
  
    
      HIDDEN IN THE SHADOWS 

    

    
      
        A.D. VANCISE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Raven Lane Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Praise for Hidden In The Shadows

      

      
        Important Notice

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR HIDDEN IN THE SHADOWS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Writing with crisp efficiency, mordant wit, and bursts of searing

      terror, Vancise whets the novel’s escalating puzzles and portents

      with an edge of queasy uncertainty.”

      - Editor’s Pick, Booklife

      

      “If you’re looking for a spine-tingling read that will leave you wondering who to trust, what dangers are lurking beneath the surface and when the next twist will come, then Hidden in the Shadows is the book for you.”

      - Booktrib

      

      “Hidden in the Shadows by A.D. Vancise is a thrilling mystery that

      keeps readers in suspense from the first clue until the end.”

      - Five Stars – Literary Titan

      

      “A.D. Vancise excels in crafting a dark, atmospheric story.”

      - D. Donovan, Senior Reviewer, Midwest Book Review

      

      “If you are a reader who is tired of reading the same old books that

      are lackluster and forgettable, then take a chance with this one…you

      will not be disappointed.”

      - Red Headed Book Lover

      

      “The author vividly informs your mind’s eye.”

      - Five Stars – Readers’ Favorite

      

      “Dark, disturbing, and gripping.”

      - Five Stars – BookView Review

      

      “A grim but exciting and compelling mystery, even in its most dis-

      concerting moments.”

      - Kirkus Review
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      This novel is inspired by survivor accounts of ritual abuse and child trafficking, as well as a photograph discovered among my late grandfather’s belongings—a woman standing beside a small box. My grandfather, a police officer, never spoke of it and took the real story to his grave.

      But some stories refuse to stay buried.

      Elements of this book, including the perpetrator’s perspective, draw from real testimonies. While this is a work of fiction, the realities that inform it are not.

      This novel contains disturbing subject matter and may not be suitable for all readers. Those who may be affected are encouraged to read with care and seek support if needed.

      This story is not intended to sensationalize, but to bear witness—to voices too often dismissed, and to truths that are difficult to face.

      Sincerely,

      A.D. Vancise

    

  


  
    
      Dedicated to those whose voices are never heard and the ones who lost their lives for speaking the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      After five years away, Evie Day hated the fact that she was back in Woodsville, Arkansas—a small town in the middle of buck-ass nowhere.

      Quite frankly, if she’d had a choice, she wouldn’t have come back at all.

      But, there she was sitting beside her grams on a warm September 6th, 1991, staring into a photograph and the eyes of a mystery woman—familiar, yet unknown. She was supposed to be looking for pictures of her grandfather, Ollie, for his funeral.

      A few dozen 3x5 and 5x7 photos fanned across the table’s surface—Evie’s heritage. Faded, slightly torn memories of her gramps as a baby, as a strapping young teenager, horse-drawn carriages, funny hats, and early 1900s clothing—more like costumes—were scattered in no particular chronological order. Her grandfather’s life lay strewn before her in black and white.

      Yet, this one photo stood out like a spotlight on a dark stage. It cried for attention. Begged for it, really. Her finger caressed its edge while she rested her head in her other hand.

      She flipped it over.

      No date.

      No name.

      She’d often thought of this picture over the past sixteen years. Its image reappeared like a recurring dream haunting her, or perhaps tapping her on the shoulder to find out more, egging her on.

      She turned it back over.

      Shifting in her chair, she sat up straighter. Lifting it to her nose, she inhaled the faint mustiness of old paper, and at once nostalgia pulled her backward in time.

      She turned toward the living room and pinpointed the exact spot where she’d parked her bum on the orange, shag-carpet, her back against the couch, rummaging through the tattered old shoe box filled with these same timeless family photos. That was when she’d first come across it. Even now, the conversation with her grandfather echoed fresh in her ears.

      “Gramps,” she’d asked, with a stammer of anticipation, “who’s this? And what’s in that wooden box?”

      She had pointed at the photo with her nine-year-old forefinger while holding it out to him with the other hand. He sat across from her in his recliner, staring out the picture window at the river and the backyard.

      Curiosity had been written all over her face. She had loved this sort of thing—a mystery. Her impatience built, with every second he didn’t answer, her whole body tingling.

      Then he’d turned abruptly, rubbed his bald head with his right hand, and looked down at the photograph as though he already knew which one she held. His face reddened.

      He shifted in his chair.

      “That’s an old case of mine, and I don’t want to talk about it!” His voice had been sure, deep, and sharp.

      Straightening his suspenders, he rose and flew out of the room like a startled deer bolting from an oncoming car.

      Even then, with her heart heavy, she’d known to leave well enough alone.

      But that was then.

      Now he was gone.

      Turning back to the table, she studied the photograph further.

      Its sepia background had faded over the sixty-four years it sat hidden in the shadows of that tattered shoe box. Crinkled white lines, fine as thread, broke through the glossy finish like wrinkles on old skin. In the centre of the image sat a tiny wooden box elevated on a mound of dirt and various-sized stones as though it were the focal point. Beside it stood a tall, younger woman.

      Between her grandfather’s curt reaction and the troubling image itself, that old curiosity came rushing back, leaving a burning desire to know more. Like needing to eat, it felt like a life force—something to keep her alive.

      And something she knew she could no longer ignore.

      She felt it in her veins; perhaps it was in her blood.

      Really, what was it about this picture that pulled at her so hard?

      She studied it even closer.

      Maybe it was the woman’s eyes.

      They weren’t turned toward the camera. Instead, they stared straight ahead, off into the distance—most certainly not at the box. As if she were trying very hard not to look. There was pain in that gaze, that tugged at Evie’s heart.

      The woman stood stiffly to the left of the elevated box, her hands cupped in front of her. She wore a dark floor-length dress with a crinoline, making the lower half fuller.

      Thirties fashion?

      Her dark hair was pulled back into a bun, no bangs.

      Evie’s imagination sizzled.

      Who is she?

      Is she related to us?

      What happened?

      And maybe the most intriguing…

      Why did Gramps keep this photo if he didn’t want to talk about it?

      The tiny wooden box was only slightly larger than the shoe box that held the photographs. Perhaps it was about the size of a small carry-on.

      And now that she was no longer nine-years-old but twenty-three, she recognized that the wooden box wasn’t a box at all.

      It was a tiny coffin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      On Friday, September 13th, around 4:30 pm, the warm afternoon sun poured in through the front display window. Evie pulled her auburn hair into an elastic, then began the task of cleaning the shelves of Buds—the flower shop—of fallen petals, broken leaves, and dust. A nightly routine that bored the hell out of her, but it had to get done.

      Her mom stood behind the counter—looking as annoying as ever in her inappropriately tight jeans, certainly not clothing for her age—sorting the money and counting off the till.

      Buds. Every girl’s dream job.

      Not.

      If she were being fair, it was a beautiful shop, with its barn-board shelving, crisp white walls, and the mix of floral smells and colors. But shadowing all that beauty was the fact that Maggie—her mother—owned it.

      Under other circumstances, that might’ve been a plus.

      For Evie, it was the last place she wanted to be.

      Having just returned home two weeks earlier, her choices weren’t exactly plentiful. Either live with her mother while she searched for another job… or work here and get a place of her own.

      Perhaps there truly had only been one option after all.

      There was no way in hell she was moving back in with her mother.

      She wouldn’t be back here at all if it weren’t for her grandfather’s passing. Her grams needed her.

      And Evie would do absolutely anything for her.

      “I’m going out back to dump the garbage. I’ll be right back,” Maggie said.

      “Fine,” Evie replied, just as a thorn from a purple rose pierced the side of her middle finger. “Ouch! Jesus.”

      She plucked it out and sucked the blood, then hurried to grab a Band-Aid.

      “Figures,” she muttered. “Poked by a thorn, in this thorn of a life.”

      A tear threatened to fall from the corner of her eye, but not from the sting. That happened all the time.

      It was from being back here.

      From the memories constantly shoved in her face.

      From losing her gramps.

      Could it get any worse?

      Don’t answer that.

      She never expected to feel this tired of life at age twenty-three.

      Wrapping the Band-Aid around her finger, she noticed that she’d forgotten to finish off the funeral bouquet she’d been working on earlier.

      Oddly, she’d never had any formal training in floral arrangement. It was just one of her few useless, God-given talents that would move her up in the world. Perhaps it wasn’t a talent at all, and she’d just accessed the knowledge mindlessly through the countless hours spent sitting in the shop after school, waiting for closing time.

      Her dad had been a cop and worked long, odd hours.

      This shop had been her babysitter.

      She placed an orange lily in the middle of the bouquet—the pièce de résistance—the scent pulled her back to the previous weekend.

      Her grandfather’s funeral.

      It had been exceptionally difficult. The memories from five years earlier doubled her grief. She’d wanted to disappear again, but, Grams, she couldn’t leave Grams.

      Each time she thought about her dad, the anger and frustration toward her mom grew, and she wasn’t sure how she’d be able to continue working alongside her.

      Just the sight of her made Evie want to rage.

      The only solace was the belief that her gramps was now keeping her dad company.

      There had also been one strange thing at her grandfather’s service that hadn’t been at her father’s memorial.

      A woman.

      An older woman was standing in the back of the church.

      Evie hadn’t seen her before and didn’t recognize her as a relative. After the service, when Evie searched for her⁠—

      She was gone.

      Vanished.

      Didn’t stick around for the reception.

      Evie had thought about her all week. The older woman’s dark image crept into her mind at the oddest of times. There was something about her—something that made her stand out—but Evie couldn’t quite put her finger on why or what.

      Closing time was 5 pm.

      “Evie, I’m heading out. I’ll see you in the morning, okay? I’ll drop this at the bank,” Maggie shouted from the back of the store as she stuffed the bank deposit into her purse.

      Unfortunately, Evie mumbled under her breath.

      She threw her hand up, in more of a dismissal than a goodbye, but then remembered. “No. No, you won’t see me tomorrow. I told you—I’m helping Grandma Day clear out Grandad’s things.”

      Maggie paused. “Right, that you did. Couldn’t you have picked a different day? You know Saturday is our busiest day.”

      Evie gritted her teeth. “So sorry that his death was an inconvenience. Way to have some compassion… Maggie.”

      “Oh—gosh. I’m sorry. You’re right. That was insensitive,” Maggie sighed. “I’m just stressed about the big wedding tomorrow. I’ll call Rachel in. Please tell your grams I’m thinking of her. I’ll be thinking of you, too.”

      Yeah. Right.

      The back door banged as Maggie disappeared through it. Evie let out a long, slow breath, her jaw finally unclenching. She grabbed a few red roses.

      She needed to clear her head, and she knew just the place to do it.

      After locking the front door, she turned and headed for her car. For the first time this week, she’d managed to snag a parking spot right out front. Angled parking on Main Street was a nightmare. Actually, anything in this stupid town was a nightmare. It was the first time something good had happened in a long time—until she approached her car.

      “For fuck’s sake.”

      A parking ticket sat tucked under her windshield wiper.

      “I hate this fucking place.”

      She yanked it free, grumbling to herself how she’d put extra money in the meter and why did the merchants have to pay for parking anyway when they pay such high taxes.

      Whipping the ticket, her purse, and the roses onto the passenger side seat, she slid in, started the car, and backed out toward the cemetery.

      Her thoughts drifted to Chloe—her best friend since kindergarten. Chloe would’ve just laughed at the irony of it all. A perfectly gifted parking spot followed by a parking ticket.

      Classic.

      God, she missed her.

      They’d shared everything. Secrets, heartbreaks, stupid jokes, finishing each other’s sentences. Chloe called her “sista’ from another mista’.”

      She was Evie’s person, her confidant, her one friend who truly had her back.

      And she was gone.

      Chloe won the race in leaving Woodsville. But only by a month. She’d headed for the big city right after grade twelve, and Evie had lost touch.

      “I have to spread my wings,” she’d said. “I feel smothered here.”

      Evie had always known she would. Chloe was free-spirited, outgoing and didn’t belong in a small town.

      She envisioned Chloe now sitting in some swanky cafe with her fingers wrapped around a low-fat latte, kibitzing with some new metropolitan friends.

      The thought made her smile.

      Evie hadn’t heard from Chloe since before everything happened with Evie’s dad. Chloe probably didn’t even know Evie had left town unless Chloe’s mom had told her. She’s the one who kept Evie up to speed on how Chloe was doing, and apparently, she was doing great. Last Evie heard, she’d landed a receptionist job at a high-end fashion house and was having a blast.

      She felt content in knowing Chloe had found her wings.

      Driving down Main Street, Evie forced the thought away and glanced at the signage over the shops. The fonts caught her attention. She recognized the Arial, American Typewriter, and Chalkboard styles.

      It made her think of Castlewood, Arkansas, the quaint, smaller city four hours north that had been her home for the past five years.

      She’d worked reception at a printing company there. It had been a fun job, and she’d settled in reasonably well, apart from only making friends with her co-workers.

      Rather pathetic, really.

      But getting close to people risked hurting them.

      And she’d already done that.

      Luke.

      God, Luke.

      She’d broken his heart. Such a great guy. Spoiled her. Doted on her. Basketball player. Hot. Plus, there’d been that scholarship—the one she knew he’d throw away without a second thought just to follow her. She couldn’t let him do that. Wouldn’t.

      Still. Disappearing without a word. Not even a note.

      Who does that?

      Me. Me—I did that.

      She hadn’t been in the right headspace after her dad did what he did.

      And her mom⁠—

      It was all her fault.

      Evie swallowed hard.

      She was so alone.

      The sadness didn’t last long.

      It never did.

      It always curdled into anger—hot and fast—the way it did every single time she thought about her mom and all that she’d cost her.

      She gripped the steering wheel—tight—and didn’t notice the upcoming streetlight go red. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a figure step out onto the crosswalk.

      Evie gasped and slammed on the brakes.

      The tires screeched.

      The roses flew to the floor.

      She came to a complete stop—narrowly missing an elderly woman.

      Evie’s heart stopped.

      After a few moments, she exhaled the breath she’d been holding.

      The woman stood directly in front of the car, staring through the windshield at Evie. Eyes crazed.

      Slamming her hands down onto the hood, she yelled out, “Baker.” Slammed them again, “Baker.”

      The woman repeated it over and over.

      What the hell⁠—

      Evie froze in her seat and pressed the auto-lock button.

      The woman pounded the hood one more time before finally crossing, her steps slow and deliberate—but her eyes never left Evie.

      A part of her felt terrible—she’d nearly killed this woman.

      But those eyes. Wild, unhinged—and yet. Something nagged.

      Once the light turned green, Evie inched through the intersection, her pulse slowly settling as she checked the rear-view mirror.

      Those eyes. She knew that woman.

      She’d seen her before.

      But where⁠—

      Then it hit her.

      It was the woman from the funeral.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Fuck god.

      There is no god.

      Fucking hypocrite.

      

      “Like I said last session and the session before,” I hmphed, “pizza. Pizza is what they called me until I was eight. And sometimes I came with extra sauce.”

      “And how did that make you feel, Charlie?” Ken asked, adjusting the metronome to a slightly faster-ticking pace. The ticking bounced off my subconscious, pinging fragmented oddments from my childhood to faint light.

      “Okay! That’s it. We’re done.” I stood up to leave, grabbing my suit jacket. “Seriously, what the fuck? How do you think it made me feel?” For a personal and professional development specialist, Ken was pretty fucking stupid. Why would the organization hire someone like that? How did he have so many followers? And wearing his white sash today, Mr. Humble. What’s the matter, grand master, not feeling golden? Fuck.

      “I thought these sessions were just to recount my life in a matter-of-fact way to get to the bottom of that fucked up recurring dream and the crying in my head. You never mentioned diving into how things made me feel,” I said, irritated.

      “Charlie. Please. Sit. Sit. Please, just sit back down,” Ken pleaded, in a calm, soft voice, while motioning with his hands for me to sit.

      Tick… tick… tick, went the metronome.

      “Do you want to be the best version of yourself, or don’t you?” Ken asked. He leaned in and crossed his legs. “We’ve come a long way in the past eight sessions. You’ve started remembering more and more. But in order to get to the level of power that you say you desire and to rid you of what haunts you, we not only need to dig deep through the source of all trauma, but you need to feel it, too. That’s the only way for us to figure out where that incessant crying comes from and make it stop. To dive headfirst, straight into the cold water, so to speak.” He leaned back and uncrossed his legs. “You’ve suppressed those feelings for a reason, Charlie. We need to find that reason, acknowledge it, thank it, and move on. I’m afraid it’s the only way to heal them. We need a breakthrough.” He rubbed his chin as he spoke. “You’re embarking on the next level of your life by opening this children’s foundation. Despite your inability to fully know your past, you’ve progressed nicely within the organization, and if you want to continue to become more powerful, we need to dig deep. The only way up is through.”

      Tick… tick… tick… tick.

      I considered his words for a moment. And although I’d wished he was wrong, something inside me said that he wasn’t.

      I’d used the evil within me to my advantage despite not knowing its true origin; imagine the heights I could go once it became clear. And besides all that, I suppose I owed it to him. He’d flown in from New York again to meet with me.

      His name was Ken Reneer, and he was the head of a lucrative executive success program. He’d helped many famous and influential people rise to the top, both within our organization and out. We were introduced over two months ago after the bigwigs in the organization noticed my struggle. He took over for the old therapist, Brian, after his sudden end. Ken wore a white sash back then, too. He did it in order to make newbies feel comfortable, even though he was more than qualified to wear his gold one. He says it helps people to feel equal since the newcomers start with white. His tiered sash program was brilliant, at least in my eyes. He made his followers try harder to reach the next level, similar to karate.

      Since the first appointment, our sessions hadn’t amounted to much. Or at least, I didn’t think they had. Ken kept telling me we were getting closer. I thought he was feeding me a load of bullshit just to make it look like he’d earned his pay.

      This current session began just under ten minutes ago on this warm, late August day at his second office in Arkansas. The office was an open, rectangular space on the second floor of a six-story building facing southwest. It smelled of pencils and paper entwined with the offensive aroma of Ken’s blood-mandarin-and-cinnamon cologne.

      I never cared much for cologne; I found it rather pretentious. Perfume too.

      The large window spanning the entire back wall allowed the now-fading yellows, pinks, and reds of the setting sun to spill out over the neutral beige walls. Calming yet unnerving.

      Even sunsets die.

      The couch was soft, brown leather. Ken sat in an armchair of the same color across from me now with crossed legs. His blue suit was pressed to perfection. His tie, a mix of purple and blue, was tucked nicely into his buttoned-up suit jacket. His brown hair was cut short above his ears. Although it suited him, I preferred mine longer.

      Tick… tick.

      “It’s just that, that particular part of my life, I feel, I’ve forgotten for a reason. And maybe it doesn’t matter anymore. Maybe it should stay forgotten.” I shifted on the couch, trying to settle into the thought of being more vulnerable; it was not my strong suit.

      My real name was Charlie Baker, not pizza, of course, and everything Ken wanted me to reveal began when I was five. I hadn’t always remembered everything. I’d buried it deep within my soul, and up until Ken and these sessions, that’s where it had remained. However, after our last session, most of it came flooding back in, and if I’d wanted to reach my highest potential, which I absolutely did, then I suppose I’d have to listen to Ken and relive the experience.

      But the remarkable thing about a head full of gaping funereal space was that you could put on a false front and turn a blind eye to the demented bullshit you’ve done—a make-believe world where the evil never existed. As if so far removed from normal daily activities, that your life feels more like someone else’s memory or a good ghost story told around a campfire, a long-ago watched movie, where only the happy parts remain.

      It’s fucking blissful… oblivion and denial. No accountability and no conscience. Not talking about it was precisely how I’d survived the torture that was inflicted on me. One might think that foster care was put in place for the good of the children. One might also feel that it was set up to rescue unwanted children, but I’m afraid it could not be further from the truth. At least in mine and many other unfortunate children’s realities.

      No one tells you about the shadow side.

      Tick… tick… tick.

      “But understand,” Ken said, tenting his hands. “It’s that part of you, knowingly or not, that made you who you are today, a powerful, loyal member of the organization. So, let’s try this again and start at the beginning, shall we? Take me back to when it all changed for you. Don’t worry about the time; I’ve booked off the entire evening. Don’t leave a single thing out.” Ken said as he leaned in.

      “I’ll do my best,” I said, taking a deep breath in, settling back onto the couch, and starting at the point in my childhood that changed my life forever.
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      It was May 1933—fifty-eight years ago, so hard to believe—and everything old was new again, which I remembered thinking was such an oxymoron.

      Bright new leaves were blossoming from the trees, birds were singing their mating calls, and the grass was no longer burned and brown but instead replaced with a bright, vibrant green. Yet, while all this new was unfolding around me, my life grew dim, launching me directly into a winter solstice, bypassing all the seasons in between.

      The door on the small yellow house was painted red, with a weird black plaque in the shape of a triangle hanging mid-way just underneath the tiny, rectangular window. The house was square, with four symmetrical windows on either side of the door. Two windows on the upper level sat directly above the two on the main level. Same shape. Same size.

      An aqua-colored eye stood prominently, directly in the center of the black triangle plaque, and I remember thinking that was strange. Most people hung flowers, wreaths, or welcome signs. The eye felt like it was investigating me. Trying to figure out who I was and whether I was worthy of its brightness.

      Worthy of this tiny yellow house.

      But I was five, and everything was wrong. I’d been removed from my only home of five years and from the only mother that I knew.

      A brown, plump woman with a bouncy afro had picked me up from the hospital. That’s where they’d sent me because apparently, I was covered in blood.

      “Can’t find anything wrong, no abrasions or cuts. I’ve called Myrtle Johnson; she’s ready for you.” The doctor said to the brown lady.

      She had soft hands and a soft voice. I remembered liking her because she brought gooey candy and some pages to color on. She asked many questions I didn’t know the answers to. Complex questions like what had happened and why was I covered in blood? Did I witness something, and if I had, could I talk about it? Were there any other people there, or was it just me and my mom?

      Only, I didn’t remember anything. It was black space, and that’s what I told her. I also told her about the incessant crying inside my head. When she noticed my anxiousness and agitation, she tried to reassure me by stroking my hair with her hand as she quietly said, “It’s all right, child. Never mind, just try to forget about all of that. You have been chosen. You must be a very special child.” Her wry smile should have sounded my internal alarm.

      A very special child? I didn’t feel like a very special child. I felt abandoned and lost, sad and confused. My entire life, as I knew it, was gone in an instant. And now, this bouncy-haired brown stranger, who knew nothing about me, seemed to think I was special and had been chosen—chosen for what?

      The red door with the weird black triangle decoration creaked open, and filling the space was a tall white woman dressed in a tight-fitting red dress. The shoulders of her dress were open apart from tiny, attached ruffles that remained connected and flapped as she moved.

      The air was saturated with a stench of cheap perfume, which resulted in me sneezing. I found it offensive. It made me not want to go inside, thinking the entire house could smell like that.

      I’d never wear perfume. Guess I’d never have any reason to.

      I tried peeking around the woman in the red dress to see inside, but only darkness filled the space, hindering any view.

      “Oh,” she giggled. “Bless you.” She rubbed her hands over her hips, looking for something. “My goodness. Silly me. I have no pockets. I was looking for my white handkerchief to offer it up to you. Never mind that now, you seem just fine. Let’s start again.” She cleared her throat and continued, “Hello, little one. Aren’t you adorable with your puffy red cheeks and vibrant blue eyes? I’m Mrs. Johnson, but you can call me Mommy Myrtle. Please… come in. I’ve got your room all set up for you.”

      This woman, called Mommy Myrtle, smiled a creepy, exaggerated smile, revealing large white, polished teeth. Oversized, like cattle or goats’ teeth. Then she waved us in. She wore tiny silver triangle earrings.

      I wondered what was with all the triangles.

      We followed her inside.

      The tiny hairs tickled the back of my neck as they rose when I crossed the threshold, but not because of the decor but because, unbeknownst to me back then, I’d walked straight through the gates of hell.

      We stood on black and white checkered tile in a small entranceway open to the living room. A hall closet sat directly on my right with mirrored doors. Oddly, it didn’t smell of her offensive perfume; it smelled of bleach and rubbing alcohol. Maybe Mommy Myrtle was a clean freak.

      The living room, although plainly decorated with a minimalist style, was somewhat welcoming. The walls were white, blending into the same color of white trim. Soft, pale pink sheer curtains clothed the picture windows that faced the road. The dull light easily filtered through the sheer fabric, casting a slight pink haze around the room. A leather couch rested against the wall, along with a matching leather chair. A wooden rocking chair sat beside the sofa facing the window. They all housed overstuffed, furry, pink, and blue accent cushions.

      Slung over the back of the rocking chair lay a black and white checkered throw blanket, propped up by the thick band of wood across the top. Centered on the glass-top coffee table sat a sculptured brass pyramid.

      An abstract painting of children hung on the wall above the couch. It gave me the creeps, but I also found it intriguing.

      The hairs stood taller on my neck.

      Upon a deeper look, it appeared as though the children were bound and gagged, with a liquid substance spilling over them, but it was so abstract that it was hard to decipher. It could have just been blobs of paint thrown at a canvas.

      The kitchen was through a small archway, straight ahead. It was hard to see, but the sink’s window was dressed with a small, red valance. The walls were the same white as the living room. To the left of the archway was a hallway, but my vision was blocked by the angle, making it impossible to see past the opening. I assumed that’s where the bedrooms were.

      Father George wasn’t home yet. I would have the pleasure of meeting him later that night.

      He was a handsome, quiet man with sandy-blond hair and dark eyes. He wore a fedora and fancy black suit with thin, white vertical pinstripes running down each leg. The formation of a beer belly, barely noticeable under the dark suit, only stood out from the force of the buttons separating the fabric. He must have been a banker or something. Didn’t say too much, just grunted the words, “Welcome.” He tipped his fedora and disappeared around the corner, down the hall, to the main bedroom.

      That was the extent of Father George.

      They were at least kind enough to fill me in on who my birth mother was when I could not remember her, and said that her full name was Winifred. Apparently—according to them—her close friends called her Winnie. Suddenly, Winnie the Pooh made sense—the dreams, the yellow bear, that strange, unexplained fondness I’d carried for years for that fuzzy little bear.

      I was also informed that she was born in 1915 on the 3rd of what I’d always imagined as a hot day in June. I’m not sure why I imagined that; perhaps it’s because I prefer the heat to the cold, and… it was June.

      According to my birth certificate, she had me thirteen years later on a cold day in November. November 19th, 1928.

      I never knew my dad—neither did anyone else, so the story goes—never a mention of his name. A blank line on my birth certificate. Was he in love with my mom, but because of their young ages, my grandparents disapproved and whisked her off pregnant, hiding her away? Or did he run for the hills when he found out she was pregnant, deserting her? Did her dad, my grandfather, kill him? Was she kidnapped, held hostage, and raped by her kidnapper? Or was it that she was sexually abused by her father or brother?

      Would I ever find out?

      A week went by before a shiny black car rolled into the driveway of my new yellow home. The vehicle was fancy and long with a round roof, giant spoked rims, and fat white wall tires. The spare tire sat just behind the front passenger side wheel. Written above the spare tire, in fine print, was ‘Master Mason.’

      The car appeared posh and essential yet was ominously evocative, stirring emotions that I didn’t understand then but are quite clear now—those nameless emotions that send out warnings that something isn’t quite as it seems. An uneasiness that smothers the atmosphere, fogging over any sense of peace. An intuition of sorts.

      Watching from the front window, I witnessed a man holding a lollipop exit the car. He was dressed in a black tuxedo and white shirt and was extremely pigeon-toed when he walked. His presence was congenial but somehow unnerving. He was tall with black hair slicked back and short around the ears. His cleanly shaved face revealed skin so youthful that it was impossible to guess his age.

      I wondered who he was and what he was doing there.

      Then it suddenly dawned on me. A couple of days earlier, I’d been dressing in my room when I heard someone rapping at the front door. I didn’t leave my room so I couldn’t see who it was, but I did overhear Jack—another foster kid and a friend I’d made—screaming, “No. I don’t want to go, please! Please! I don’t want to go. Stop!” There was a bit of a ruckus, and the door slammed shut. Silence ensued, and Jack was gone. He’d returned the next day with bruises all over his legs and arms. His eyes, with black swollen rings around each one, made him look like a panda. He wouldn’t talk about it. In fact, he stopped talking altogether. His eyes were sunken and void. No life left in them.

      What on earth could have happened to him?

      Where did they take him? And what had they done?

      Rap. Rap. Rap.

      My body tingled, and I bit the insides of my cheeks.

      Was this the person who took Jack?

      And was he coming back to retake him?

      Mommy Myrtle yelled, “Coming!” Then she cried for Anna—another foster child staying in the room across the hall from me—while scurrying to the door from the kitchen, wearing a ruffled black and white apron, hair tied up in a bun, dark stockings, and high heels.

      She wiped her hands on the apron and reached for the door handle.
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      On Saturday, September 14th, around 1:30 pm, Evie pulled the shoe box from her grams’ closet and lifted the lid. The photos from the funeral were laid in a stack on top. But those weren’t what she was after. Lifting the pile, she spotted it straight away, staring back at her. The mysterious woman with the tiny coffin. Grabbing it, she returned to her grandfather’s desk and sat down.

      “What on earth is so fascinating?” Grams asked as she entered the bedroom with her cocked eyebrow and piercing, grey-blue eyes, sparing not an ounce of frustration.

      Grams knew that Evie was easily distracted—the silence always a dead giveaway.

      Evie jumped right out of the desk chair. She’d been so deep in thought she hadn’t even heard her approach.

      She noted how pretty her grams looked in her pink track top and stretch faux jeans. Her hair was sparkly silver and perfectly placed on top of her head. She looked tired, though, Evie thought. Probably hardly slept since Gramps left. Who could really, when after fifty years, your bed was empty?

      “I’m sorry,” Evie replied, hesitating for the next words because she was not only supposed to be cleaning out the desk, but because her grams was still grieving, and the timing of the questions might not be appropriate. Only, she knew this was the one person who might have some answers.

      “Do you know who this is? Is she family? And what the hell happened to the baby?” Evie slipped her grams the photo.

      It hadn’t left her mind much since the weekend before.

      She watched her closely for any reaction. Evie was sure her grams recognized it straight away from the lines that deepened in her forehead, right between her eyebrows.

      She sighed a quick, irritable huff and said, “This was the first case your gramps had on the police force up north in Castlewood, Arkansas. It was 1933. She’s not related to us. I’m not sure why he even kept this photo, especially inside the box of precious family memories. I told him it was unsettling.” She laid the photo down in front of Evie on the desk.

      Castlewood.

      Evie remembered feeling weird from his curt reaction to her moving there when she’d told him. At the time, she thought it was because she’d be four hours away. But now, something about it felt different. Like the mention of Castlewood had triggered him.

      Entirely dismissing her grandma’s unimpressed reaction, Evie pushed further.

      “Okay. Weird how I never knew he was stationed in Castlewood. He never mentioned that to me, even when he found out I was moving there. He just got quiet and changed the subject. Anyway, so…” she continued, “did he say anything about who she is or who’s in that coffin?”

      “Oh, my Evie, always the curious one.” Grams tapped Evie’s hand. “Just like Gramps and your namesake, his mom, Evelyn.” Shaking her head, she went on. “Always nosey. Needing to know this or that. I swear you are all the same person.” She reluctantly grabbed the photo again, studying it further as if gazing into it might stir up a memory or two.

      Evie hoped that it would.

      “Since I already know you won’t drop this, I’ll tell you all I know.” She pointed to the photo. “This horrible woman is the mother of the dead child in that awful box. All Gramps told me was that she failed to provide the necessities of life. I wish I knew more. He never gave a name, and I never pressed for one. I could see how upset it would make him. I still have no idea why he bothered to keep this, and now… I suppose I’ll never know.” She laid the photo face-down back on the desk.

      Face-down. Like that settled it.

      It didn’t.

      Evie grabbed it. “Can I keep it?” she asked, wiggling in her seat.

      “What in the hell would you want that for?” Cocked eyebrow reappearing.

      Evie guessed that her grams would know why she’d want to keep it.

      She gave a small, defeated eye roll and finally said, “Yes, I suppose so. I certainly don’t need it and, quite frankly, would be glad to be rid of it. Can we get back to the task at hand now, or is there another picture you need to investigate?”

      She winked, then smiled, giving in to the notion that it was something Evie couldn’t control. She’d lived with the inquisitive obsession with her husband for over fifty years. Knew it well.

      Evie, disappointed that her grams didn’t know more, shoved the photo carefully into her purse, and Grams returned to the kitchen to continue sorting the clothes they’d grabbed from the closet earlier in the day.

      Evie looked around at his desk. Structure and neatness had been his specialties as a police chief. His desk was exceedingly organized, and Evie wondered what there would be to clear, other than some files. But Grams mentioned that she’d had no use for the desk and that if Evie would clean it out, she could take it.

      Good deal.

      Evie had been considering taking a correspondence course in criminology.

      At the very least, it could serve as a TV table. She didn’t have much furniture. The place she’d rented in Castlewood came fully furnished, none of it hers.

      On the right-hand corner of the desk sat a picture of the two of them standing by the river, both with fishing poles. Evie, eight and hair finally long enough for her first ponytail, wore a red-and-white checkered hat and a matching red dress. Her tall Gramps, wearing his fedora, sported overalls similar to those that hung from his bedroom door. Grams had not removed them; she wanted them to stay where he’d always left them. Evie recalled that hot summer’s day, one of her many treasured memories. They’d caught no fish, probably because the loudness of their laughter had scared all the fish away.

      Lifting the picture to her chest, Evie hugged it tightly. A tear spilled down her cheek from the idea that there would be no more memories made and from feeling suddenly guilty at not coming to visit for the past five years. She’d not thought at all about losing him or about his death. She’d wasted so much time.

      Evie had only ever lost one close relative other than her dad and grandfather, her paternal great-grandmother, Evelyn Day, who passed away when Evie was thirteen. Back then, though, it seemed easier somehow to let her go. She had been ninety-nine. Evie had cried when she died, but wasn’t quite as lost. She’d only spent thirteen years with her, many of them when she was too little to remember everything. She did, however, remember the one tiny saying Evelyn would recite each time Evie would head home after a visit:

      Now, remember, my dear… never trouble Trouble till Trouble troubles you, for if you trouble Trouble, Trouble’s sure to trouble you.

      She smiled at the memory, but then an uneasiness washed over her at the echo of those words and as the meaning of them sank in. It was a peculiar feeling in the pit of her stomach that left her feeling a bit nauseated. She wasn’t sure why.

      She set the frame back in its place, feeling bad that she was still procrastinating when she could hear her grams out in the kitchen sorting.

      Evie got up, went into the hallway where some other empty boxes were stacked, and returned with a banker’s box. Strong enough for desk contents, she figured.

      Opening the top middle drawer, she noted some pencils. Despite the sharpener sitting on top of his desk, he’d shaved them all with a knife to expose the lead.

      He’d said, “This is the way we always did it. Sharpeners are a lazy man’s way.” Then, with his red Swiss Army knife, which also sat among the pencils, he’d delicately carve the wood, exposing the lead. Then, even more delicately, he’d bring the lead to a point.

      It amazed her.

      Stuffing the Swiss Army knife and a half-dozen pencils into her purse for keepsakes, she riffled through more pens and paperclips, staples, notepads, and a few other trinkets that were unidentifiable. He’d always be tinkering with something and trying to invent the next million-dollar gadget.

      Smiling, she tossed it all into the box.

      Yanking on the right-hand drawer, her hand slipped from the handle when the drawer failed to open.

      “Ouch!” She looked down at her nails. Forefinger bent back, middle one ripped clean.

      Figures.

      She bit off the jagged bits and searched the top of the desk for a key—knowing full well one wouldn’t be there.

      Typical Gramps.

      “Hey, Grams! Is there a key for this desk drawer? It’s locked.”

      Long shot. Evie crossed her fingers.

      Appearing in the doorway moments later, she asked, “It’s locked? Why on earth would it be locked?”

      She knew it.

      Evie shrugged her shoulders. “No clue. But see?” Evie tugged at it again. “Locked.”

      “Hmm.” Grams scratched the side of her head. “That’s strange. I wonder if it got locked by accident. I have no idea where the key might be. Never went into his desk. Never bothered with any of his things. Just clear out the other drawers for now. We can worry about that one later.” She headed back to the kitchen again, not seemingly bothered by the locked drawer.

      Evie didn’t want to wait. She wanted to know what was in there.

      Spotting the overalls that hung from the door, she jumped from her chair, thinking she could be onto something. She patted them like a strip search, and apart from a couple of tissues, some pocket lint, and a pack of matches, she came up empty. One last tap had her feel something behind the fabric on the lower leg pocket. Not a key but a handkerchief. A handkerchief with a small spot of dried blood and something rolled up inside. She unraveled the fabric to uncover a small vial with traces of dried blood.

      What in the actual hell?

      She turned it over in her fingers.

      Why would he have a vial with dried blood wrapped up in a handkerchief? Inspecting the outside label, she noticed C9H9NO3 written in bold letters.

      What did that mean?

      She had no idea, but something told her to keep it, that it meant something.

      Something else told her not to tell her grams.

      She quickly returned to the desk and hid both the vial and the handkerchief in her purse, next to the photo. As she did, she was overcome with a heaviness that had nothing to do with her own grief.

      It was a sadness that didn’t feel like it belonged to her.

      Like it was coming from somewhere else.

      Someone else.

      Whose was it then?

      When curiosity overshadowed this unknown grief, she continued wondering where one might keep a tiny key to a locked desk drawer. Better yet, where would her gramps? She glanced around the room. Their bed sat behind her with two nightstands on either side.

      No. No, that’s too obvious.

      Her gramps was smarter than that, being a police officer and all. He’d have kept it in the most inconspicuous place, like inside a can of fish worms or in a bag of frozen peas. Somewhere, no one would ever think to look. It could be anywhere.

      Sighing, she clasped her hands together, resting her chin on them, and stared into the photo of them. “Where’s the key? Where on earth did you put it?”

      After a few minutes of sulking, she caved and continued with her task, clearing the drawer on the left instead. For now, that would have to do.

      All the file folders were full of mainly tax filings, and crap Evie didn’t understand. She placed all paperwork carefully into the box and labeled it important papers.

      Pulling the drawer out as far as it went—to make sure she’d gotten it all—she noticed one last file slammed into the very back. It was titled insurance, but it didn’t appear to have any contents.

      Evie tossed it into the box, but as she did, a tiny silver object slid from the opening.

      “No shit. Really?”

      Reaching in, she grasped it.

      A small key.

      She stared at it sitting in her palm.

      Nervously and with a shimmer of hope, she shoved it into the right-hand drawer. To her delight, it clicked and popped open.

      Looking back at the photo, she whispered, thank you.

      Feeling invigorated and as if she were committing a crime, she peeked in.

      A metal box.

      Reaching inside, she grabbed it and set it down on the desk in front of her. She opened the lid. There was a newspaper clipping, the paper old and thin. The part that had been clipped out included a date. June 3rd, 1933, from The Woodsville Gazette, the headline read: “Presidential Pass-Through Puts Neighbouring Castlewood on the Map.”

      She read the rest of it—nothing out of the ordinary. Presidential drive-by, people cheer, yadda, yadda, yadda.

      She placed it back in the box, thinking he must have kept it for historical purposes. Underneath the clipping lay another key. It was larger than the one that had opened the door. Fancier too. It had odd cut lines, not like a house key. On the face, stamped into the metal, was a number. Number thirty-three. On the other side was a name. The letters had worn off, and all she could make out was Sa…aven. Flipping her gaze around the desk, she located a phone book and opened it to the yellow pages under Sa, thinking that maybe it was a business or a storage company. Running her finger down the listings, she stopped at the one that read Safehaven. The ad on the opposite page with the same name read:

      Private safety deposit boxes. Your privacy starts here.

      She read it again.

      Your privacy starts here.
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      The next day, Sunday, around brunch time, Evie sat lengthwise on her red hand-me-down couch, legs folded up onto the seat cushions, watching the river through her picture window. The one nice thing about this apartment.

      The one nice thing.

      She watched the water swirl and gurgle over a fallen tree.

      Unlike her thoughts, the water had somewhere to go.

      The tree didn’t fight it. Just lay there while the water did what it wanted, and somehow that felt like the most profound thing Evie had seen in years. She’d spent the last five years fighting—fighting the memories, fighting her mother, fighting the pull of this stupid town—and what did she have to show for it? A one-bedroom apartment the size of a closet and a cat who demanded most of her attention.

      Maybe the tree had the right idea.

      Her elbow was propped up on the armrest. She twirled the golden key between her fingers and stared at it. A safety deposit box. A newspaper clipping. A blood-stained handkerchief. A vial. A dead baby in a wooden box. Her gramps—her gramps—the man who’d carved pencils with a Swiss Army Knife and worn fedoras his whole life.

      What had he been hiding? And for how long?

      She really didn’t want the answer to that.

      Did she?

      Yes. She did. She always did. That was the problem.

      In her mind’s eye, she saw the empty file folder that held the key to the desk drawer. It had been labeled Insurance. But for what and on whom? It had not held insurance paperwork.

      She had given considerable thought to asking her grams about the other things she’d found. But if the drawer had been locked, he hadn’t wanted her to know. Evie had left without saying a word. Told herself it was to protect Grams.

      Told herself.

      She did ask her one important question, though. “Are there any cops still living that may know something about this photo or case?”

      Grams had paused for a moment, then said, “Only one that I’m aware of. Your grandfather’s first partner, Daniel Jones. He’s in a nursing home now, but I know his wife, Gladys, is still living on her own. Short of that, I’m not sure how much more help I can offer.” She had turned, then placed her hands over Evie’s shoulders. Tightly squeezing them, she’d pleaded, “But Evie, please be careful. There could be a great deal of danger here. Promise me that you’ll heed Great-Gramma Day’s warning and won’t go troubling Trouble?”

      A tiny groan from Wilbur broke through her thoughts. He was sunning himself in the band of light streaking across the laminate floor, one of her stolen socks lying beside him like a trophy.

      More dog than a cat, that one. She loved that about him.

      He must have sensed Evie’s thoughts because he lifted his head, got
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