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Leah
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I rush through the parking ramp lot to the elevator and across the skyway to the hospital, all the while checking for texts before I start my shift in the emergency room. I greet the first resident on duty for this overnight shift and a couple of fellow nurses I’ve not worked with before. The hospital has been hiring traveling nurses to keep up with the schedules.

My first patient in triage is a middle-aged woman experiencing chest pains. I enter her vitals while my coworker attaches the ECG probes and then checks her oxygen and temperature. In the back of my mind, I’m wondering where my mom is and why she hasn’t returned any texts throughout the day.

“Describe the chest pains,” I ask the patient. My coworker rushes out the sliding door with the ECG results in hand to have the doctor review the results.

“Tightness in my chest went straight through to my back and lasted about fifteen minutes.”

“Any shortness of breath?” I delve.

“Yes, but it was slight.”

“And that was yesterday, so what happened today?” I ask.

“I was dizzy and lightheaded, so I took a nap but woke up worse. There was numbness in my hands and feet. When I closed my eyes, I felt as if I was twirling,” the patient responds. 

“And that went away?” I question.

“Yes.”

“And on a scale of 1-10, if any, what is your level of discomfort now?”

My coworker peeks in to leave the ECG results near the door, which means there was probably nothing wrong with the test for this patient. I finish up with her and send her and the two family members who joined her to sit back in the waiting room. 

The ER is busy tonight: breathing problems, chest pains, head wounds, broken limbs, and respiratory viruses. The entire shift zooms along before I realize that it’s morning outside, and after six days in a row, I’m off the next three days.

“Hello?” I skip the texts and voicemails and answer my dad’s call from where I sit in the breakroom, surrounded by eavesdropping coworkers. “Where was she?”

“We don’t know where she is yet,” my dad responds. “Her car and the park’s vehicle are still at the ranger’s station. The police and her fellow park staff planned on searching at first light. I’m about to head out there, too.”

“Shouldn’t you stay home in case she shows up there?” I suggest.

“That’s what the police said, but I need to feel like I’m doing something,” Dad says.

“I know. I’ll head over there after I run home and get changed.”

“Okay. I’ll stay put. Call me when you hear something,” Dad responds.

“Will do,” I rush across the skyway to the parking ramp, then take two steps at a time to the correct level and sprint to my SUV. Despite not sleeping in the last twenty-four hours, I’m pumped to search for Mom.

My mom, Keri Dawson, is a full-time park ranger and hobby writer who just published her eighth novel. Dad, who took early retirement, wants her to cut back on hours at the local state park where she works with about a dozen other Emily Henry State Park employees, everyone from maintenance to naturalists to gift shop personnel. All those people, as well as a few dozen campers, and nobody saw anything.

As for her books, they started as a hobby and then turned into a nice passive income that she enjoys. They’re mainly mysteries inspired by local events. Sometimes I can see family members’ traits in the characters she creates.

After I change and speed the twenty miles out to Emily Henry State Park, where I’m not surprised to see Dad joining in one of the search parties. The twelve groups of six are gathered under the picnic pavilion, where they get instructions on the grid search. 

“Ranger Keri Dawson could be anywhere, so we need to be thorough. And she might be hurt, so the lead in your group will have the first aid supplies. Stay together. Don’t wander off alone. We have coyotes and an occasional wolf sighting this far out from the city. Your group leader also has the radio, should you need to be picked up as well. It’s a hot one out today. Stay hydrated and safe,” Mom’s fellow fifty-year-old Wilderness First Responder Ranger Tami Andrews directs.

Tami is taller than Mom; some might say lanky and awkward. Mom and I both share a mocha shade of brown with green eyes. And Mom has warm colorings in her skin and a tad longer than shoulder-length hair, whereas Tami is a platinum blonde with a bob. I look at the missing person flyer, which reveals the park's latest photo of Mom with the environmentalist cropped out. Mom’s smile appears sincere, but everyone in our family knows she hates having her picture taken. I fold the flyer, put it in my back pocket, and follow Tami's group.

Our group heads across the road to the campgrounds, where I wait in the modern restrooms for everyone to leave, then check every stall while another lady heads back to check the showers. When one of the guys returns from clearing the men’s restrooms, we head down the first aisle and spread out to show the campers the flyer and inquire whether they saw anything. 

“Please, look closely,” I request of a couple of elderly campers cleaning up after breakfast.

“Sorry, honey, we haven’t seen her,” the elderly woman says.

“Have you been out on any of the trails?” I ask, wiping tears from my eyes. “Maybe you saw her and forgot. Please look closely at the picture.”

“Is she someone you know well?” the older man wonders.

“She’s my mom,” I wipe tears from my eyes. I feel so stupid. “She’s probably fine, right?”

“Oh, yeah, honey. I bet she lost track of time on one of her patrols. How long has she been missing?” the elderly lady says as she pets my hair while the man gets a paper towel from their picnic table.

“She went missing sometime yesterday,” I reply. “This isn’t like her. I’m sorry. I appreciate your concern. I’ll move along now. Have a good day.”

“It’s a warm one. The temperature is supposed to be over ninety degrees today. You take care in your search, honey,” the lady says while gently squeezing my arm.

Every camper I talk to shares much the same: nobody saw Mom. We spread out slightly as we enter the woods beyond the edge of the campground. I listen to the other searchers in my group chat with each other. None of them, city dwellers, realize it’s my mother they are talking about. Even the group leader is a ranger from the next state park up north, about eighty miles away.

“I heard that she left her ranger vehicle and her own car at the ranger’s station. Then just poof. She’s gone,” a middle-aged woman with abrasive highlights in her elaborately coiffed hair and expensive rings gesticulates.

“Oh, I know. And I heard the husband is out here searching, too,” a frumpy forty-something with worn sneakers, wrinkled t-shirt, and heathered purple, cropped twill pants says. “You know what they say. It’s always the husband. I wonder if they’ve questioned him yet.”

The ranger lead in our group adds, “I heard that he was home alone when she went missing. No alibi.”

“I bet he’s going to be the one to find the body because he knows how it got there,” the bitch with expensive rings offers up.

“What if it’s the suitcase killer that’s been in the news the past few months? You know, the one who left dismembered bodies along roadsides in large traveler’s bags. Wouldn’t that be something?” the woman with heathered purple cropped pants says with excitement and sparkle in her eyes.

I’m furious but keep my thoughts to myself, which makes for a long day of searching. At the end of the day, I can’t wait to meet up with my dad and get away from these vultures. I rush to his SUV before he takes off and coordinate a meeting at my parents’ place later in the evening as he must visit his elderly stepfather and mother-in-law for their birthday get-together.

I rush home to feed my cats and walk my dog before my husband returns to make dinner, which I can’t stomach due to the worry. Afterward, we head off to see Dad together.

Upon arriving, Dad isn’t home yet, but the front door is ajar. We let ourselves in to find the puppy has been crated, and the entire house is a mess. It’s been ransacked. Not a stone was left unturned. My husband calls the police while I seek out Dad to make sure that he’s safe, which he is.

“I must warn you that the house was turned upside down. Somebody is looking for something. We are going to wait out front until the police arrive,” I say.

Dad speeds into the driveway a little after the police arrive. They hold him back to question him, which is insanity because he would not have anything to do with this in a million years. Someone is searching for something, but who? Does it have to do with my mom’s disappearance? 

The police find us at the neighbor’s house, where we await the search. They inform us that the brunt of the ransacking centers around Mom’s den, particularly her writing notes and missing laptop. They ask us about her novels. Are any based-on fact? Could someone be targeting Mom for something she wrote? 

I think back to her last book about a teen that gives birth to an infant that doesn’t make it. Was that about someone from her past? Or present? 

Just as we’re about to clean up the house, the cops' radios light up with dispatch descriptions of a man stopped nearby for a DWI. After thoroughly searching his car, they found a laptop with Mom’s return address label stuck to the bottom.

We listen while they describe the other items in his vehicle: letters, pictures, videos, and a knife in a sheath. That last item sends shivers for us.

“Could this man know where Mom is?” Dad questions.

They notify us about the interrogation happening down at the police station. Neither Dad nor I recognize the man’s name, Daniel Aster. 

“He’s from out of state. All we got so far is that your wife wrote a book about him, and the man is furious. Daniel Aster insists he had nothing to do with Keri’s disappearance, though,” the detective shares.

“I don’t believe him. He’d have to hold a lot of rage to tear this place apart to the extent that he did. He must know where my wife is. Let me talk to him,” Dad offers.

“That won’t be happening. And we can’t hold him that long unless we find a connection. We just got him on stolen property, breaking and entering, and of course, the DWI,” Detective Bentley informs.

“What about the weapon?” Dad asks.

“Mr. Dawson, we’ve sent that to be tested for any DNA, but it was sheathed and stored in his trunk. At this point, we got nothing on that, but if that changes, I will share that with you,” the detective adds. “We’re still treating your wife’s disappearance as a missing person’s case. We have no evidence that any harm befell her. I have to go now because we have quite a caseload.”

“Well, forgive me for the inconvenience my missing wife, possibly dead wife, has on your workload,” Dad spurts.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Jake

The Lies We Tell Ourselves
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I rush inside to find Leah and Dad being adversarial with a detective. The whole house is a mess. I sneak past them and rush up to Mom’s den. I rifle through some letters on the credenza. I sift through some files in the cabinet but nothing. They’re not there. I return downstairs to find the detective laying down the law.

“Mr. Dawson, it’s never the crime that’s the most shocking, but what we’ll find while researching it. We have collected much information on your break-in and preliminary details from the suspect, Mr. Aster.”

Shoot. What if they got the letters? I scan the living room where my mom keeps her magazines. But they’ve been strewn about the room. The last time I saw Mom, she shoved my latest letter into the magazine she was reading.

Leah goes up to Mom’s den once the detective leaves. She gathers a bunch of notes and journals and sits at the kitchen table to read through them while Dad takes numerous pain medications for his back and passes out on the sofa.

“What do you think happened to Mom?” I ask Leah.  Leah’s only a year older than me but has her life together. Leah graduated high school and community college at the same time. She then went to nursing school, finished it, and married her high school sweetheart last year.

“Don’t tell Dad, but I’m terrified. I fear the worst has happened,” Leah responds. She places small post-it notes on an array of pages in Mom’s journals. 

I observe to ensure the letters aren’t inside the leatherbound diaries. Then Leah gets this look on her face. I’ve seen it many times before. She’s realized something. 

Leah gets up and goes down to the basement storage room. I follow her, asking what she’s thinking, but she ignores me as if she’s in a trance. I help her lift storage tote after tote until she gets to the bottom of the stack and pulls out a large, sealed box labeled baby stuff.

“What are you thinking?” I ask repeatedly.

She rushes to Dad’s art studio to grab a pair of scissors and returns to open the box. I lean over to look inside to see some of Leah’s baby things, old photo albums, and scrapbooks.

“Now’s not the time to gather your baby stuff. Why don’t we wait until Mom returns, and you can ask her if you can keep your things?” I suggest it because it’s not like Mom’s dead or anything.

“These aren’t my things, Jake,” Leah responds while she runs her fingers through some baby clothes.

“Of course they are. They’re definitely not mine. They’re all pink,” I chuckle.

Leah cracks open a mini photo album to find pictures of a baby lying on top of a younger version of Mom. I point out the baby and look up at Leah, who has a solemn face. She is ashen. I return to the photo book and take it from Leah’s hands to see what is on the following pages.  

As I scan page after page, I notice that Mom looks much younger than she was when she had Leah. She’s in a small room decorated with teen heartthrob and rock band posters. Someone took a series of photographs of a birth. There is a man in the pictures to whom Leah points. She taps the photo.

“I bet that’s him,” Leah says assuredly.

“Who?” I wonder.

“I bet that’s the man who broke in here today and ransacked everything,” she reaches back in the box to a stack of letters, not mine, older, yellowing letters dated back some twenty-three years.

I’m beginning to get goosebumps. Where’s Leah going with this? I watch her pick up a pair of unworn pink booties in their packaging. There are also a handful of maps detailing a road trip to California, along with snapshots of a teen girl resembling Leah. What is Leah thinking? She doesn’t think—

“You’re scaring me, Leah.”

“She had another little girl before me,” Leah says.

“What? No?”

“Then why does Mom have all these keepsakes for this baby? That’s the only thing that makes sense. Can you think of a different reason this box is sealed and locked away at the farthest corner of the house?” Leah elaborates while thumbing through Mom’s high school memories. There’s a box of senior pictures from other teens, yearbooks, class t-shirts, and team mascot mementos.

We lay the evidence on the floor, listening for any possible footsteps from upstairs. We’re digging into Mom’s history. This wasn’t meant for us to see, and we could get into big trouble if she walks in on us recreating her high school years along the finished basement floor. It’s the only way to better understand what happened and with whom.

Leah pulls out her cell phone and looks up the number on a business card in her pocket. 

“Detective Bentley, it’s Leah—

“Hello, again? Has something happened? Did your mother return?” Detective Bentley asks.

“No, I was just wondering what was the name of the man that you believe ransacked my parents’ house?”

“I thought I told you. It’s Daniel Aster. Why? What are you thinking?”

“I must have missed that information in the flurry of things. Thank you,” Leah taps the phone connection off.

“Did you just hang up on a cop?”

“We need to talk to Daniel Aster,” Leah says stubbornly.

“Are you crazy? If he took Mom, he might also harm you,” I play the voice of reason which goes unacknowledged.

“We need to get to the bottom of this. We have another sibling out there somewhere. Aren’t you curious? We need to rifle through all of this piece by piece until we find a name,” Leah adamantly says.

“Well, if we do, all we have is photographic proof until she was a teenager. It stops there. Maybe this guy they have in custody can tell us more?” I suggest.

“Wait a minute. At the back of this diary is a bunch of names and an address,” Leah points out.  “It’s a California address. I will research these people and find out which one on the list she is.”

“What’s this?” I pick up a used genealogy test kit box. “Didn’t Mom collect our DNA like when we were about eight? She sent it in, correct? Did you ever see the results?”

“Oh, wow,” Leah finger combs her hair and tugs on the ends. She’s always done that when she’s excited. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that. Let’s go. My laptop is in my car. First, I need Mom’s little password book inside her file cabinet. I hope that it’s still there.”

Leah takes two steps at a time. I follow her, but she gets to the den before me and finds the password notebook. She brings in her laptop and logs in under Mom’s name.

“There it is. Mom stored our DNA profiles and matches. We have a sister named Marcy Bennett, that lives in Woodland Hills, California. Bennett?”

“Probably a married name. She’s maybe a couple of years older than me, so that could be the case,” Leah replies, sending the results to the printer.

“Find her on social media. Maybe see what comes up?” I nudge while my sister logs on. “Is that her? She looks like you, but she’s not married, so who’s Bennett? That’s not the name of the guy in jail here.”

“Go to some people tracking websites,” I say, and she begins searching. “Stop. There. Marcy Bennett’s parents are Dana and John Bennett. But how’s that so?”

The doorbell rings, and we rush to get it before it wakes up Dad, who is still snoring on the sofa. It’s just the mailman with today’s mail and a certified letter addressed to Mom. Leah signs for it, then tears it open in one fell swoop leaving the other mail to drop to the floor. 

“Daniel Aster is suing mom for libel. It’s a high-dollar case. She mentioned him in one of her books. Wait. I read that novel. What was it about again?”

Leah strains her memory while I gather the loose letters on the floor. I stop when I see the familiar name: Daniel Aster. We rip the envelope and yank out the handwritten letter on notebook paper.

“He threatens her and says he will kill Mom if she doesn’t pull her book from store shelves. We got him. Let’s take this to the police,” I prompt.

“Let’s go down to the police station and ask to talk to Daniel Aster to find out,” Leah suggests. “Let’s get the information from him that we want before we turn over the letter.”

“Will that detective allow us to talk to him?”

“Let’s find out.”

Once at the police station, Leah goes across from the detective’s cubicle, where there’s a conference room with a glass wall. The detective shakes his head repeatedly until Leah shows him the lawsuit paperwork. She keeps the death threat letter under the cuff. Finally, Leah gets a nod. We’re led downstairs to the jail, where we sit on one side of a window. There are phones on both sides. After about ten minutes, we see the man that possibly took our mother. He’s tall and lanky but with a gut. He smiles and shakes his head.

“You’re her kids. What the hell do you want to talk to me about?”

“Marcy Bennett,” Leah replies.

“Who?” he asks.

“The daughter you had with our mother when she was a teen,” I blurt, and Leah glares at me.

“We saw all the photos and read the journals. You got our mom pregnant when she was in high school,” Leah states calmly. “We just want to know about our half-sister, Marcy Bennett.”

“I don’t know who the hell you’re talking about, girl. But you’re right. We did have a baby that was put up for adoption. Her name was Chloé. She ran away from home when she was fifteen and was put in a county-subsidized youth residence with other runaways,” Daniel elaborates. “There was a fire. Everyone but Chloé made it out alive. That was eight years ago.”

“Were you both in contact around the time she died?” I wonder.

“No, I didn’t want anything to do with it.” Daniel is agitated.

“So, who is Marcy Bennett?” Leah holds the DNA match printout up against the glass partition. 

“I don’t know. Maybe your mother had another baby before she met your dad. Only she can tell you that,” Daniel sighs.

“Only she can’t tell us that because you did something to harm her.” I yank the phone from where Leah held it up to both our ears to hear what this maniac had to say to string us along. “We got the handwritten letter you sent our mom.”

“That was nothing more than a veiled threat. I wasn’t about to act on it. Where is she? Did she turn up, yet?” he asks flatly.

“Times up. Your attorney is here to see you, Aster,” the guard shouts from where he stands at the door behind Daniel.

“We’re turning the death threat over to the police,” Leah reiterates.

“Go ahead. I already told them I sent it as a prod to keep my name out of her books,” Aster chuckles. He slams the phone down on its cradle and retreats through the propped door.

“What do we do now?” I ask my sister, who’s deep in thought.

“Let’s call Marcy Bennett and ask how we’re related. We’ll go to my house. My husband works until four,” Leah says unequivocally.

Leah lets the dog run out in the backyard while she makes us coffee and feeds her cats. I’m sitting in her dining room looking into the living room at all the family photos: everything from the wedding to vacations and road trips. Books, board games, DVDs, and candles fill the abundance of built-in walnut shelving. She has two little aquariums with colorful tropical fish that must be topped off.

She’s in the kitchen at the island finishing our drinks. I rush to let the hound dog in and am bombarded by a pair of assertive cats needing affection. Ew. Their hair is everywhere: flying in the air, in my mouth, and on my long-sleeved t-shirt, which I’m glad that I wore because she keeps the AC on freezing all the time. I look back at Leah for help, but she’s in a daze while she stirs her cup. I take up perch on a tall stool at the island opposite her, where she placed my mug.

“Shall we call her?” I ask, snapping her out of her reverie.

“Just a second. I’ve got a call coming in from the detective,” she turns towards the walnut-stained wall cabinets and away from the grey-painted island. “Hello, yes.” She listens for a few minutes. I try to eavesdrop, but her
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