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Chapter 1

The House Held Still
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Eli Barlow woke under the floorboards with dirt in his mouth and something dead whispering through the wall.

At first, it was only sound.

A scratch.

A breath.

A wet drag of words through the boards beside his ear.

Don't eat.

Eli jerked awake, slammed his forehead against something low and hard, and sucked dirt through his teeth.

Pain flashed white behind his eyes. Dust sifted down across his face like old flour. He tried to curse and tasted blood instead.

Something moved overhead.

One board creaked.

Then another.

Slow.

Patient.

Eli clamped his mouth shut.

The boards above him held their breath.

So did he.

He lay flat on his back in the dark with his right arm folded beneath him wrong and his shoulder jammed against packed earth. His shirt was wet through. Sweat or mud. Maybe both. If he bent his knees too high, they touched the underside of the floor. If he turned his head too far, his cheek scraped old brick.

The air smelled of mud, mouse droppings, rust, and something clean trying too hard to cover what was rotten.

Bleach.

Soap.

A house pretending it had washed its hands.

A thread of light cut between two floorboards above him. A dead fly hung in a spiderweb near the gap and turned from a breeze Eli could not feel.

He tried to sit up.

The house stopped him.

A plank pressed into his shoulder. His skull rang again. He lowered himself slowly and breathed through his nose until the dark quit tilting.

Under a house.

Not a basement.

Not a room.

Under.

He reached toward his ankle. His fingers found sock, mud, skin, then a hard plastic cuff cinched above the bone. A strap ran from it into the dark behind him. When he pulled, metal clinked somewhere beneath the dirt.

The floor above him answered with one knock.

Eli froze.

A man's voice came down through the boards.

"That was noise."

The voice was soft.

Not sleepy.

Not angry.

Calm in a way that made Eli's tongue stick to the roof of his mouth.

"You don't have to answer," the man said. "Matter of fact, I would admire it if you didn't."

Eli stared at the thread of light.

A shadow crossed it.

The man was standing over him.

"You awake proper?"

Eli slid his fingers into the dirt and closed them around nothing.

The man waited.

A minute passed. Maybe less. In the dark, time had no edges.

"That's all right," the man said. "Folks wake up ugly. Don't make them ugly forever."

Eli turned his head toward the sound of outside.

Somewhere beyond the wall, far enough to belong to another life, a crow called. A truck passed on a road. Tires over bad pavement. Faint, but real.

The road sounded farther away than it should have.
As if the house preferred keeping distance between itself and
anything trying to reach him.
Road.

His breath jumped.

The whisper in the wall snapped at him.

Don't.

Eli's eyes cut left.

There was no face.

No opening.

Only black wood and earth.

He hears fast breathing, the whisper said.

The floor above him went still.

Eli forced air out through his nose.

Slow.

Like he used to under the bleachers when Bo got loud and everybody pretended the metal seats were what made that much noise.

One.

Two.

Three.

The man moved again.

"You play football, don't you?"

Eli kept his mouth shut.

"Receiver?"

Nothing.

"I saw you run. Not fast enough to brag on, but fast enough to know better than wasting your legs under my floor."

Eli's left hand found a pebble.

"Your daddy come to practice drunk?"

The pebble left his hand before sense could catch it.

It clicked against the underside of the floor and dropped beside his ear.

Silence spread.

Then the man laughed once.

Not loud.

Not amused.

A breath with teeth in it.

"Temper don't get fed here."

A square in the floor opened with a scrape.

Light fell hard into the crawlspace.

Eli threw an arm over his eyes.

"Look at me."

He did not.

The air around him changed. It went colder, not like weather, but like a hand passing close to the back of his neck.

Look once, the dead boy whispered.

Eli lowered his arm.

A trapdoor had opened above and ahead of him. A man crouched beyond it, his face cut into pieces by shadow. Eli saw a chin. A mouth. One smooth cheek. Brown hair parted neat. A work shirt buttoned at the throat.

In one hand, the man held a paper plate.

A biscuit sat on it, split open and shining with butter.

Eli's stomach folded in on itself.

The man noticed.

"Ain't poisoned."

Eli said nothing.

"Drugged some, maybe." The man tilted the plate slightly, as if offering it to the dark itself. "Depends on how badly you need manners."

He lowered the plate through the hole and set it on the dirt beyond Eli's reach.

Steam lifted from the biscuit. Butter ran down one side and soaked the paper plate clear.

Eli hated his stomach for wanting it.

The man tapped the plate with one finger.

"You eat when I tell you. You drink when I bring water. You use the bucket in the corner. You sleep when the house quiets."

Eli looked toward the bucket.

White plastic. Dulled with grime. Tucked near his knees.

He had not seen it before.

His face burned.

"There are rules," the man said.

Eli licked dirt from his split lip.

"You always talk this much before kidnapping somebody?"

The plate stopped moving.

The whisper in the wall made a sound that was almost a laugh and almost a cough.

The man's eyes shifted toward it.

Eli went still.

The man looked back down at him.

"Not kidnapped."

Eli let his gaze drop to the cuff around his ankle.

The man followed it and nodded as if Eli had pointed out a crooked picture frame.

"Kept."

"That better in court?"

The man's mouth tightened.

"Names are for people. Court is for people. You keep speaking like you were raised in a ditch, we can revisit what you qualify for."

Eli pushed himself onto one elbow. The floor hit his shoulder. The cuff bit into his ankle.

"What's your name?"

"You don't ask right."

"What's your name, please?"

The man smiled.

It did not help his face.

"Better."

He still did not answer.

With the trapdoor open, Eli could see more of the crawlspace now. Brick piers. Old pipes. A rusted paint can. Rotted lattice stacked near the foundation. A strip of torn insulation hanging like dirty cotton.

On one board, something pale crossed the wood.

Scratches.

Letters.

He tried to read them, but the man leaned into the opening and blocked the light.

"Hands where I can see them."

Eli's hand had gone toward the plate without permission from his head.

He stopped.

"Palms up."

Eli turned both hands over on his stomach.

The man studied him.

"Good."

"I'm not a dog."

"No," the man said. "Dogs learn faster."

The whisper in the wall breathed.

Told you.

Eli's eyes flicked left.

The man's gaze followed.

"What are you listening at?"

"Nothing."

"House settling?"

Eli kept his mouth closed.

The man picked the plate back up.

The biscuit smell lifted away.

Eli's stomach growled so loudly the man lowered his chin and smiled.

"Food comes with quiet."

"Then why are you still talking?"

The smile left.

For a second, Eli thought the man would crawl down through the hole and put both hands around his throat. Instead, the man pulled the plate back and began lowering the trapdoor.

Eli lunged.

Not for the biscuit.

For the wrist.

His fingers brushed warm skin. The cuff snapped tight and yanked him flat. Pain shot up his leg. His shoulder hit the dirt.

The trapdoor clapped shut.

Dark swallowed the biscuit, the man, the light.

Above him, the man stood.

One step.

Pause.

Two steps.

Pause.

"You got a mean streak," the man said through the floor.

Eli pressed his forehead into the dirt and kept the sound in his teeth.

"May help," the man said. "May not."

A key turned somewhere beyond the room.

Not the trapdoor.

A door, maybe. A real one. One that opened to air.

The man hummed.

A church tune, slow and low. Funeral home music. White steeple music. Women fanning themselves with programs while the preacher lied over a casket.

The humming moved away.

A door opened.

Hinges complained.

Outside came in for one clean breath.

Pine.

Heat.

A crow.

A truck on the road.

Then the door shut.

The lock turned.

The house held still.

Eli waited until listening hurt.

"Hey," he whispered.

No answer.

He swallowed dirt and blood.

"Wall boy."

A scratch came from his left.

Don't call me that.

Eli turned his cheek against the ground.

"Then what do I call you?"

The wall made him wait.

Rory.

Eli looked toward the scratched letters he had seen when the trapdoor was open. He dragged himself closer until the chain pulled tight.

The marks sat upside down beneath a joist.

R O R Y.

Below it: JUNE.

Then CAL.

Another name, half-eaten by black mold: NETTIE.

Eli's breath caught on that last one for no reason he could name.

"You carved those?"

The wall did not answer.

"Rory."

A pipe above him knocked once.

Then twice.

Eli stared at it.

"What is that?"

Counting, Rory said.

"Who?"

Another knock.

One.

Two.

Three.

Then silence.

Rory whispered, House.

Eli listened until he could hear the road again.

A truck.

Maybe the same road.

Maybe another.

If he screamed at the vent, somebody might hear.

He rolled toward the air.

The floor above him knocked once.

A warning.

He ain't gone, Rory said.

Eli froze with his mouth open.

A board creaked overhead.

The man had not left.

The trapdoor did not open. The man crouched above him anyway. Eli heard the cloth of his shirt move against his knees.

"You talking?"

Eli kept still.

"I asked you a question."

"To myself."

"That is worse."

The man tapped the floor.

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

"Some boys make friends with corners. Pipes. Dirt. I don't mind imagination. Lord knows the world beats it out quick. But I do mind lying."

Eli stared at the carved names.

"Who were you talking to?"

"You."

"I'm upstairs."

"You talk enough for two places."

Rory coughed a laugh into the wall.

The trapdoor opened.

Light again.

The man looked down with both hands free.

That was worse than the plate.

"You think smart means safe."

Eli looked at the dirt beside the man's knee.

"You think because your daddy hollers and doesn't follow through proper, every man is smoke."

"My daddy ain't got nothing to do with you."

"Your daddy has plenty to do with why you followed when I told you to come see about your sister."

Eli's mouth went dry.

The man smiled without pleasure.

"There he is."

Eli surged against the chain.

"Where is she?"

"Home."

"You touched her?"

"Sit down."

"You touched my sister?"

The man's face flattened.

"You do not ask ugly questions about little girls."

"You took me under a house."

"Because you followed."

"Because you said Maddie—"

The man slapped his palm against the floor.

Dust rained down.

Eli stopped with one knee tucked under him, head bent sideways beneath the boards.

"No," the man said. "You followed because you know things ain't right at home and wanted to be the one who fixed it. That is a different sin."

He reached into his shirt pocket.

Blue beads swung from his fingers.

Fishing line.

Maddie's bracelet.

Eli's lungs forgot their job.

The beads clicked once.

"Children leave pieces everywhere," the man said. "Most grown folks don't notice. I do."

Eli reached up.

The man lifted the bracelet away.

"Give it back."

"Quiet earns."

"That ain't yours."

"Neither was the mouth you used on me."

The trapdoor closed.

Lock.

Dark.

Rory whispered, Don't let him see what matters.

Eli's hand closed around mud.

"Little late."

Late still learns.

The words made no sense.

That did not make them useless.

Eli dragged himself toward the rusted paint can. The chain tightened before he reached it. He stretched until his shoulder burned, hooked two fingers over the rim, and pulled it inch by inch through the dirt.

Scrape.

Stop.

Listen.

Scrape.

Stop.

Nothing upstairs.

When the can reached him, he tipped it into his palm.

A nail slid out.

Small.

Bent near the head.

Rusty.

Eli closed his fingers around it.

The crawlspace did not get safer.

It did get less finished.

From the pipe came a thin hum.

A girl's voice, soft and wrong with water in it.

Wrap it.

Eli stared at the nail.

"With what?"

Wrap it.

He bit the hem of his shirt and tore until a strip came loose. He wrapped the nail's middle, leaving the point bare.

"You June?"

The pipe hummed once.

Rory whispered, Don't ask if she's dead. Girls hate stupid.

Eli almost laughed.

His split lip stopped him.

The floor above popped.

The man came down again.

This time he had a lantern. Its white beam swept over Eli, the drag marks, the empty paint can.

The light stopped.

Eli kept the wrapped nail hidden under his thigh.

The man lowered himself through the trapdoor until his boots rested on the repair path.

Brown work boots.

Clean laces.

No mud.

He picked up the paint can and turned it over.

Nothing fell out.

"Curious," he said.

Eli said nothing.

The man placed one boot on Eli's left hand.

Not a stomp.

Pressure.

Dirt pushed beneath Eli's fingernails. Pain opened white behind his eyes. He kept his mouth shut.

The man leaned over him.

"Somebody teach you stubborn?"

Eli sucked air through his nose.

"Baseball coach."

"You play football."

"My point."

The boot lifted.

Eli tucked his hand under his chest before it could shake where the man could see.

The man shined the lantern toward the scratched names.

The crawlspace cooled.

Not from wind.

From memory.

The man touched Rory's name with two fingers.

"That was disobedient."

The pipe above Eli hummed one broken note and stopped.

"Did you make marks?"

Eli looked at the names, then back at him.

"With what, my charm?"

The slap came fast.

Open-handed.

Controlled.

Eli's head snapped sideways. Dirt filled his mouth. He spit red-brown mud.

The man waited for a sound.

Eli gave him none.

"You will learn," the man said.

He climbed back through the trapdoor. Before closing it, he lowered a bottle of water without a cap. It landed upright in the dirt, sloshing over the lip.

"You get thirsty enough," he said, "you'll ask better."

The trapdoor shut.

The lock clicked.

Eli did not move until the footsteps left.

Even then, he waited.

He looked at the bottle.

His throat hurt badly enough that the water seemed to shine in the dark.

"Drugged?" he whispered.

No answer.

"Rory."

The wall stayed quiet.

"June."

The pipe stayed quiet.

He sniffed the water.

Plastic.

Dirt.

Nothing sharp.

He touched a wet finger to his tongue.

Water.

He tipped the bottle.

A whisper cracked through the wall.

Little.

Eli froze.

"Little what?"

Only little.

He swallowed one mouthful. It hurt all the way down. He forced the bottle away and planted it in the dirt.

From under the ground came a sound like fingernails dragging slowly across stone.

Eli stopped breathing.

Rory whispered, Don't answer that one.

The dirt beneath Eli's palm cooled.

A voice rose from below, child-sized and ancient.

He didn't start it.

Eli pressed himself flat.

The voice came again.

He kept it.

"What?" Eli whispered.

A pebble rolled against his thumb.

He kept it.

Eli looked at the scratched names.

Rory.

June.

Cal.

Nettie.

His own name was not there.

Not yet.

He dug the wrapped nail from beneath his thigh and reached to the underside of the board above him. His hand shook from the boot, the slap, the water, the voice under the dirt.

He carved anyway.

E.

The sound was tiny.

Huge.

He stopped and listened.

No footsteps.

He carved again.

L.

Then I.

The nail slipped and tore his finger. Blood welled dark.

He pressed the bleeding finger beneath the letters and smeared it there.

Evidence.

That was what Detective Lottie Mae Surratt had called things people left behind when fear made them sloppy.

Eli had been twelve the night she pulled Bo over with one headlight out and a travel mug full of whiskey. Bo had come home mad enough to rattle the porch rail, but he had not driven again that night.

Folks in Mercy Ridge said Detective Lottie Mae Surratt kept
looking long after decent people gave up.
Bo called it nosiness.
Everybody else called it something different depending on
whether they had something to hide.
Bo once said Earl Surratt spent thirty years sticking his nose
where it didn't belong and somehow managed to raise
somebody worse.
Maddie had asked later why the detective talked pretty when she was angry.

Eli had told her, That's how they get close enough to bite.

He had not known then that he would want somebody like that one day.

Somebody who looked where folks told her not to.

Somebody who knew houses had mouths even when people did not.

His daddy hated Lottie Mae.

Most men who needed forgetting did.

Eli scratched beneath his name.

M.

A.

D.

The nail bent.

He kept going.

D.

I.

The point broke before the E.

Eli stared at the blunt end.

Then he pressed his torn finger to the wood and dragged blood into the final letter.

MADDIE.

Above him, a board creaked.

He shoved the nail into his waistband and lay back, hands open.

The man's voice came through the floor.

"You praying?"

Eli looked at the thread of light.

"No."

"You ought."

"I'm not praying with you."

"Nobody asked you to do it with me."

The shadow stayed.

"Your sister prayed when she was little," the man said. "Had a gap right here. Whistled when she said Jesus."

The chain rattled before Eli knew he had moved.

The man laughed softly.

"There's that noise."

"Stay away from her."

"You don't give instructions from the ground."

"I'll kill you."

The house took those words and held them.

The floor did not creak.

The pipe did not hum.

Even Rory went quiet.

When the man answered, his voice had gone flat.

"Boys who say that mostly don't."

Eli looked at Maddie's name in blood beneath the joist.

"Come down and check."

The floor above him went silent.

Then the man walked away.

Heel.

Toe.

Heel.

Toe.

A door opened somewhere.

Outside came in for one clean beat.

Wind.

Pine.

Crow.

Road.

Then the door shut.

The lock turned.

The house held still.

Rory whispered, Count screws.

Eli blinked dirt from his lashes.

"What?"

Count screws. Cry later.

Eli looked up.

One screw head near the joist.

One.

Another by the warped plank.

Two.

A third half-buried in old paint.

Three.

The pipe hummed low.

Four.

The dirt beneath him cooled.

Five.

Somewhere under the kitchen, the old voice dragged one last word through the ground.

Kept.

Eli counted faster.

Six.

Seven.

Eight.

The house listened.

And somewhere beyond it, beyond the road and the football field and the people already deciding what kind of missing boy he was allowed to be, Lottie Mae Surratt had not yet heard his name.

But the house had.

That was why it would not let the dark go quiet.
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The Boy Missing From Practice
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By the time Detective Lottie Mae Surratt reached the football field, half of Mercy Ridge had already decided what missing Eli Barlow was going to be.

Runaway came first.

Half the town already knew Eli Barlow was missing.
The other half already knew why.
Neither group knew a damn thing.
It always did when a boy was fifteen, quiet, poor enough for folks to talk around, and born into a house where the father carried his temper out onto the porch for neighbors to hear. Runaway was a tidy word. It fit inside a report box. It let grown people stand under stadium lights with paper cups of coffee and tell themselves the night had edges.

Lottie Mae had learned a long time ago that tidy words were where bad police work went to sleep.

She parked beside the chain-link fence and left the engine running for one extra beat. Across the field, stadium lights buzzed over empty bleachers and a strip of chewed-up grass where cleats had torn the ground loose. The concession stand window hung open. A paper nacho tray skittered along the concrete and slapped against a trash can.

Nobody had bothered to close the gate.

That told her plenty before anyone opened his mouth.

A scene without a closed gate was a scene people had already decided did not matter enough to protect. If Eli had been the mayor's son, every entrance would have had a deputy, a clipboard, and three people pretending they knew how to preserve evidence because they watched procedural television with the volume high.

But Eli Barlow was Bo Barlow's boy, and Bo Barlow had a way of making even his children's emergencies look like family business.

Lottie Mae cut the engine, stepped out, and shut the door with her hip. She looked at the crowd before she looked at the field.

Mothers near the bleachers. Two assistant coaches by the water coolers. Boys in practice pants standing in clumps, helmets under their arms, trying to look older than scared allowed. Deputies moved slow with flashlights, sweeping places already swept and missing places nobody wanted to kneel down for.

Sheriff Wade Ponder stood near the fifty-yard line with his thumbs hooked in his belt, saying something to Coach Dugan that made the coach nod too fast.

Deputy Amos Vale was farther down the sideline, crouched near the home bench. He had a flashlight angled under the lowest plank instead of sweeping it across open grass like the others. That was why Lottie Mae had started tolerating him. Amos had not yet learned the county habit of looking where it was comfortable.

He glanced up when she came through the gate.

His face changed by half an inch.

Relief, then restraint.

Good. A man could feel better because help had arrived, but if he looked too pleased at a missing-child scene, she made a note of that too.

A young deputy lifted one hand. "Evening, Detective."

"It was," Lottie Mae said. "Then a child went missing and everybody started standing around like yard flamingos. Where's the mother?"

The deputy's mouth opened, then closed. He pointed toward the first row of bleachers.

Laurel Barlow sat with both hands wrapped around a foam cup that had gone soft in the middle. She had not taken a drink from it. Her eyes kept moving from the gate to the parking lot to the old service road beyond the visitor bleachers, as if fear had given her a route and she could not stop walking it inside her head.

A little girl sat one row higher, knees tucked inside an oversized gray hoodie, the hood pulled so low it nearly touched her nose.

Eli's hoodie, if Lottie Mae had to guess.

Too big through the shoulders. One cuff chewed. A blue ink mark near the pocket. The girl had one sleeve pulled over her hand and her fingers hidden inside it.

Maddie Barlow watched shoes.

Not faces. Not uniforms. Shoes.

Every adult who came near, her eyes dropped to the ground first. Coach Dugan's white sneakers. Deputy Bell's brown boots. Lottie Mae's scuffed black flats. Amos Vale's polished but worn patrol boots when he approached from the bench. Then, after the shoes, Maddie looked at belts. Key rings. Pockets. Hands.

Lottie Mae kept walking but slowed enough to notice the girl's own shoes.

Pink canvas. One lace tied in a knot too tight for an eleven-year-old's fingers to undo easy. Red clay dried along both soles and up the left heel.

The football field had black dirt and brown mud near the sprinkler heads. Red clay belonged somewhere else.

Ponder saw her coming and finished his sentence before she reached him.

"We are not calling it abduction."

Ponder looked at her for a moment.
"You sound more like your daddy every year."
"Depends which year."
"The years where he wouldn't let something go."
Lottie Mae glanced toward the bleachers where Maddie sat
watching shoes instead of faces.
"Those were his better years."
Lottie Mae stopped beside him. "Well, good evening to you too, Sheriff. I brought my manners and everything. Hate to waste them."

Ponder looked tired already. His face had that polished courthouse calm he liked to use when somebody's kitchen had burned or somebody's uncle had backed into a mailbox drunk. "We have a fifteen-year-old male who left practice before pickup. Family situation is complicated. Father confirms conflict at home. No evidence of force on the field."

"That your speech or the report?"

"It's what we know."

"Then we don't know much."

Coach Dugan cleared his throat. He had a whistle still hanging around his neck. He pinched it like a worry stone. "Eli wasn't one to leave."

Ponder glanced at him. "Coach, you told Deputy Bell he had been distracted."

"Distracted don't mean gone. Half my boys are distracted. That's why they're boys."

Lottie Mae turned to him. "When did you last see him?"

"After routes. Maybe seven twenty. Seven twenty-five. He was at the bench."

"Alone?"

The coach rubbed the whistle between thumb and forefinger. "Maddie was over by the concession stand. His mama wasn't here yet. Bo's truck pulled in late, but I don't know if Eli saw it."

"Who else was near him?"

"Players. Parents." Dugan glanced toward the bathrooms. "Hollis Cade came by to fix the lock."

Ponder's chin moved a fraction. "Hollis gave Deputy Bell his statement. He left before Eli."

Lottie Mae looked toward the bathroom building. One light above the men's door flickered once, caught itself, and held. "That lock been broken long?"

"Since last week," Dugan said.

"And tonight was the blessed appointed hour?"

Ponder exhaled through his nose. "Hollis helps the church league. Helps the school. Helps everybody. Don't start with useful men because they're useful."

"Useful men have hands same as useless ones."

"You want the field or you want to argue?"

"I multitask when neglected."

Amos came up beside them with a small evidence marker in one hand and a plastic sports bottle in the other. He had bagged it already, which put him ahead of two deputies and most elected officials.

"Found this under the bench," Amos said.

Black marker on the side read BARLOW. The bite marks on the mouthpiece were fresh enough to show damp in the stadium light.

Lottie Mae took the bag by the corner and held it up. "Where under the bench?"

"Home side. Third plank from the left if you're facing the field. It was crushed partway, like somebody stepped on it after it fell. Cleat print across the middle. Not Eli's pattern, from what I can tell."

Ponder looked at the bottle, then at Amos. "We don't know that it matters."

"Evidence doesn't have to impress you before it gets collected," Lottie Mae said. "It's not a debutante."

Amos's mouth tightened like he might smile and decided against surviving the attempt.

Ponder looked from him to her. "Fine. Bag everything. Happy?"

"Sheriff, if I waited on happy, I'd have died waiting outside a courthouse in 1998."

Amos lowered his voice. "There's something else."

Lottie Mae looked at him then.

Not because of the words. Because Amos did not lower his voice unless he had a reason.

"What?"

"Mud under the bench. Red clay. Lottie Mae looked toward the bleachers.
"Maddie's shoe."
Amos nodded.
"That's what I thought."
Ponder frowned.
"You got that from dirt?"
"No," Lottie Mae said. "We got it from paying attention."
Amos pointed toward the far side of the field.
"The smear angles away from the benches."
Lottie followed the line with her eyes.
Not toward the parking lot.
Toward the service road.
Interesting.
Not much. Two smears where somebody's heel caught the concrete. Same color as the girl's shoe."

"Photographed?"

"Yes, ma'am. Wide and close."

"Don't ma'am me at a scene unless you're about to ask me to make biscuits."

"Yes, Detective."

"Better. Still irritating, but better."

Ponder rubbed the bridge of his nose. "Can we stay with facts?"

"I am fond of them," Lottie Mae said. "They behave better than men."

She left Ponder standing there and crossed toward the bleachers.

Laurel Barlow stood when Lottie Mae approached. The foam cup folded between her fingers, coffee slipping over the rim and down her wrist. She did not seem to feel it.

"Mrs. Barlow."

"Laurel," she said too quickly. "Everybody calls me Laurel. Eli's not the kind to run. He gets mad, but he don't... he wouldn't leave Maddie."

Maddie pulled the hoodie tighter at the word leave.

Lottie Mae sat on the bleacher below the girl instead of standing over her. The aluminum was cold through her slacks. Sitting lower made some children braver and some adults nervous. Both helped.

"Maddie, I'm Lottie Mae."

Maddie stared at her shoes.

"I know."

"Good. Saves me from introducing myself twice, and I do hate repeat labor."

Laurel gave a small, broken laugh that died before it could comfort anyone.

Lottie Mae looked at the hoodie. "That your brother's?"

Maddie's fingers disappeared deeper into the sleeves. "He leaves it everywhere."

"Sounds like a brother."

"He says I steal it."

"Do you?"

Maddie lifted one shoulder. "If he cared, he'd hide it better."

Laurel reached for her daughter's knee. Maddie shifted away before the hand landed.

Laurel saw Lottie Mae see it.

"She's upset," Laurel said.

"I'd worry if she wasn't." Lottie Mae kept her voice level. "Maddie, who talked to Eli after practice?"

Maddie chewed the inside of her cheek. The hoodie cuff moved against her mouth. "Coach. Boys. People."

"People wear names around here, mostly."

Maddie's eyes flicked past Lottie Mae toward the bathrooms.

There.

Quick as a moth.

"Who was by the bathrooms?" Lottie Mae asked.

Laurel answered first. "The maintenance man was here. Hollis. But he's—"

"I asked Maddie."

Laurel's mouth stayed open.

Maddie stared at the bathroom building. "He fixed the lock."

"You saw him?"

"Everybody saw him."

"That ain't an answer. That's wallpaper."

Maddie looked at Lottie Mae then. Her eyes were dry, wide, and mean with holding something back.

"You talk funny."

"You dodge funny. We all got gifts."

Amos had come close enough to hear but not close enough to crowd. Lottie Mae noticed where he stood: angled away from Maddie, hands visible, no flashlight in her face. Somebody had either taught him well or life had done it without permission.

Maddie's gaze dropped to his boots.

Amos noticed and stayed still.

"Evening, Maddie," he said. "I'm Amos Vale. I spoke to your brother after the Hillview game last month. He told me my truck sounded like it needed praying over."

Maddie's mouth twitched. "He said it sounded like a washing machine full of rocks."

"He was being generous."

The almost-smile tried again. Fear caught it by the throat.

A pickup roared into the gravel lot before Lottie Mae could ask the next question. Headlights swept across the bleachers, over Laurel's face, over Maddie's hoodie, over the field where deputies turned in the glare.

Laurel stood so fast the foam cup dropped between the bleachers and burst on the concrete below.

"Bo, don't," she said before the truck door even opened.

Bo Barlow climbed out with a travel mug in one hand and his work shirt untucked. He had the thick neck and square shoulders of a man who had once been praised for hitting people legally. His boots hit the gravel hard. He slammed the truck door harder.

"Where is he?" Bo shouted.

Nobody answered fast enough.

"I said where is my boy?"

Ponder walked toward him with both hands low. "Bo, we're searching."

"Searching where?" Bo shoved past him and came through the gate. "Because I see a bunch of folks standing around with flashlights pointed at grass. Eli ain't grass."

Maddie dropped her feet from the bleacher and tucked them underneath the bench.

Hiding the shoes now.

Lottie Mae stood.

Bo saw her and gave a bitter smile. "Well, look here. We got the church lady with a badge. You find my kid yet or judging the family?"

"I can do both if you keep presenting evidence."

Ponder said, "Lottie."

"What? He brought his whole personality to a missing-child scene. Be rude not to receive it."

Bo pointed toward the old road beyond the practice field. "He'd go that way if he went anywhere. Toward the cut-through behind the feed store. Boys go there to smoke and act stupid."

Coach Dugan frowned. "Eli doesn't smoke."

Bo turned on him. "You with him every minute, Coach? You raising him now?"

Laurel stepped between them, not enough to stop Bo, enough to be hit first if he moved. "Bo. Please."

Maddie whispered something into Eli's sleeve.

Lottie Mae caught only the last word.

Old.

She looked down. "What was that, Maddie?"

Maddie's chin tucked into the hoodie. "Nothing."

"Nothing's a busy little word tonight."

Bo swung toward the bleachers. "Why you questioning her? She's eleven. Eli's the one gone."

Lottie Mae took one step down from the bleacher. It put her lower than Bo, which she liked. Men like Bo got confused when they had to look down at a woman who wasn't scared enough.

"Children see things, Mr. Barlow. Adults mostly rehearse."

"You got kids?"

"No."

"Then don't tell me about mine."

"I didn't. I asked one a question. You answered with volume. Happens often?"

Laurel pressed both hands to her mouth.

Bo's jaw worked. "You don't know a damn thing about this family."

"That porch rail at your house might."

His eyes sharpened. Just once. Then he looked away toward the field.

Amos stepped half a pace closer, not between them, not yet. Enough for Bo to see there was a witness with a badge and both hands free.

"Mr. Barlow," Amos said, "we need places Eli might go. Not guesses dressed up as insults."

Bo stared at him. "Who are you?"

"The deputy trying to find your son while you're working hard to become the loudest thing here."

Lottie Mae did not look at Amos, because if she did, she might approve, and approval made deputies careless.

Ponder stepped between Bo and the rest of them. "Enough. Bo, give Deputy Bell the places Eli might go. Lottie, with me."

"Sheriff, I was just getting acquainted."

"Now."

They walked toward the concession stand. Ponder waited until they were out of earshot before he spoke.

"Do not turn the father into a scene unless you have something more than attitude."

"He's wearing guilt like cologne."

"Guilt isn't probable cause."

"No, but it does stink before paperwork catches up."

Ponder looked back toward Bo. "Family says Eli had trouble at home. Father admits they argued. Sister won't talk. Fifteen-year-old boys run. That is not me being lazy. That's math."

"Children also get taken. That's not me being dramatic. That's graveyard math."

"We don't have evidence of abduction."

"We have a missing boy, a sister watching key rings, red clay on shoes that don't match this field, a maintenance man here for a week-old lock on the night a boy disappears, and a father steering searchers toward the easiest rumor. Pick one and tell me which part comforts you."

Ponder's mouth tightened. "You always do this."

"Work? Yes. It's a burden on everybody."

"You make every case into the one you didn't get to solve."

Lottie Mae held his eyes.

The field lights hummed. A boy near the bench started crying, tried to hide it behind his helmet, and failed.

"Say her name if you're going to use her," Lottie Mae said.

Ponder looked away.

"Caroline Bell," she said. "Seventeen. Called a runaway before midnight. Found six years later where nobody looked because the first paper said she left on purpose."

"That was before my administration."

"Mercy Ridge keeps changing hands and making the same fist."

"I'm not losing the first twelve hours chasing ghosts and church volunteers because you got a feeling."

"I don't chase ghosts. They tend to wait on us."

A knock came from the concession stand wall behind them.

Once.

Lottie Mae turned.

Ponder did too.

The wall was cinder block. The window flap hung open. A stack of nacho trays sat inside. No one stood near it.

Another knock.

Two boys near the water cooler looked over.

Ponder's face went flat. "Pipes."

"Concession stand got pipes in the outside wall?"

"Don't start."

The knock did not come again.

Across the field, Maddie had gone pale beneath the hoodie hood.

Lottie Mae walked back before Ponder could tell her not to.

Maddie stood now, one hand gripping the bleacher rail. Laurel was turned toward Bo, trying to keep him from shouting at Coach Dugan. Nobody was watching the child except Lottie Mae and Amos.

Amos saw Maddie's face and stopped moving.

"Maddie," Lottie Mae said.

The girl did not blink.

"That sound mean something to you?"

Maddie shook her head.

"Use words. Head shakes don't hold up worth a nickel."

"No."

"No, it doesn't mean something, or no, you don't want to say?"

Maddie stepped down one bleacher. The red clay on her left heel flaked onto the aluminum.

Lottie Mae looked at it.

Maddie looked too. Then she pulled her foot back fast and wiped the sole against the back of her other shoe.

"Don't," Lottie Mae said.

Maddie froze.

Laurel turned. "What happened?"

"Nothing," Maddie said.

Bo laughed once from behind them. "That's all this kid says when women get dramatic."

Lottie Mae did not look at him. "Mr. Barlow, I have been nice once and patient once. I don't have a third setting you'll enjoy."

Coach Dugan muttered, "Jesus."

"He is welcome to help too," Lottie Mae said.

Maddie's mouth twitched. Not a smile. The beginning of one that got scared and hid.

Lottie Mae crouched and held out an evidence bag. "I need your shoe, sweetheart."

Maddie clutched the bleacher rail. "Why?"

"Because that dirt came from somewhere Eli might have been, and you just tried to rub it off."

Laurel put a hand on Maddie's shoulder. "She was playing near the road earlier. Kids get dirty."

Maddie jerked away. "I wasn't playing."

All the adults stopped at once.

The words had come out sharp enough to cut the air.

Lottie Mae kept the evidence bag open. "Where were you?"

Maddie's eyes moved to Bo. Then to Laurel. Then to the bathrooms. Last, to the old service road behind the field where kudzu swallowed the fence line.

"Nowhere."

Lottie Mae closed the bag slowly. "Maddie, listen to me. Grown folks will ask you questions like they already bought the answer. I won't. But I won't let you polish one either. Where were you?"

Maddie swallowed. Her throat clicked.

"He said not to tell."

Laurel's hand flew to her own chest.

Bo stepped forward. "Who said?"

Maddie backed into the bleacher rail so hard it rattled.

Lottie Mae rose and put herself between Bo and the girl.

"Take one more step and you'll be grieving from the parking lot."

Ponder came in fast. "Lottie."

"No. That child said he. Nobody bellows the next answer into her mouth."

Maddie had both hands over the hoodie pocket now. The sleeve slipped back enough for Lottie Mae to see a faint blue bead caught in the cuff seam.

One bead.

Plastic.

Bright as a piece of sky trapped in gray cotton.

Amos saw it too. His gaze found Lottie Mae's, then dropped away. He did not point. Good man. Maybe useful after all.

"Maddie," Laurel whispered. "Baby, who said not to tell?"

Maddie's eyes filled then, but the tears stayed put. She bit the inside of her cheek until one tear broke loose and ran straight down without her touching it.

"Eli," she said.

The answer landed too clean.

Ponder wrote it down.

Lottie Mae watched Maddie's hands.

They did not loosen.

Bo swore and kicked the bottom bleacher. The whole row rang. Maddie flinched so hard her teeth clicked.

"See?" Bo said. "He told her not to tell because he was fixing to run. That's what boys do when they're mad."

Coach Dugan shook his head. "Not Eli."

"You shut up about my son," Bo snapped.

Laurel stepped toward Bo. "Stop."

He rounded on her. "Don't start managing me in public."

Laurel's face went blank in a way Lottie Mae knew too well. Women who lived with storms learned when to remove windows from their expressions.

Maddie whispered into the hoodie pocket, "Old man."

Lottie Mae heard that one clear.

"What'd you say?"

Maddie looked up, startled at herself.

"Nothing."

"No. That was something." Lottie Mae kept her voice low. "You called him old man. Eli?"

Maddie's lips pressed white.

"That what you call your brother?"

No answer.

Lottie Mae nodded once. "All right. Keep it for now. But don't you throw it away. Little things get big when boys go missing."

Ponder touched her elbow. "We need to move search teams."

"Search the service road, the bathrooms, the cut-through, and anywhere red clay sticks. And find Hollis Cade. I want his statement from his own mouth."

"Bell has it."

"Bell also asked if we bag evidence for a runaway. Bell can learn indoors."

Ponder's jaw shifted, but he signaled two deputies toward the service road.

Lottie Mae turned back to Maddie. "I'm not taking both shoes. Just the dirty one."

Maddie clutched the rail again. "Mama bought these."

Laurel said, "It's okay."

Maddie looked at her. "You always say that when it ain't."

Laurel's mouth folded around nothing.

Lottie Mae crouched again. "I'll write you a receipt for the shoe. If anybody gives you trouble, you tell them Detective Surratt stole it in an official manner."

Maddie stared at her for a second. Then she sat on the bleacher and worked the knot with shaking fingers. It would not give.

Laurel bent to help.

Maddie pulled her foot back. "I can do it."

The knot held.

After a moment, Lottie Mae took a small folding knife from her pocket and opened the blade.

Bo barked, "What the hell are you doing with a knife near my kid?"

Lottie Mae didn't look up. "Untying what won't loosen. You ought to try it sometime."

She cut the lace clean. Maddie slipped the shoe off and dropped it into the evidence bag without touching the clay.

"Thank you," Lottie Mae said.

Maddie pulled her socked foot under the hoodie hem.

Amos took the bag when Lottie Mae offered it. He wrote the time, location, and witness name without making her ask.

Ponder watched him do it and looked annoyed by competence he had not assigned.

"If I tell you," Maddie whispered, "you'll go slow."

Lottie Mae sealed the bag. "Probably. Law makes decent people slow and sorry people comfortable. But I'll go."

Maddie looked past her.

Headlights came through the far gate this time. An old white county truck rolled in without hurry and stopped near the bathrooms. A man got out carrying a toolbox. He wore a clean work shirt tucked neat into dark pants. Keys hung at his belt on a ring large enough to catch the light from the field.

Blue paint marked one of them.

Maddie stopped breathing.

The man shut the truck door with two fingers, gentle, as if loud things offended him. He looked toward the searchers first, then Sheriff Ponder, then Laurel and Bo.

Last, he looked at Maddie.

He smiled like a man greeting folks after church.

Maddie's socked foot slipped off the bleacher and hit the concrete.

Lottie Mae followed her stare. "That Hollis Cade?"

Maddie didn't answer.

Hollis crossed the grass with his toolbox in one hand. Every few steps, the keys at his belt clicked against each other.

Maddie's fingers closed around the hoodie pocket until her knuckles showed through the cloth.

Lottie Mae stepped slightly in front of her.

Amos moved to the other side, giving Maddie a wall without making her feel caged.

Hollis stopped at a polite distance.

"Sheriff," he said. "I heard they still hadn't found the Barlow boy. Thought I ought to come back and help look."

Ponder nodded. "Appreciate it, Hollis."

Lottie Mae looked at the toolbox. "You fix locks or find children?"

Hollis turned to her. His eyes moved over her badge, her face, the evidence bag in Amos's hand.

"I do what needs doing, ma'am."

"Ain't that something," Lottie Mae said. "Mercy Ridge is eat up with useful men tonight."

Hollis's smile stayed put.

One of his blue-painted keys swung once and went still.

Maddie whispered behind Lottie Mae, so soft it could have been the field lights humming.

"Floors remember stains."

Lottie Mae did not turn around.

Hollis did.

Only his eyes.

Laurel said, "Maddie?"

The girl jammed both hands over her mouth.

Hollis lowered his gaze to the concrete beneath the bleachers, where Laurel's coffee had dried in a brown splash.

"They do," he said mildly. "If nobody cleans proper."

The field went quiet in pieces. First the boys. Then the deputies near the bench. Then Laurel, whose hand found the bleacher rail and held it like it might move.

Amos looked at Lottie Mae.

He had heard it. He had also heard what Hollis had done with it.

That mattered.

Lottie Mae smiled without showing teeth.

"Mr. Cade," she said, "you and I are fixing to have us a conversation."

Ponder started, "Lottie—"

"Sheriff, if you interrupt me in front of this child one more time, I am going to be so respectful you'll need medical attention."

Hollis blinked once.

Maddie made a sound behind her. Not a sob. Not a word. A small broken breath that went straight through Eli's hoodie.

Beyond the concession stand, something knocked inside the wall.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Hollis's smile disappeared.

Lottie Mae saw that too.

And this time, she filed it first.
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Chapter 3

Maddie's Lie
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Laurel Barlow's kitchen smelled like dish soap, old coffee, and the casserole somebody from church had brought over before the sun had the decency to come up.

The foil pan sat on the counter with Eli's name written across the lid in black marker, as if the boy might come through the back door hungry enough to appreciate chicken and rice from a woman who had already told three neighbors she was praying. The lid had puckered at one corner where steam had died hours ago. Grease showed through the aluminum in dull moons.

Laurel had not touched it.

She kept wiping around it with a yellow sponge, circling the pan but never moving it, her hand making smaller and smaller passes until Lottie Mae Surratt reached over and took the sponge from her.

Laurel looked at her empty hand.

"I'm sorry," she said.

"For cleaning?" Lottie Mae set the sponge beside the sink. "There are worse sins before breakfast. Sit down, honey. You look like a stiff breeze could get legal custody of you."

The dispatcher had mentioned Lottie Mae's name twice during
the night.
People in Mercy Ridge usually spoke that name in one of two
ways.
With relief.
Or with worry.
Relief if they needed help.
Worry if they had given her a reason to keep looking.
Laurel still wasn't sure which one she felt.
Laurel sat because somebody had told her to.

That was what Lottie Mae noticed first. Not obedience exactly. Training. Some women learned to sit before the order finished because the room went easier on them when they did.

The Barlow kitchen was narrow, with cabinets painted the color landlords liked because it hid fingerprints and hope equally well. A calendar from Barlow's Garage hung beside the refrigerator. The current month was crowded with school events, oil changes, a church pantry shift, and a dentist appointment written in Eli's cramped block print. The appointment was circled twice. Maddie had drawn teeth around it, each one wearing angry eyebrows.

Lottie Mae studied the calendar for three seconds too long.

Laurel saw her looking. "He hates the dentist."

"Most sensible people do."

"He wasn't running from a cleaning."

"Didn't say he was."

Laurel rubbed her palms down her jeans. "Sheriff Ponder said boys sometimes—"

"Sheriff Ponder says a lot of things with his shirt tucked in." Lottie Mae pulled out the chair across from her and sat. "Let's not confuse pressed cotton with prophecy."

Lottie Mae did not reach for a notebook.
That bothered Laurel more than if she had.
Most officers wrote things down.
Lottie watched.
Laurel had the uncomfortable feeling the detective wasn't
listening to the words.
She was listening to the spaces between them.
Deputy Amos Vale stood near the back door with his notebook open and his weight balanced on both feet. He had followed Lottie Mae from the field without asking whether she wanted company, which would have irritated her if he had not also been useful. The bagged shoe sat on the table between them. Maddie's pink canvas sneaker looked smaller inside plastic, like evidence had made it younger.

Amos glanced once toward the hallway, then back at Lottie Mae.

"She's listening," he said quietly.

"Children usually are. Grown people just don't like what they learn."

At the hallway entrance, Maddie Barlow stood barefoot in Eli's gray hoodie, sleeves hanging past her fingers. The hood was up though the house was warm. Her hair stuck out from one side in a tangled brown knot. She had one foot on top of the other like she was trying to hide both.

"The kitchen floor sounds different."
Nobody answered immediately.
Laurel looked up.
"What?"
Maddie stared toward the sink.
"The house."
A chill moved through Laurel.
"What about it?"
Maddie shrugged.
"The kitchen floor sounds angry."
Children noticed strange things
That didn't mean adults wanted to hear them.
Lottie Mae wrote it down anyway.
Lottie Mae looked at the girl, then at the floor beneath her.

No shoes.

Red clay dust marked the baseboard near the back door.

"Morning, Maddie."

Maddie did not move. "It's not morning. It's light."

Laurel made a small sound. "Maddie."

"She's not wrong." Lottie Mae leaned back. "Light and morning ain't always kin."

Maddie's mouth twitched, not a smile, a crack in the locked door.

Amos took a slow step away from the back door so she could see his hands. "Your brother still owe me a diagnosis on my truck."

Maddie's eyes flicked to him.

"He said it sounded like a washing machine full of rocks," she said.

"That was generous of him. I was hearing a mule with bronchitis."

The almost-smile tried again. Fear caught it by the throat.

Bo Barlow walked in from the living room carrying a travel mug and the stale smell of yesterday's beer under mint gum. He wore work pants, boots untied, and a T-shirt pulled tight over a belly that had once been muscle and now looked like muscle with a grievance. His eyes found Maddie first.

"Take your brother's hoodie off."

Maddie's hands disappeared deeper into the sleeves.

Laurel rose halfway. "Bo, don't."

"It's mine if he's not wearing it," Maddie said.

Bo's jaw shifted. "That ain't funny."

"Didn't laugh."

Lottie Mae took a small notebook from inside her jacket. "Mr. Barlow, why don't you sit?"

"This my house."

"That wasn't the question."

He stared at her. She clicked her pen once and waited. The sound seemed louder than it had any right to be.

Bo pulled a chair out so hard one leg barked against the linoleum. He sat and set the travel mug down. Coffee did not smell like that.

Amos looked at the mug.

Lottie Mae saw him look and liked him a fraction more for not saying anything yet.

She wrote nothing. People confessed more to blank paper than full pages.

"We're going to go over last night again," she said. "Slow enough everybody can keep up, even the grown men."

Bo snorted
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