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“Have many more to bring out?”

The sudden voice at my back startles me. The clunky monitor tumbles from my arms into the back of the van. “Sorry,” the man chuckles a little. Tan, thickly corded arms materialize in front of me, grabbing the monitor before it rolls back against my chest. “Sorry,” he says again. Monitor safely secured, I turn to see who has snuck up behind me. 

“It’s all right,” I tell him. 

He looks about my age and slightly familiar, with his very sharp, narrow nose that sticks out just a bit too much, and his eyes that are narrow slits set a little too close together. I stare hard into the dark-blue irises, trying to pull up the memory file that face is stuck in, but just can’t find it. 

“Upgrading?” he asks, as he gestures at the stack of monitors and towers filling up the back of Colette’s minivan. 

“Yeah, business was booming for a while there, so Chief thought we deserved a reward or somethin’. I don’t know. Hard to say what Chief was thinkin’.” I’m bordering on babbling, but it can’t be helped. My brain is still attempting to place the face. 

“I guess nothing’s good for business like murder and rock stars.”

“Yeah.” I try to think of something witty, but Chief tumbles out the door, cursing, tripping over monitor cables. 

The guy rushes forward and grabs one of the monitors from Chief, who manages to look irritably grateful. They load them in the van. Chief lowers the hatch. “Last one. Get ‘em outta here.” He wipes a handkerchief across his reddened forehead. “Thanks, Sammy. Good to see, ya.” Chief disappears into the Tribune. 

Sammy. 

I turn from the closed door to the guy beside me. Sammy. Sammy. He’s smiling at me; one blue eye closed against the sun. 

“You still don’t know who I am, do you, Dacie Mae?”

“I feel like I ought to, whoever you are. Just can’t access that file for some reason.”

He laughs. It’s a nice sound, deep and pleasing. 

“Tryin’ to think of young men I might know who like to hang out in narrow alleyways on hot summer days.”

“It has been a while.”

“Obviously.” Because I think I would remember you. He isn’t necessarily what you would call classically handsome. His face is neither rugged nor boyish. It’s just a face that’s easy to look at without setting your heart fluttering. The shoulder to waist ratio, however, and the thick muscles disappearing beneath the sleeves on his t-shirt could make a girl forget about the almost mediocre face. 

“Sammy.”

“I heard that.”

“Pearson.”

“Sam. Pearson.” I dig around in my brain. He watches as I mentally pull up an obscure file of an even more obscure teenage boy who had been gangly and gawkish. It connects, and I unabashedly look him up and down and have to stop myself from making a trip around him. “What have they done to you, Sammy Pearson? Expose you to Vita-rays?” He laughs again. The surprise on my face is apparently a reaction he is used to. “And how long has it been?”

“I shipped out two weeks after graduation.”

“Ain’t you been home since?” I’m still gawking. It can’t be helped. 

“Couple times, to see the folks. Usually stuck to the farm, mostly.”

“Mostly,” I stupidly agree with him. The transformation is utterly distracting. “The Navy?”

“Army. 82nd Airborne.”

“They do good work.” It slips out before I can stop it. “Sorry, I don’t mean to objectify you or make you uncomfortable.”

“It’s all right.” He shrugs those wonderful shoulders. “All I ever wanted to be when I grew up was objectified by women. That’s why I became a paratrooper.”

As I laugh with him, the back door swings open again. The other paratrooper in my life, former paratrooper, Hank McClain, strides into the alley. Sammy’s phone chimes in his back pocket and he pulls it out. 

“Hey.” Hank looks from me to Sammy and back. 

“Hey, I was just finishing up,” I tell Hank, still mildly distracted.

“I heard.”

I look back at Sammy, who is texting away. “Hank, this is Sammy Pearson. He graduated the year after me.”

Hank comes forward and shakes Sammy’s hand as Sammy slips his phone back into his pocket. Sammy, I notice, stands a bit shorter than Hank. 

“Nice to meet you.” Sammy smiles. Smilin’ Sam. That’s what we called him when he was still ninety pounds soaking wet.  

Hank nods at him in reciprocation.

“Sammy’s home on leave, right?” I ask.

“Yes, ma’am. Last one before I’m out.”

Hank is suddenly more interested. “Who are you with?”

“82nd Airborne. Currently at Bragg.”

Hank gives a nod but doesn’t offer any information about his own service. He’s like that. Always playin’ it close to the vest. If he likes Sammy, he might tell him some about himself later.

Sammy turns his attention back to me. “Listen, I was just droppin’ some produce off for the old man. He needs his truck back soon, but maybe we could grab a quick lunch?”

Dang. “Hank and I were goin’ over to Holler’s Grove to have lunch with some friends.”

“It’s all right.” He gives me a quick, hard hug. “It’s good to see ya. I’ll message you later, and we can set up some plans.”

“I’d like that,” I tell him, and definitely mean it. He tips his hat at Hank and strolls back to his Daddy’s truck, allowing me the opportunity to see that the back of him has benefited from his desire to be objectified just as much as the front has. 

“MacIver?” Hank snaps his fingers in front of my face. 

“Amazing what jumpin’ outta a plane can do for a man.”

“All right, I’m leaving.” 

He does, just turns right on his heel and goes back through the door. I linger a moment longer and then curse myself as I realize I haven’t given Sammy my number. Oh well, it’s a small town and a man like that can’t hide for long. Everyone knows where the Pearson Farm is. If I’m desperate enough for a visit, I can just drive over there. Or he can just call the office, I finally realize with my twitterpated brain. 

Firmly resolved to find him later, I go back into the somewhat cooled offices of the Wallace County Tribune. Hank is nowhere to be seen. Gypsy sits behind her desk, fanning herself despite the fan that sits directly in front of her face and the constant rattle of the AC blowing through the old vents. Months ago, I would have suspected she was just hot after seeing Hank, but the frustration on her face all too plainly tells of a woman going through the Change. It has been a rough month for Gypsy, and everyone around her, but she embraces this leg of her journey, looking hopefully toward her impending “freedom.” Colette has repeatedly told her to shut up and just be cranky like every other decent woman, but I appreciate Gypsy’s outlook. Every month, I believe that I, too, can embrace all the trials of menopause if it means no longer dealing with monthly nonsense. 

Seeing as how she is fanning herself so vigorously, I let her be and push out through the front door into the awful noonday sun. Hank’s big truck sits at the curb, already idling.  I hop up into the blessed full blast of his AC and throw myself against the leather seat in adulation. 

“You all right over there?”

“I don’t know how you walk around with all those clothes on all the time. I’m melting.”

“Well,” he says, pulling away from the curb. “The US Marshals Service frowns upon nudity.”

My ears go hot at the image. I try to quash it down before the color going up my neck can reach any farther. “Are we meeting at Millie’s?”

“Don’t we always?”

Always only means the last two months. In the time since the great murder spree of Wallace County, Liza and Max and Hank and I have taken to weekly lunches at Millie’s Cafe. It gives everyone a chance to catch up, swap trade secrets, and make sure I’m not suffering from PTSD. I’m not suffering. I do still have nightmares on occasion and am not particularly fond of entering a dark room, but mostly I’m okay. Okayish. It’s only been two months, so I think okayish is a fine place to be. 
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Hank parks behind Millie’s. It’s easier than trying to find a place out front this time of day, especially with his GMC Sierra, which he had just upgraded last month. It’s so luxurious, I feel out of place just sitting in it.    

Like some silly middle-schooler, I can’t help but get a little thrill every time I put my hand in his just for that brief moment when he helps me down from the truck. 

“Max says they’ve been dealing with some burglaries. Hear anything about that?”

We sidestep the door of the hair salon as Connie Merck throws it open and tosses a bag into a nearby dumpster. She pauses just long enough to eye Hank and then disappears back into the salon. 

“I’ve heard of it, obviously. I hear about everything. It’s my job.” 

“I’ll rephrase. Have you heard anything about it that hasn’t come through the official channels?”

“Well, why on earth would I keep it to myself if I had?” 

We step out of the relative coolness between the buildings back into the sun beating down on Main Street. Hank shrugs at my question, “Building a story? You don’t have to tell me everything. Strictly speaking, burglaries don’t have anything to do with me.”

“Unless they’re tangled up in the drug web, and we both know it’s likely they are. Probably just some moron teenagers trying to make a buck so they can get their meth.”

Hank opens the door to Millie’s for me, “Heroin.”

“What?”

“It’s likely they’re trying to make money for heroin.” 

“True,” I admit as I follow him over to the table where Max Davis and Liza McPherson are already seated. “We just haven’t had the overdose epidemic like Harris County, so it’s not really on my radar yet.” 

“It’ll be here soon enough.”

“What’ll be here soon enough?” Liza asks Hank. I sit across from her, and Hank takes his place across from Max. 

“Heroin,” Hank and I say in unison.

“Oh, it’s here,” Liza tells him. “People just aren’t dying yet.”

Hank gives her his evil interrogator eye, “You withholding information from me, Ms. McPherson?”

“Never would dream of it, Marshal McClain.” Liza bats her eyes at him and picks up a menu like she isn’t going to order the same thing she orders every week. 

Millie’s is fairly good food, but that only pertains to key items on the menu. Stray too far from the standards—burgers, chicken tenders, meatloaf—and you are subjecting yourself to sometimes dangerous experimentation. I once got a little cocky and ordered the baked ziti. I don’t know what she did to it, but that ziti didn’t stay down for more than an hour. 

“Hey there,” Madison saunters up to our table. She hates Liza, treats Max like he had cheated on her at a wedding they’d never had, and silently lets Hank know she’s willing. She just takes my order and moves on because I am obviously not worth having strong feelings toward. After jotting down my loaded cheeseburger, she moves around the table to stand by Hank, her back turned slightly toward Max, and her ample cleavage at Hank’s eye level. He keeps his eyes on the menu. Seein’ as how he never deviates from his burger with pickle and onion with a side of slaw and fries, he could just say, “Just give me the usual, Pam,” but he never will. I think he’s afraid she’ll interpret it as though they’re workin’ on their nuptials. She tries to push the issue this time, though, just to let him know she knows, “Just the regular, honey?”

Eyes still on the menu, and Max chuckling silently across the table, Hank says, “Uh, yeah, burger, pickle, and onion. Side of slaw and fries. Sweet tea.”

“You don’t have to tell me, sugar,” she slides the menu from his hands. “I remember.” Madison’s still staring at Hank when Max begins his order. She doesn’t bother turning toward him or even toward Liza when she rattles off her usual. “Be back in a jiff,” she winks one heavily painted eye and walks away with her tush swinging violently from side to side. 

“Must take a lot of practice to make your butt move like that,” Liza whispers.

“It’s kind of hypnotic,” Max whispers. 

Used to his piggish comments, Liza ignores him. Sometimes she’ll whack him upside his head, but that’s more for our entertainment than anything. We all know he just does it to get her riled up. Seems to be a common theme among veterans-turned-law-enforcement officers. Max is the sheriff of the next county over and spends a lot of his professional time out in Holler’s Grove and Hoots Hollow. Hoots Hollow, which sits right on the county line, isn’t really even a place. More like it’s just a name, and sometimes people who are lost on the Ozark Trail walk through there. When someone calls to report an incident, they can say, “Oh, they’re down in Hoots Hollow,” instead of, “They’re deep in the middle of nowhere just past Coleman’s Fork.” The lack of population and infrastructure has made it a prime area for meth production. Much better to mix volatile chemicals for bodily consumption out in the deep of nowhere than in the middle of a very flammable trailer park. 

“So,” Liza says, leaning across the table toward me. “What about these burglaries?”

“I can’t say. We’ve had five in Wallace in the past three weeks. Nothin’ of any real value is ever taken. Whoever is doing it is just breaking in and taking items that will be missed quickly.”

Hank nods, “Seems whoever is doing it is more interested in the thrill of doing it than in actually getting anything worth a sale.”

This gets Max’s attention. “Could be a bigger danger on the way if that’s the case.”

“What do you mean?” Liza asks, but I already know. Before my own very personal brush with true crime, I used to watch a lot of detective shows and shows about serial killers. 

“People who steal for profit have a clear motive. They want money,” Max begins. “A lot of times, they want money for drugs. People who steal for the thrill are a different beast.”

“They’ll steal for a while and get bored,” Hank chips in.

“He’ll need to keep upping the ante to get the same thrill.” 

“Is he taking things as trophies or so that we’ll know it was done?” Liza asks.

The tone around the table has gone dark. It isn’t supposed to be like this. Lunches are supposed to be fun, with wisecracks and traded barbs. I don’t want to discuss this anymore. It isn’t fun to discuss impending danger like it used to be. I’m not ready for it. Max’s eyes flick over to me and then to Hank. “I had to save a toddler from a balustrade yesterday.” 

Liza laughs, nodding, “It’s true. He did. Melanie Lamont’s kid.”

“Figures it would be Melanie Lamont’s kid,” Max mutters, and we all laugh except for Hank, because he doesn’t know about Melanie Lamont. 

Max launches into another story. My phone buzzes in my bag. It’s Niabi. 

Her text reads, “What’s shakin’?”

“At lunch with the squad.” I try not to laugh as I type it out. 

“You’re too much,” she responds, and I can imagine her quiet laughter a hundred miles away. Niabi has been my best friend since middle school. She left me for college and hasn’t come home for two years. This isn’t her home anymore, according to her, but what she won’t admit is that Wallace will always be her home and is woven into her so intricately she’ll never fully extricate herself. I keep telling her that, but she keeps proving me wrong. It’s a rare thing for a Wallace citizen to move away, especially to move more than one county away, but Niabi did. Once she got out, out to a university in St. Louis on a full scholarship, she never looked back. “You sign up for that internship yet?”

“I don’t want to talk about it right now,” I tell her. 

“You should go do it.”

“You should bite me.”

“No thx but maybe I can get that hottie Marshal to do it for me?”

The heat instantly bursts into my cheeks. She did it on purpose, knowin’ I’m here with him. Liza kicks me under the table. “Who’re you talking to?”

“Niabi, why?”

Liza gives me a knowing look. “Because your cheeks are all red.”

Hank and Max look over. I slip my phone back into my bag and ignore them as Madison sashays back. Hank gets his drink first. 
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“So where are you off to now?” Hank asks as he helps me down from his truck. 

“Not sure. There really isn’t much to cover today. I suppose I’ll have to go scrounge up a story. Maybe something’s happening over in Jones Mill.”

“Ya think?”

“Nah, nothing’s ever happening in Jones Mill.”

“Except when it is.”

“Except when it is,” I agree. Jones Mill is an all-or-nothing kind of village. Nothing can happen there for a thousand years, and then in one day their hundred-twenty-year-old general store burns down and a backwoods meth lab blows up and kills five people. That was a big news day. I suppose I could go over and get some shots of the rebuilding process. Maybe talk to the owners about the troubles they’ve encountered along the way? It would be a real snore, but it would fill space, and people are genuinely interested in the general store’s rebirth. There are still speculations flying around that the fire was intentionally set by the newly divorced owner’s ex-wife. Some people said Jeb McConnell wouldn’t rebuild, and maybe he wouldn’t have, except this way, he won’t have to split the insurance money with her. Jeb McConnell is a jovial but spiteful man. It’s completely believable that he would burn his own place down to spite his old lady. Especially if he’d been drunk. 

“I guess I’ll go check in just in case and— “

Before the rest of the words can come out, Chief flies out of the door. “MacIver, get over to the, no,” he gives me a stern look. “No. I’ll go.”

“You’ll go? You never go anywhere.”

I don’t mean to say it, but the idea of Chief taking his precious convertible anywhere but the drive-thru for coffee signifies happenings of universal importance. He ignores me and hurries toward his car, digging his keys out of his pocket. 

“Chief,” I holler at him. 

Hank’s watching him closely and grabs me by the arm. “Let him go,” Hank tells me. 

“The heck I will.” I yank my arm away and go after my boss. “What is going on?” 

“I’ll get this one, Dacie Mae.”

“Dacie Mae? Just who do you think you’re dealing with?” Chief never, ever calls me by my first name, and I’ll be darned if he thinks he’s getting away with runnin’ outta here after a story after he calls me by my proper name. 

“Those other two are out on assignments. You,” he pauses, searching around in his brain. “You go upload something.”

“I’m gonna get on the scanner and follow you if you don’t tell me. I’m gonna show up anyway, so you might as well just save yourself the trip and tell me now.”

Chief slams his door. “Why are you so pig-headed?”

“Because you’re a great mentor,” I shout back.

He takes out his handkerchief and wipes his balding head. “There’s been an assault.”

I feel Hank come up beside me. His sleeve brushes my arm. “Where at?”

“This doesn’t involve you,” Chief gives him the stink eye.

“It might.”

“It doesn’t.”

“How can you be so certain?”

Chief looks at me again and sighs. “It was a sexual assault.”

“Are you seriously trying to protect me from this? What? Because I’m a young woman, you think I can’t handle this? I can handle this. I’ve handled more than this.”

“Dial it back, MacIver. It isn’t because you’re a girl. It isn’t because you’re young.”

Hank looks down at me, “It’s because you were recently attacked.”

I was recently attacked. I was recently almost murdered. But what I wasn’t was recently sexually assaulted. Part of me hates myself for wanting to get there, to get this story, because it will be a big story with lots of legs. The manipulative and ambitious part of me reminds the guilt-laden part that there is a predator out there, and people need the facts. It’s my responsibility to get the facts and inform the public. That’s what I do. It’s just a bonus if it also helps to boost my career. 

“I’ll go with you,” Hank says.

“No, you won’t. This has nothin’ to do with you. You said you had to go over to Claremont. Go over to Claremont. I’ll ride with, Chief.” I throw open the passenger door to the vintage car. “If that’ll make you both feel better.”

“You don’t have to prove anything,” Hank whispers.

“Shut up,” I tell him, and give him a quick smirk before ducking into the leather seat. 

Chief groans. Part of me groans with him. I’ve never been in his car. I’ve never been in such an enclosed space with him. I’ve never been alone with him for so long. It already feels awkward in the first fifteen seconds after he closes the door and turns the engine over. “Don’t touch anything,” he commands me. 

Like a rejected guardian angel, Hank stands at the curb and watches us go. Am I suffering from a bit of PTSD? Obviously, but I can’t keep hiding from it. Besides, this case has nothing to do with me. 

“Where are we going?”

“Jones Mill.”

“Really?” I’m shocked and a little worried that something else will metaphorically or literally blow up while we’re there. 

“Really.”

“Did they say who it was?”

Chief focuses on driving for nearly a mile before he decides to answer. 

“It was a young girl.”

The silence swells between us. A sickness settles in my gut. “How young a girl?”

“Fifteen.”

There aren’t a lot of fifteen-year-old girls in Jones Mill. While I’m not acquainted with all fifty-three citizens of the village, I do know a fair number of the teenagers. It is most definitely likely that I know the victim. Sickness roils in my belly. Maybe I don’t want to do this. 

“You can still get out,” Chief tells me.

“No. NO,” I say more firmly. “We have to do this. Whoever did this, we need to help catch him.”

“Yes,” Chief agrees. 

We spend the rest of the trip to Hoots Hollow in silent contemplation. “Where exactly are we going anyway?” As soon as I ask it, the question is answered. Two sheriff’s vehicles are parked outside the old schoolhouse. It’s a small stone building that has become a community center of sorts. A small stream runs behind it. There’s a public restroom that used to be a cookhouse. Sheriff Roy walks through the open door of the schoolhouse and takes deliberate steps down to the walk. While there was no happiness in his countenance to begin with, it darkens considerably at the sight of Chief and me. We have a tenuous relationship, Sheriff Roy and I. He likes me but prefers not to see me in a professional capacity. Sometimes I feel like he’s trying to personally mentor me so that I know how to behave around law enforcement. 

Chief and I get out of the car. Following his cue, and somewhat terrified, I lean against the hood of his car with him. He shoots me a dirty look that lets me know my behind had better not leave a ding on his hood, and I’d better not touch his hood ornament. Like he’s the most comfortable man in the world, Chief reaches in his pocket and draws out a piece of gum. He unwraps it and pops it in his mouth, never bothering to think of asking me if I’d like a piece. It’s cinnamon gum. I don’t want it, anyway. He still should’ve asked, though. It’s the polite thing to do. But then Chief isn’t polite, and we know that. 

Sheriff Roy pauses to speak with one of his deputies. After a few minutes of twiddling my thumbs, the Sheriff adjusts his hat and walks over to us. He doesn’t bother meeting my eyes as he speaks. Sometimes I wonder if he does that because it’s something he picked up while training his dogs. They say not to look your dogs in the eyes while they’re misbehaving because it encourages that behavior by giving them attention. I wonder if Sheriff Roy is not acknowledging me for the same reason. 

“You heard,” he asks, but really, it’s more of a statement.

“Enough,” Chief answers. Neither of them is glad I’m around. 

Sheriff Roy chews on his response for a while before he kicks the gravel at his boot. “Officially, a young girl was sexually assaulted behind the schoolhouse. She was found unconscious by some kids who were playing in the creek.”

“Any sighting of the suspect?”

“No, and the victim is not conscious. There seems to have been considerable head trauma. They’re taking her over to Carlson.”

“And you’re certain it was sexual assault,” I ask and stare at him until he finally meets my eye.

He doesn’t appreciate the question. He doesn’t appreciate me being here. He wants me to report on community gatherings and births and weddings. He doesn’t want me doing this. Too bad, my gaze tells him. I’m doing this. 

“Yes,” is his terse reply. I follow Chief’s lead and continue to stare at the Sheriff as though we expect more of an answer. He finally caves. “The victim was found naked behind the schoolhouse with multiple injuries,” he pauses, and I think he’s actually trying to smooth his features for a moment. 

“But you won’t tell us,” I ask.

“Not with an active investigation, no.”

“Is there anything you would like us to convey to the public, Roy?” Chief asks and pushes away from the car. For the first time since I joined the Tribune four years ago, I catch a glimmer of what Chief must’ve once been. In this moment, I can see him in some sixties cop drama, playing the role of bothersome but slick journalist. I can see Chief being a real rock star on the page and in the field. 

“We don’t know yet, Solomon. This could be a one-time thing. It could have been a very personal attack. It could be something more than that.” 

Sheriff Roy gives me a look that is the silent equivalent of shaking his finger at me. “No need to go around getting people scared and worked up.”

“I don’t think there’s much we’ll need to do for that.”

“Better to quash the gossip,” Chief says casually, and I wish he had a cigarette to flick. Just for the effect. I don’t want him to actually smoke. He has enough unhealthy vices. 

Sheriff Roy chuckles. It’s a bitter, disbelieving sound. “You deal in gossip, MacLeod.”

“Will you let us know when she wakes up?” I ask, and he gives me the most incredulous look - as though I have just asked the most asinine question in the universe. “Don’t look at me like that. I do a lot of work at the schools. I know there are only a few teenage girls out this way. I know I know her.” 

I know I know her. 

It sucks the wind out of me. Which smile will it be that has been permanently damaged? Will it be Bethany McCune? Kyra Coleman? My greatest fear is that it will be Astrid Jones, a bright little thing I can remember from when she was in Vacation Bible school, just six years old and absolutely angelic. I don’t want it to be any of them, but I really hope it won’t be Astrid. Will she have the resilience to withstand the darkness that would try to swallow her up after an attack like this? She seems too fragile in her delicate beauty. Sheriff Roy tosses it around in his brain for a moment. “I’ll maybe let you know.”

“Thank you, Sheriff.”

“Just make sure you tell people there’s no need to panic. Just be aware and preferably don’t go wandering around alone until we catch this guy.”

“You’re thinking it was only one suspect,” Chief asks.

Sheriff eyeballs him,” At this time.”

“All right,” Chief pushes away from the car and heads to his door. “We’ll push it out.” He gets back into the convertible with too much effort to look cool. 

“Thanks, Sheriff.” I give him a grim smile and join Chief. Sheriff Roy just waves me off and walks away. As miserable as my job can be, I am certainly grateful not to have his. 
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On the way back, Chief pulls off at Millard’s Quick Stop, the newest thing in Hoots Hollow. They specialize in bright lights and fresh coffee. A pair of picnic tables sits to one side of the small building, in what used to be a nicely manicured area. The grass has gotten tall. Weeds are poking up through the mulch. The flowers in the pots near the door aren’t going to make it through another day.

The gas station has become a community area of sorts, as often happens in small towns where there’s nothing else to gather around, and as a rest area for hikers. There are no hikers today, just a logging truck and an old sedan. Chief pulls up to a pump. 

“I’m going to get some coffee,” I tell him, and wonder if he’ll let me actually bring a drink into his precious restored vehicle. He doesn’t argue, so I think it must be okay. Maybe he thinks I’ll drink it all before he’s done filling up. 

Inside, the convenience store seems a bit more drab than usual. The air seems stagnant. A layer of dust has gathered on the displays. No one is behind the counter. I have to go through a maze of shelves and clothing racks before I get back to the coffee station. “Hey, news girl,” Robbie Millard says as he steps out of the men’s room. 

“Hey, yourself.” I smile at him as he passes by. 

Round and smiling, Robbie is the perfect choice for a backwoods convenience store owner. It’s actually his mama who owns the place. It’s been a bit since I’ve seen Sonia Millard puttering around the store, though, and that’s all right by me. While Robbie isn’t keeping the place up like his mama did, it’s still much nicer to greet him when you pop out of the woods than some creepy old lady who just stares at you and takes your money and possibly maybe lays a hex on you.

“How goes it, MacIver?” he asks when I set my coffee down on the counter.

“Oh, it goes, Robbie, it goes.”

“What brings you all the way to our little Holler?”

“Don’t ask.”

“That bad, huh?” he asks as I hold my money out to him.

“There was an assault.”

His hand stops midway to mine. “Who?”

“Don’t know. Don’t know if we will know. Sexual assault on a minor. I mean, eventually we’ll know through the grapevine, maybe, but not officially, not in the papers.”

Robbie folds his hand over mine and pushes it back toward me. “It’s on the house today.”

“You don’t have to,” I push back.

“Nah, on the bad days we all need to do what little good we can.”

“That’s mighty fine of you, Robbie, thank you.” I smile and slip the money back into my pocket.

Robbie shrugs and pushes his thick glasses back up his nose. “Gotta do what we can.”

“Thanks again.”

He gives me a little salute, and I’m out into the soupy mess of midday. Chief is waiting. I slide into the car. “Didn’t think I needed any,” he grumbles.

“Nope,” I say. “Figured this was more of a flask issue.”

“When we get back, it is. In the meantime, I could’ve used some caffeine.”

I start to push my door back open, but he waves me off, “Don’t worry about it. We need to get back and get the story together.”

“Right.”

“People should know as soon as possible.”

“They should.”

“You carrying?”

“Every day.” I had learned my lesson in May about not bringing my Glock with me wherever I go. I have learned to always have my weapon, just the same as I always have my phone in case of an emergency. It’s just livin’ back here, in these twisty woods and deep valleys, you never know when your phone won’t have reception, and some meth head is going to decide you’ve been asking too many questions. And I’d shot a meth head in April. Saved the Sheriff’s life. This job is sometimes more than I’d ever bargained for. I drink my coffee slowly and listen to Chief’s old-timey music, trying to relax and not think about what Sheriff Roy had said. I should be thinking about it, about the savagery of the attack and on such a young person, but I can’t dwell too much. I start over-imagining it, and my stomach starts turning, and my hands start shaking. I’ll save the thinking for when it can all flow out through my fingers into words on the page. That’s how I get it all out—the fear, the anger, it comes out through the words. Usually, it’s my own fear, but tonight it needs to be for this girl. I need to let everyone feel her fear and hurt. I need them to be fearful for themselves so that they’ll try to protect themselves, because I don’t want to have to do this again. “MacIver,” Chief says as we pull up in front of the office. “I can take this one if you need me to.”

“Don’t baby me, Chief.”

“I’m not babying anyone.”

“You are. If I were Colette or Gyspy or Ralph, you wouldn’t be asking if I wanted off a story, you’d just be tellin’ me to snoop around and get over it.”

For the record,” he growls and slams his door. “No one named Ralph works for me, and for another thing, Gyspy and Colette have never been attacked and nearly killed by a psychopathic maid.”

“Well, that’s fair,” I yell back and slam my door. “Just because I was attacked doesn’t mean I suddenly want to suck at my job. Oh, I was almost killed over something that had absolutely nothing to do with my work, but by all means, just try to take my work away from me and crush any hopes I have of getting out of here.”

“Stop being so dramatic.” He pulls the door open angrily and holds it while I storm past him into our office. “I don’t need your teenager angst.”

“I’m not a teenager.”

“Then stop whining like one.”

Slam. That’s my work bell. Chief and I work best when we’re yelling at each other and not being emotional about stuff. The nicer people are about what happened, the worse it feels. It’s only been two months since it happened. But at the same time, I feel like it’s been TWO MONTHS, and I should totally be over it by now. But I’m not. I throw my bag onto the empty space on my laminate desktop and pound my password into the keyboard. The new monitor looks shockingly modern in our dingy, outdated office. Modern, and oh, so beautiful. I had set it up while all the boxes and old monitors had still littered the floor. Yes, I have my own laptop but having a big monitor (mine is the biggest) to edit videos and photos on, it’s just beautiful enough to make me cry. Gypsy and Colette have monitor envy, but they don’t do the things I do. Being the social media coordinator has its perks. Even if one of the downsides is being responsible for constantly posting stories and updates to the page, because no one else can be bothered to think about it. 

There isn’t much to post about the assault. It doesn’t take long to write up. I insert the photo I took of the crime scene tape around the back of the old schoolhouse and publish the story to the paper’s website. It’s set to automatically post updates to our various social media links. It’s so much more efficient than having to do it myself. This new software is great. Funny to think we never could have afforded it if not for all the murder-chaos in April. 

Gypsy clunks in as I’m finishing up. “Hey, darlin’,” she sighs. “Heard you caught a bad one today.”

“I did.” I power my computer down. “And Chief tried to make me throw it back.”

“Bah,” she says and drops into her chair. Our newly padded budget did not allow for new chairs. Maybe new chairs would do more to increase our efficiency than fancy new Macs. “That man, he’s gone soft.”

I shrug. “He seems to think it will trigger my PTSD or something.”

She gives me a serious look out of one very heavily painted eye, “Do you have PTSD?”

“A little maybe,” I admit. There’s no sense in hiding it. I don’t like to be the last in the office at night. I don’t like being alone at all, really. She has to have noticed. 

“It’s understandable. That crazy woman tried to kill you. That’ll stay with you for a while. But,” she takes a long drink from her fountain soda. “You’ll be all right. In time, sweetie. Just give it time and don’t push it.”

“I’m not, but I can’t pass on work.”

“No, you can’t, because I have things to do.” A tired smile tugs at her brilliant red lips. “And you’re my lackey.”

“Yes, I am. Goodnight, Gypsy.”

“Night, sug.”
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I step out into the heavy air and wonder what to do now. I could go home to Mama and her casserole. Undoubtedly, there is already a casserole and a pie on the table. 

Pie or no, I don’t want to go. 

“Hey,” that voice again. 

I turn to find Sam strolling toward me and slip my phone back into my pocket. “Smiling Sam.”

“Dacie Mae.” He strolls up to me and grins like he’s already thought up how we can get into trouble together. “Glad I caught you. I was thinking maybe we could go over to the Mill? Grab a picnic dinner? Watch the fireworks? Catch up?”

“You been sittin’ here waitin’ for me all day?”

“Nah, the old man decided he had a few more errands he could let me handle. So, how’s ‘bout it? Dinner and fireworks?”

“It isn’t the Fourth yet.”

“Nah, but you know how they are.”

I do. The redneck amateur fireworks artists of Wallace County are notorious for setting off hundreds of dollars’ worth of fireworks every night for a week leading up to Independence Day. Most of the residents of the county don’t mind it. It’s kinda like getting to extend Christmas festivities for an entire week. Our love of country and brilliant light displays can’t be confined to one night only. Sam holds his arm out to me, and I link mine through his. “What’s for dinner then?” I ask.

“What else? Fried chicken.”

“Of course,” I laugh. It would be sacrilege to get anything other than fried chicken for a picnic dinner at the Mill. 

“If you want to drive separately, I’ll understand,” he says and stops beside my car. “But we could both take the old man’s truck.”

Before April, I would have jumped in his truck without a second thought. This is Sam. Smiling Sam. Sam wouldn’t do anything to hurt me. But I don’t really know Sam. I hardly know Sam any better than I knew Paulette. Sam could be a homicidal maniac. Tremors of anxiety begin to pulsate through me. Stupid. Stupid, I chastise myself. Sam is not a maniac. But he could be.

“Hey, are you alright?” Sam moves toward me.

I reflexively step back. “I’m so sorry. I’m fine. I just, I get the jitters still.”

“Because of what happened.” 

“Yeah. Guess it made me a little crazy.”

“You aren’t crazy, Dacie Mae. If you want to go, we can talk about it. I know a little bit about PTSD myself.”

“Yeah, I guess you would. And, of course, I want to go. I want to know what the US Army’s secret is to takin’ a scrawny gawker and turning him into this.” I gesture grandly at him. There is no sense in pretending like he isn’t drastically changed into a bit of hot goodness. 

He laughs. It’s a wonderful, strong sound. “All right then, why don’t we meet over at Dina’s and get the chicken?” 

“Sounds good. I just need to call my mama first.”

At Dina’s, Sammy pays and won’t hear of me chipping in. Apparently having PTSD will be good for my wallet, considering every man I’ve tried to shove money at today has refused it.

I also talk myself into hopping in his truck after we get our order, but decide against it. It isn’t practical to share. I might get called out on a story.

Jones Mill is a village near Wallace. Not as microscopic as nearby Hoots Holler, but small. The mill is now a popular state historic site, frequently used for birthday parties and family reunions. It’s also a romantic date spot, especially the week leading up to the Fourth. I wonder if Sammy has ever used this spot to woo a girl before. Then I remember Sammy in high school and think it isn’t likely. 

Jones Mill, the actual mill, sits at the confluence of Lafayette Creek and Hawkins Fork River. Lafayette Creek is sometimes more like a river, but most often is just a good, deep swimming hole with crystal clear water and a pebbly bottom. Across the wide river a red sandstone bluff rises into the sky. If you back up a-ways you can just see the rear balcony and roof of the Strauss Mansion. In the large peninsula created by the creek and the river is tidy green space littered with picnic tables and fire rings.  A marker stands, lonely and defaced, by the parking lot. The initials of many young couples are carved into it. 

Sam climbs out of his truck and comes over to help me get the food out of my car. “Table or grass,” he asks.

“Grass. I keep a blanket in the car.” I grab the blanket out of the back, and we head over to a nice spot at the edge of the shade. 

“How is your sister?” I ask as I lower myself to the blanket and begin arranging the food.

Sammy joins me on the blanket. He kicks off his sandals and buries his feet in the cool grass. “Carlie’s good. She’s in college now.”

“Oh, what’s she studying?”

I hand him a fork and some napkins. 

“Optometry,” he laughs a little. “I never imagined my little sister growing up to be an eye doctor.”

“What did you imagine?”

“I don’t know. Fashion designer. Tabloid journalist.” We laugh together even though I have no idea why he would think his sister would want those professions. “She’s always been really ambitious but also very,” he searches for the word. “Trendy.”

I laugh with him, “I don’t remember her very well. She was too many years behind me.”

“Three behind me.”

“Yeah, but I do remember she was usually pretty well-put together.”

“Still is. What about the other thing?” he asks and rips a good bite out of a leg.

“There are so many other things, Sam Pearson. Which one do you want to know about?”

“The Henry Wallace thing.”

“Are you just itchin’ to rile me up?”

He shrugs, totally unfazed. “Might as well. We could talk about the weather, if you don’t want to tell me about it. It’s seventy-seven percent humidity today.”

“The other thing,” I say. “Over. It was never begun. People just made a lot of nonsense about it. “

“A lot of rumors about that one.”

“I’m aware.” Not only have I had to deal with the local gossip mill in regard to Henry Wallace and myself, but so much more. More than anyone realizes. There are bloggers and vloggers and Tik-Tokkers and Instagrammers, all spinning fantasy stories about Henry and I, trying to contact me to get information. Some of them even called the Tribune trying to get quotes. There was one overly ambitious young woman who came zooming into town last month, interviewing anybody and everybody about Henry and about me and about Henry and me. Fortunately, the public is easily distracted and when one of the music industry’s megastars announced her secret, accidental marriage to the creator of her most dedicated fan site, most of the influencers  forgot about Henry Wallace and his secret children. 

“So, you aren’t secretly carrying Henry Wallace’s child?”

I nearly spew my sweet tea all over his smiling face. “What?”

“Carlie said one of the Tik-Tokkers was talking about it a few weeks ago.”

“Do I look like I am secretly carrying Henry Wallace’s lovechild?”  

Sam eyes my abdomen speculatively. 

“Henry Wallace has more secret children than he can handle.” He’s too busy digging in the chicken box to see the pain skittering across my face. Being glib about Henry Wallace’s children takes more effort than I can muster up.

He drags another chicken leg out of the box. “Those aren’t the rumors I’m interested in, anyway.”

“What rumors are you interested in?”

“Now that I’m back home? You and the marshal.”

I choke on the soda I had just sipped. “What?”

“That’s what the rumors say.”

“I’d rather just talk about Henry Wallace.”

He gives me an incredulous look, “Should I ask you about Henry Wallace?”

“No.”

“Marshal seems like a solid guy. Everyone in town says so, don’t hardly have to ask. If you bring up Dacie Mae, they bring up the marshal.”

“The marshal and I are not a thing.”

“The entire county disagrees with you. And if you aren’t, then why are you blushing?” He grins at me, and my face burns even hotter. 

“Are you wanting me to be a thing with the Marshal?” I look away from his eyes, which are twinkling with mischief, and quickly ask, “What about you? Is there a girl back at Bragg? Do you leave one behind every place you’re stationed?”

“Nah, but













































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





