live reading. Uncut and commercial-free! Call KQSV Radio at 1-800—”

I open my eyes, scrambling for a piece of paper to write down the number. I don’t want to get my hopes up, but my heart is suddenly filled with optimism. I feel affirmed in the belief that everything I’ve done to get to this point, every agony I’ve had to suffer, has been necessary.

Then the bell above the door jingles.




Chapter 3

EIGHT YEARS AGO

It’s a warm summer night. The scent of honeysuckle and cotton candy fill the air. I lie in the back of a pickup truck, staring up at the twinkling stars. In the distance I can hear laughter and music from the county fairgrounds. The occasional pop from a rifle at the shooting gallery or the ding of the bell on the high striker cuts through the air, but I barely hear it. All I can hear is the sound of my breath, rapid and hopeful.

“You’re the most beautiful creature I’ve ever laid eyes on.”

The compliment brings a warmth to my face. I try to think of something poetic to say in return, but my words are caught in my throat. Anything I could possibly imagine would pale in comparison to the words I’ve heard all night.

I’m not that creative, nor am I very romantic. This is all very new to me. And while I want to make an impression, I don’t want to embarrass myself. And I don’t want to pretend to be someone I’m not either.

“You’re just saying that,” I whisper. I don’t turn my gaze away from the sky. Not because I don’t want to see the face of my admirer, but because I want to cement this moment in my memory for all time. Years in the future I want to be able to close my eyes and picture the smattering of stars against the midnight blue. I want to taste the powdered sugar lingering from our first kiss and remember the playful din of carousels and chatter in the background. I want to remember that for the first time in my life I felt like the main character in a story. A story worth telling.

I want to remember what it was like the moment I fell in love.

“When I saw you in the community center, I knew I had to ask you to dance,” a voice whispers near my ear.

The reverberation of sound and brushing of lips tickle the side of my face. I smile, but hold back an embarrassed laugh. Then I turn on my side so we can look each other in the eyes. I’m glad it’s dark because I can feel the redness in my face.

“I’m glad you asked me,” I say. “I’ll be honest, I wanted to ask you myself, but …”

“But what?”

“I’m shy.”

“You?” Laughter cuts through the air like one of those rifle pops. It’s not a cruel sound though. It’s the sound of disbelief. “You don’t strike me as shy.”

“It’s a show I put on for my friends. I’ve never been that confident.”

A hand reaches for mine, entwining our fingers together. It’s a soft, encouraging touch. It makes me feel simultaneously safe and desirable in a way I’ve never felt before. I feel a gentle squeeze. I squeeze back to show I notice. So this is what it feels like to have butterflies. They’re twisting about in anticipation, wings battering against the inside of my belly.

It’s suddenly much warmer than I realize.

“Do you want to go back to your friends?”

The question surprises me, but I don’t know why. Maybe because it’s so thoughtful and courteous.

“No,” I say. “I want to stay here with you.”

I smile. And it’s with that smile I know everything about the future will be different. Life suddenly seems so much bigger. So much better.

“I was hoping you’d say that.”

This is just how I always imagined it would be. It’s a dream I’ve had since childhood, although I never saw the other person’s face in my dreams. The other person was always a mystery to me, but the moment was the same. Two of us, alone amidst a crowd of people who don’t see us. An itchy flannel throw to protect us from the cold bed of the pickup. A cloudless sky with an endless expanse of stars. A first kiss still hot on my lips even minutes later. Our hands held as one. Endless emotion in every breath. I never hoped my dream would come true, but now that I’m here I know it’s no longer a dream. And I have no trouble imagining an entire future born out of this single snapshot in time.

We’re meant to be together.

“Look.”

I turn my gaze back to the sky. My panorama of the universe is interrupted by a finger moving across my vision. I watch as our names are written in the air. I can almost see them spelled out in shimmering stardust.

Tweety.

Dodge.

Forever.




Chapter 4

TWEETY
PRESENT DAY

The door opens and with it comes a heavy wall of humidity. It rolls in like a wave and hits me square in the chest. I feel like the wind has been knocked out of me and I gasp for air.

Dodge stares at me expectantly.

I almost scream.

My heart is racing. This is the moment I’ve waited six long years for, but now that it’s here I’m frozen. My mouth gapes open like the Big Mouth Billy Bass hanging on the back wall. My skin pales. My stomach drops. It’s like looking into the eyes of a ghost that’s been haunting me for most of my life.

The song on the radio cuts out and goes to the weather. “Sunny skies and an accelerated heat wave are predicted for the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally! Don’t forget to bring your hats and sunscreen, folks! And stock up on bottled water because it’s gonna be a sticky one!”

“Do you have any vacancies?” Dodge asks, cutting through my mental paralysis like a knife.

“What?”

“I’d like a room for three nights.”

I give a conscious blink, slow and thoughtful. I can’t drag my eyes away from his face. “What did you say?”

Dodge laughs. “It’s this heat, isn’t it? It’s been getting to me too. Sometimes I swear it gets so damn hot I feel like I could forget my own name. I hope the rooms are air-conditioned.”

My heart beats louder than my thoughts. All I can hear is a persistently erratic lub-dub echoing off the insides of my skull.

Lub-dub. Lub-dub.

“I’m sorry. What was that?”

“I hope the rooms have AC.”

Lub-dub. Lub-dub.

“They do.”

“Great. Do you have any available?”

It is Dodge, isn’t it?

I look him over more carefully. He’s tall with a sharply angled jaw. His hair is neatly combed, parted on the left side, and his clothes look fresh off the rack. Brand new. Not expensive new. Walmart new. Well-groomed but middle class. The last time I saw Dodge he looked like he’d rolled out of a trash can. He always wore his hair spiky, held up by that green-colored surfer gel we could barely afford. He was the master of unkempt facial hair, too. Never a full beard. He couldn’t grow one. But more than a five-o’clock shadow. Enough to look like he constantly needed to shave. But the eyes—Dodge had the most piercingly brilliant blue eyes. Eyes that reminded me of a shimmering mirage on the hot pavement of a desert highway. This man has those exact same eyes. Eyes that are staring right at me. Eyes that don’t see me.

He’s looking at me like I’m a stranger.

“Dodge?”

“No, I drive a Honda. It’s a rental. Not my first choice, but it’s gotten good gas mileage on the way up here. Do you need the license plate?”

Is he joking with me? Is this some kind of game he’s playing?

He clears his throat. “Look, if you don’t have anything available that’s fine. I can head in closer to town, but I was kind of hoping to avoid the big crowds. You know how crazy people can get in the bars downtown during the rally. I like to get my full eight hours of sleep, if you know what I mean. Also, no offense, but … this place looks dirt cheap and I don’t want to spend a lot of money.”

“You’ve never stayed with us before?” I just barely manage to croak out. I’m staring at his arm. Dodge has a tattoo on his left bicep. A single poker card. Ace of Hearts. I’m trying to get a look at this man’s arm, but his sleeve is too long.

Lub-dub. Lub-dub. Lub-dub.

It has to be Dodge though. He looks just like him. He sounds just like him. And I know he was at this motel last year. I saw proof.

As much as a 1-900-number fortune teller and a dark photograph are proof.

This is Dodge. This is the man who took my baby. But for some reason he’s pretending not to know me.

Or maybe my plan has actually worked. The long red hair that used to be my pride and joy has been chopped into a sharp chin-length bob, dyed the mousiest shade of ash brown I could find at the corner drugstore. Bright green eyes have been hidden behind colored contacts. I’ve lost some weight, too, mostly from my face, which accentuates my sharp chin. Not to mention my clothes. Long gone are the colorful summer dresses. The most significant change, of course, is my accent. I knew that would be my biggest giveaway up north so I replaced my Tennessee twang with a more monotonous Midwestern tone. The key was to not stand out, to disappear in a crowd. But despite all these changes I can’t help but feel like Dodge has actually forgotten me. Is six years and a haircut really enough time to forget the mother of your child?

Or am I wrong? Maybe this man isn’t my husband. Maybe he just looks like him.

Lub-dub.

“First time.” He smiles. It’s not a Dodge smile. It’s polite and charming. Dodge never had a lick of manners about him. He could be adorably affectionate after two beers, but more than that and he just turned rotten. Mean. When he smiled it made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck.

Except for that very first smile. The one that drew me in. The trickster smile.

If this man is Dodge, it’s a damn good act he’s playing. A damn good act.

But I can act too.

“Single or double?” I ask, glancing out to the parking lot for sign of anyone else. I see the rental car he mentioned, but the windows are tinted and I can’t tell if anyone else is inside.

“Double.” He pauses. “It’ll just be me though. I like to stretch out.”

“No kids? We have cots.”

He laughs. “Oh, no! Not me. I’m way too busy traveling for kids.”

“What do you do?”

“You know. A bit of this. A bit of that.”

I shoot him a look. It’s probably a little harder than it should be, but my nerves are rattled.

He holds up his hands defensively. That’s when I notice he’s wearing driving gloves. “You got me! I’m in sales. Well, recruitment, actually. I spend most of my time driving around from one office branch to the next trying to convince people to join the team.”

A likely story.

“What kind of sales?”

“Textbooks and scientific manuals,” he answers without missing a beat. “You interested? I can get you a discount.”

I don’t know what’s going on. Could I be wrong? This man is much quicker on the draw than Dodge ever was. But he’s also sober. Maybe Dodge cleaned up his act. Maybe he got his shit together. Maybe I really am unrecognizable from the woman I was six years ago.

Or maybe I’m wrong. Maybe this guy just looks like my husband. What is it they say? Everyone has a twin somewhere in the world? Is this Dodge’s clean-cut doppelgänger?

I begin to worry that I was wrong about that photo I saw outside Little Rock. Maybe Lady Ortega was wrong, too. Or, more likely, she was just telling me what she thought I wanted to hear. And maybe I was just desperate enough to believe it.

I open up the guestbook. There aren’t many signatures in it. Most people refuse to sign it or just scribble an illegible line. Some draw an X. This isn’t the Ritz. Only two rooms have been prebooked for the weekend—rally attendees from out of town looking for a cheap place near a bar. Most of the people who show up at night aren’t there in the morning when I get up for my shift. Mickey runs a revolving door when the sun goes down. I know because I live in the last room at the far end of the motel. I pay fifty bucks a month for an uncomfortable mattress and a mini fridge. But up until now it’s been worth it because I knew that meant I’d be around when Dodge showed up.

Now this man is here and I can’t help but feel like I’ve deluded myself again.

Another wild goose chase. Another dead end. Because this can’t be Dodge.

I scribble a receipt for the room. There’s no computer system. Everyone pays with cash.

“That’ll be $71.97. And I need to see an ID. For insurance reasons.”

Technically I’m always supposed to ask for an ID, but I never do. Mostly because the Cottonwood Inn is one of those places a person goes to in order to avoid showing an ID. In fact, Mickey discourages it. “It’s safer not to know names,” he says. But I need to know this man’s name.

The man passes me four crisp twenty-dollar bills, but deliberately ignores my request for an ID. He signs his name in the book while I count out the change from the register. The dulcet tones of Dolly Parton singing her solo stanza of “Islands in the Stream” emerge from the crackling radio. Without thinking, I adjust the antenna to clear up the background static. It isn’t until afterwards I realize that this is our song.

The man who can’t possibly be Dodge stops mid-signature. His grip on the pen tightens, fingers turning white with rage. When I look at his face, his jaw is clenched and he’s staring through the book as though looking into a crystal ball at a memory he thought would never resurface.

The sheer loathing in his grimace surprises me so much that I forget about the ID. Once I do remember, I’m too afraid to request it again.

“You a Dolly fan?” he asks.

“Who isn’t?” I say.

Lub-dub.

“I’d like two room keys, please.”

I grab the keys for room seven and set them on the counter with the money. “Your change.”

Lub-dub. Lub-dub.

“Sorry. I’ve got some memories of that song. It never ceases to take me back whenever I hear it.”

Does it? What does it take you back to? Does it take you back to the days when we would lie side by side in the back of your pickup truck and watch for shooting stars in the warm black night? Does it remind you of our first dance at the Rock Creek Community Center? Do you remember this song playing in the background when you promised you’d always take care of me? When you swore no one would ever love me the way you do?

You swore it in Dolly’s name, Dodge.

Does she haunt you for breaking those promises?

“That’s all right. We’ve all got those songs. Pity for you it’s Dolly. That’s a real shame. She’s one of the greatest.”

“Don’t I know it. That’s probably one of the reasons she hits me so hard.” He finishes off the signature with an indecipherable scribble and slaps the pen on the guestbook. Then he picks up the keys and fixes me with a confusing stare.

There’s a churning in the pit of my stomach. I’ve never been on an airplane, but for some reason it makes me think of what it would feel like to suddenly drop midair. Five seconds of weightlessness as my stomach lurches into my chest before collapsing downward directly after. Ker-plunk! It makes me want to reach for my water, but I don’t dare. I don’t dare break my gaze from his stare.

This isn’t how it was supposed to go. In every iteration of this interaction that I imagined, Dodge eventually realized it was me. The hope had always been that Scout would be with him. But if he wasn’t, I planned to rely on the fact that Dodge would be caught by surprise. And then I would force him, by whatever means necessary, to tell me where my boy was. But I never accounted for my disguise to be so convincing. I couldn’t imagine Dodge flat-out not recognizing me. Which had me wondering … Is that you, Dodge?

Are you pretending not to know me?

My fingers graze over the handle of the 9mm taped underneath the desk.

The song slows to an end, the rise and fall of the brass and background piano imitating the free fall in my belly. Then Dodge—it is Dodge, isn’t it?—smiles. Any malice I thought I saw a few seconds ago is gone, as is the thick anticipation that hovered in the air between us. Gone as quickly as a summer breeze or the flutter of a butterfly’s wings.

As fleeting as a lover’s first kiss.

My heart batters beneath my breastbone, drowning out the rickety rattle of the table fan.

Dodge pockets one of the keys and holds up the other. “Lucky number seven.”

His smile falters, crooked, just like the one I fell in love with. The smile that hid so many secrets and left behind a storm that almost drowned me in its wake. He nods like all good Southern boys are taught to. He’s not wearing a hat, but I still imagine him tipping the brim. Then he leaves, the bell above the door jingling against the metal hinge in his wake.

Once he disappears around the corner, I gasp. My chest shudders like my soul has left my body. My knees give out and I barely catch myself on the counter before I fall to the floor.

I’ve failed. My instinct is to put the blame on Dodge. I even go so far as to wonder if he’d sent an uncanny lookalike to the inn just to torment me. But that’s ridiculous. Dodge doesn’t know I’m here. The truth is I simply wasn’t able to confront him. I wasn’t able to stand my ground. Because as much as I wanted to believe this man was Dodge, I just wasn’t certain enough. And it scares me to think that even if I had been certain, I might not have had the guts.

I clench my hands together to stop them shaking and I know immediately that I’m going to schedule a new reading with a new psychic as soon as possible. Something is going on here. Something unnatural.

I glance back to the vehicle gleaming in the hot sun. It could be Dodge. He could be pretending not to know me. I think back to when he first walked in. Did I notice any surprise in his face? Was there any hesitation? I can’t remember. I was too overwhelmed with shock at seeing him again after all this time. I know this can’t be coincidence. Dodge never believed in coincidences and neither do I. He may not have known I was here, but once he saw me he saw an opportunity to make me relive that hell.

I won’t let you do this to me, Dodge. Not again. Not ever. I don’t know what you’re playing at, but it won’t work.

Pretend all you want. But I will prove you are my husband. And then I’m getting my baby back.




Chapter 5

PETE
EIGHT MONTHS AGO

A woman lets out a shrill scream and Pete Purcell whips his head around, nearly dropping his overpriced latte when someone bumps into his shoulder. He catches a quick glimpse of a man rolling under a bus, tires peeling, brakes screeching. The woman screams again, but doesn’t move as the bus comes hurtling toward her. Pete’s heart drops into his stomach. Then a masked figure in a cape swoops in on a wire and pushes the woman out of the way. The bus eases to a prepared halt just in time for the hero to hold out his hand as though he’s just stopped the speeding vehicle in its tracks.

The director yells cut.

A crowd of pedestrians on the sidewalk erupt in a booming cheer.

“Hey, man! Don’t you see the red tape?” a gruff man in all black shouts at Pete.

Pete glances down, realizing he’s just walked right through the cordon tape meant to block off the street to pedestrians. That’s when he sees the camera crew.

“My bad,” Pete says by way of loose apology. His heart slows back to its normal rhythm, but the hairs continue to stand on end at the nape of his neck. He idly recalls reading something in the newspaper about a Hollywood production team filming a new comic book movie in downtown Cleveland. It isn’t the first time, nor will it be the last. Cleveland has the somewhat distinguished merit of comprising a few streets that resemble New York City. It also has a much lower population density than Manhattan and a shit economy. That makes it a cheaper and more accessible option for production companies looking to get street-level shots without the hassle of blocking off a corner of Times Square. Pete remembers the hassle of trying to get to a dentist appointment when The Avengers was filming. He still can’t watch that movie without remembering how he had to divert fifteen blocks just to have the dentist tell him he needed a root canal and would have to schedule another appointment.

It is a good movie though. And it boosted the Cleveland economy for a few months. It’s a silver lining, he supposes, but not enough of one to stop him from complaining.

If he’d known they’d be filming again, he would have avoided the main drag. Not that the noise or the crowd is what’s really bothering him. Truth is, he isn’t looking forward to today. He’s already on pins and needles about how he’s going to break the news to Katherine. He’s barely even processed the news himself. Sure, she’s his ex-wife and technically it’s none of her business that he’s dying, but she’s also the mother of his daughter. And even though his relationship with Morgan is also strained—due in part to her being a moody sixteen-year-old and him being an asshole who fucked everything up—he believes she has the right to know.

Also, Pete doesn’t have anyone else to tell. His parents are dead going on twenty years. His sister lives in Philly and doesn’t talk to him. She still blames him for their mom running out on them even though he was five years old at the time and couldn’t even tie his shoes let alone be responsible for an adult’s reaction to their own child’s uncanny nature. There’s always Hank, his barber, with whom Pete has cultivated an amicable relationship over the last thirty-seven years that occasionally borders on friendship, but Pete still pays him to listen. And he doesn’t feel like paying someone to hear about his rotting pancreas. Even if he does need a trim.

“Seven to eight months,” the doctor told him. A year if he stopped drinking alcohol and cut out red meat. Why the fuck would he cut out red meat if he only has seven months to live? It’s not like he’s going to regret a flame-grilled ribeye. But he might regret having to go through another month of soul-sucking self-loathing in his shit apartment chewing down painkillers while the cancer eats him from the inside out.

Pete pushes through the crowd, sipping his latte, which has since gone cold as he tries to make it to the plaza at the end of the street. Katherine had exhaled an irritated sigh of exhaustion when he suggested meeting at the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame. He gets it. That’s where they had their first date. She probably assumes he’s trying to get back together even though it’s been six years since she kicked him out of the house. He didn’t exactly take “no” for an answer the first time around; something he regrets more than the actual divorce. Or maybe she thinks he’s trying his hand at spiteful and plans to use this moment and this particular location to tell her he’s met someone. That’s something he might have done even a year ago.

He hasn’t met anyone, of course. She has, though. Some guy name Trevor who works in the financial district and has an extra house on the lake. The nice side of the lake, too. Pete met him once at Morgan’s thirteenth birthday party. He seemed like a good guy. A little stiff and slightly obtuse, but honest and better at taking care of Pete’s family than Pete had ever been. Pete’s former family, that is. They’re better off with Trevor. And despite his raging jealousy, Pete is glad his little girl is going to grow up having someone to be there to support her through graduation, college, marriage, kids. Because Pete won’t be there for any of it. Pete will probably be dead before the year is out. With any luck he’ll be dead before the first big snow because winters in northeast Ohio are the fucking worst.

He swerves in and out among the people huddled along the sidewalk desperate for a glimpse of their favorite actor in full superhero regalia. Pete doesn’t get it. He doesn’t understand the fuss. He certainly doesn’t understand the young girls who sit on the edge of the berm having panic attacks because they swear the broad-shouldered over-bulked film star glanced in their direction. But Pete never really bought into fan culture. Not even when he was younger. Probably because he knows that everyone has secrets. And those who stand out among the rest usually have the worst secrets of all.

The light at the crossing up ahead flashes red and suddenly the crowd closes in on itself. Pete brings his arms in tight, tucking his coffee cup close to his chest as everyone around him sucks in their breath to stay on the sidewalk. A police officer meant to be directing traffic blows his whistle at a pair of teenagers who step off into the street. They jump back into the group and the entire crowd groans at the extra compaction created by two new bodies. Pete tries to focus in front of him at the open square across the street. He can see the glass pyramid entrance of the Rock Hall. He scans for Katherine, but even at six-foot-two, he finds there are too many people for him to get a good glimpse. He runs the
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