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Prologue

THAT UNGRATEFUL KID destroyed almost everything in the room except the Lincoln Logs. The little monster even took the time to sort them by size and line them up against the wall, from smallest to largest, making them look like some rigidly bizarre architectural statement in a sea of ruin. The destruction that the monitors downstairs displayed so vividly didn’t come close to preparing him for what lay waiting when he opened the door to the playroom. The aftermath of a bomb detonation couldn’t have been worse. Shattered toys and broken DVDs lay strewn across every available flat surface. Matchbox cars had been flung in all directions. A rainbow of color decorated the walls where crayons had been used to scribble frantic splotches in big angry strokes. The worn stubs had then been ground into the carpet leaving indelible multicolor polka dots the size of golf balls. Nothing had been left untouched. Books littered the floor, pages torn from them and scattered like confetti in Times Square on New Year’s Eve. The bedding had been ripped from the mattress and the carefully chosen Transformers bedspread looked like a wadded up rag in the corner.    

He kicked out in anger and the toe of his boot slung the broken Nintendo Wii into the wall, scarring the paint and knocking a picture to the floor. Splinters of glass rained down, covering the debris on the floor like a thin coating of frost.

“Great. More to clean up,” he growled. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? The slightest clue how much trouble you’ve caused?” 


When he stormed toward the bathroom, toys and glass shards crunched beneath his boot soles, echoing in his ears and fueling his rage. His fingertips gripped the door frame while his head swiveled almost a full hundred and eighty degrees. From corner to corner, his eyes absorbed every deadly detail, missing nothing, even as his brain struggled to process all the ramifications of the devastation in front of him.

The brightly colored shower curtain, a perfect Transformer-match to the trashed bedspread, had been jerked off the rod and partially jammed into the toilet making it look like a cartoon hoopskirt on a porcelain southern belle. Eight-year-old Garrett Morrow lay face-down in a heap on the white tiled floor, a sticky red halo pooling around his head.  

The man stood in the doorway inhaling noisy breaths through flared nostrils as he glared at the dead child in front of him. His hands dropped to his sides just before he reared back and put a fist through the wall next to him. As quickly as his anger flashed, it dissipated, leaving only surly annoyance in its wake. 

“It’s a good thing I’m so flexible, isn’t it, kid? Who did you think was going to clean up this mess? And you really left us holding the bag, didn’t you, you little brat. Did you even bother to think about anybody else when you pitched this little temper tantrum?”

He shook his head and huffed out his irritation through pursed lips. The boy fit the order he had to fill to perfection. Except, of course, for the fact that the order clearly called for a live kid. And now he had less than a week to find another one just like him and get him ready. A quick look at the ravaged room told him that, in addition to pulling off another kidnapping and completing the training the buyer requested, a hefty chunk of time would also have to be spent cleaning up after Garrett. 

He shook his finger at the small body in front of him. “This is your fault. I wouldn’t have to waste my time if you hadn’t pulled this ridiculous stunt. What the hell were you thinking? That’s what I want to know, you selfish little shit. Or did you even bother to think at all?” His furious eyes widened and took on a haze of puzzlement. “And you know what the amazing thing is? They’ll blame me for this.” He thumped his finger on his own chest and leaned toward the child. “You throw our whole timetable off and I’ll get the heat for it.” He kicked at the John Deere tractor clutched in the boy’s hand and sent it bouncing into the tub. “It’s not right.”  
 
He took a deep breath, linked his fingers together and stretched his arms in front of him, flipping his hands over and cracking every knuckle simultaneously.

“But you know what, kid? I’m not going to let you beat me. I’ll get it done.” He smiled. Deadlines had never been a problem for him in the past and he saw no reason to think that this one would be any different.   







Chapter 1

THE OPRAH SHOW hummed as background noise at Abby Weaver’s house for the last twenty minutes, so when the local news alert interrupted the chatter she had tuned-out, Abby’s ears perked up. “Police have issued an Amber Alert for eight-year-old Garrett Morrow. The New Bern boy is in the second grade at Broadhurst Academy in Trent Woods.” 

Abby’s head snapped toward the television set like an unseen puppeteer tugged it on a taut string. She walked into the family room, her piercing green eyes glued to the on-scene reporter on the screen. Kathleen Rosen, a Katie Couric wanna-be, replaced her usual pasted-on, camera-ready smile with tight thin lips reflecting the gravity of her story. 

“He disappeared yesterday afternoon during a school field trip. Several classes were on a walking tour of the historic section of New Bern. When they returned to the buses, Garrett wasn’t with the other children.”

A posed, color photograph of the boy, probably a school picture, filled the top right hand corner of the screen. Vacant, unsmiling, green eyes stared out at the camera. His lips formed a straight line offering neither gaiety nor sorrow. The lack of emotion in the set of his mouth tugged at Abby’s heart as her memory contrasted this photo with one of her son, Chris. She glanced at the framed picture on the bookcase near the TV and smiled when she saw Chris’ dancing green eyes. His proud grin displayed two gaping holes where teeth used to be.   

“If you have seen this child, you are asked to call the New Bern Police Department or the Craven County Sheriff’s Office. So far, there is no evidence of foul play and the authorities hope that Garrett simply wandered off from his group. A search is underway and anyone interested in volunteering in that effort can sign in at the temporary headquarters that has been set up at the Convention Center downtown.” The camera pulled away from Kathleen and panned the crowd mingling around several tables where uniformed officers appeared to be issuing instructions.

“Garrett’s parents, Mark and Stephanie Morrow expressed their gratitude to the group earlier this morning,” Kathleen said.

The video clip of the young couple depicted them as a panic-stricken, overwrought Barbie and Ken. While Mark Morrow spoke he kept a protective arm around his wife’s shoulders as she visibly fought back tears. He thanked the officers and volunteers for all they had done and held up another picture of his son. Stephanie interrupted him. “We need to find Garrett quickly.” She hesitated. “He’s autistic, very tender and sweet, but he doesn’t handle new situations well. He’s easily confused and frightened.” Her voice cracked. “He takes medication daily. He was supposed to take it last night.” Stephanie gave up her struggle for composure and let the tears flow unrestrained. “Please, if he’s wandering around out there, he has to be terrified. He’s used to his routine and without his medication the seizures could start again. Please, please find him. Bring him home.” She buried her face in her husband’s chest as the camera zoomed in shamelessly for a close-up of her pain.

“Why do you do that?” Abby muttered. “Give those poor people a little dignity.” 

The phone rang and she headed toward the kitchen to answer it.

“Are you watching TV? Have you seen the story about the missing boy in New Bern? It’s horrible, just horrible.” Fran McAllister, Abby’s best friend, could be a fast talker on a good day, but this morning, upset and panicked, her sentences ran together nonstop and unpunctuated.   

Abby ran a hand through her thick red curls. “It is awful. His parents look scared to death.”

“Of course they do. That child is barely older than our boys. I can’t imagine what they must be going through.”

Abby and Fran’s sons, Chris Weaver and Justin McAllister had been inseparable as their mother’s friendship had grown over the last year. Abby and her husband, Major Danny Weaver, moved back to Havelock, North Carolina when Danny transferred to Cherry Point where he took over as the Executive Officer of one of the Harrier squadrons there. Danny represented the squadron doing a flight demonstration for the annual Air Show just six short months before. Abby and six-year-old Chris stood on the flight line with thousands of other spectators when Danny’s plane nosedived to the tarmac and exploded in front of them. Still healing from the crash that had forever changed their lives, Abby wondered if they would ever truly recover from the devastating loss. 

Fran and her husband, Colonel Josh McAllister, the Chief of Staff at Cherry Point, absorbed Abby and Chris into their family like they had always been part of it. In fact, Abby and Fran seemed more like sisters than friends. 

“I’m going to New Bern and help with the search,” Abby said. “You want to go?”

“I thought you’d never ask. I’ll pick you up in about thirty minutes.”


ABBY AND FRAN signed in at the Convention Center. After slapping on their name tags they joined the group they had been assigned and prepared to start their search. 

“There are a lot more people here than it looked like on TV,” Abby said. She glanced around the crowded area. “And this is just what’s in here. There have to be others that are already out there looking for Garrett.”

“The situation is a nightmare but look how it’s brought this community together.”

“Times like this I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else.” Abby’s eyes took on that faraway look they always got when she remembered people rallying around her after Danny’s death. They had showered her with casseroles and plants, offers to babysit Chris and even help with repairs around the house.

Fran gave Abby’s arm a quick rub. “There is something really special about this place.”

“Alright, people, listen up!” A tall, muscular man in a New Bern Police uniform barked out the command. He stood in front of a detailed map of the city pinned to a huge rolling bulletin board. “We’ve expanded the search area. Groups will be covering downtown, going further up National Avenue and heading out toward Five Points.” He used a wooden pointer to highlight each area as he mentioned it. 

“Our group will be downtown. There are fifteen on our team, including me. We’ll work in twos on every street. I want you to check inside and outside stores, talk to every shop owner and check every nook and cranny.” He handed out copies of the photograph of Garrett that his father had shown on the television that morning. “I’m sure most of you already know that the boy we’re looking for is autistic. His parents have said that he is slightly withdrawn and standoffish with strangers. He becomes highly agitated with changes to his routine or schedule and it’s been well over twelve hours since he was last seen so he’s been off everything for a while. Without his meds he could also have had one or more seizures by now. Assume that he is frightened and disoriented. He probably won’t realize you’re trying to help him, so approach him very slowly.”

He handed out bags of Gummi Bears. “If you find him, show him these. Supposedly, he’ll sit wherever he is and sort them by color before he eats them. Hopefully, that will keep him busy until his parents can get to him. Are there any questions?”

The group stared at the Gummi Bears in oppressive silence, as though something sucked the air out of the entire group at the exact same moment. Nothing expressed their collective fear quite like that empty hush.

The officer scanned the faces around him. “Let’s get started.” He handed a map to each team. “The area highlighted in yellow is where we’ll concentrate our efforts this morning. Again, check and double-check everything. We meet back here in two hours.”

They looked at one another and slowly fanned out over the streets they had been assigned. There were no smiles, no banter, no conversation at all, just steely eyes set with grim determination.

Abby looked around one last time at the group before they separated, searching each face for something different, something that didn’t quite belong. As an investigative journalist before she married, and even for a while afterward, several of her stories involved pedophiles. After Danny’s death, Abby helped NCIS arrest an officer in Danny’s squadron who had been involved in child pornography. He had also shown an inordinate amount of interest in her son.  

Fran grabbed Abby’s arm. “Let’s go.”

“I’m coming.” Abby backed toward Fran keeping her eyes fixed on the others.

“What are you doing?”

“Remember the case I told you about in Raleigh, the principal who molested some of his students?”

“Yeah, you covered it when you worked for the paper up there,” Fran answered. “Didn’t one of those kids die?” 

“His last victim, a little boy, and when he went missing search-parties covered half of Raleigh. Hundreds of people showed up to help.”

Fran nodded, her impatience obvious in the tilt of her head. “Okay. And your point?”

“My point is that the principal was one of the volunteers. He spent days helping to look for that child.” A shiver worked its way up Abby’s spine. “And the whole time he knew the boy was dead and exactly what he’d done with the body.”

“You don’t think Garrett just wandered off, do you?”

“I hope that’s all it is. I hope we find him curled up somewhere, happy to see a bag of Gummi Bears.” She shook her head. “But, after everything that happened with Mike Gorman, I guess I’m just starting to assume the worst.”

The pedophile who tried to befriend Chris. Captain Mike Gorman. His name alone enraged Abby.

“It makes me sick to think that somebody in this group could have done something to that little boy.” Fran glanced over her shoulder. “So when you’re checking them out, what are you looking for? I never would have spotted Gorman as a pedophile.”

The two women crossed the street and headed up the block. Abby shook her head. “It’s too bad they don’t come out of a mold so we’d all know what to look for. You always see the pictures in the paper of the ones who get caught and they have missing teeth and that crazy, evil glint in their eyes. They might as well wear a sign around their neck that says, Warning! I molest children. Everything about them looks like one giant red flag and I wonder why anybody ever let their child be around them in the first place. But the research I’ve done says that the ones who are good at it, who get away with it for years, they look like the guy next door. They’re funny and charismatic and good looking. People are drawn to them. But they’re like cockroaches, too. For every pedophile that’s arrested that looks like a lunatic, there are fifty more whose neighbors and co-workers say, I can’t believe it! He was such a nice guy! So when I’m staring at these people, I have no idea what I’m looking for. Maybe it’s just something, anything that reminds me of Gorman or the Raleigh guy.”







Chapter  2

FIVE emotionally exhausting hours later, Abby and Fran headed back to Havelock, some twenty miles from New Bern. Disappointment hung in their silence like early morning fog clinging to a low lying valley. Abby leaned her head back and closed her eyes as Fran aimed the car east on Highway 70 and practically let it find its own way home. The local radio station played so softly that neither woman could have told you what song they heard. But when a news broadcast came on Fran hit the volume button on the steering wheel and turned it up louder.

Before the announcer finished repeating the standard press-release statement that had run all day, Fran snapped the radio off. “How does a child disappear? How is that possible?”

“I don’t know, Fran, but it happens every day.” 

“Not here, it doesn’t,” Fran hissed. “Not in Havelock, not in New Bern, not in eastern North Carolina.” She sniffed and swiped a hand under her nose. “It’s not supposed to happen here.”

Without moving her head or opening her eyes, Abby reached over to pat Fran’s arm. “It’s not supposed to happen anywhere. Children should be safe.” She sat straight up and rubbed her temples with the tips of her fingers. “I don’t know what’s happening anymore. It seems like this stuff is everywhere; big cities, small towns, schools and churches, playgrounds. For God’s sakes, there are even websites to show you where the sex-offenders live in your neighborhood. Did you see where that basketball coach in Nevada was arrested for photographing his team in the shower? The coach!” She shook her head.

“Yeah, but at the risk of repeating myself, that’s not eastern North Carolina. It’s not supposed to happen here.”

“Fran, when I wrote the final article after the principal in Raleigh was arrested, I ended it with a question. Where do you find pedophiles? The simple, disgusting answer is; you’ll find them wherever you find children. Where else would they be? That attraction to kids and the obsession to be around them is part of the very definition of pedophilia and no city or town or community is immune from it. When we get complacent, the Garrett Morrows of the world pay the price.”

“Do you really think something horrible has happened to Garrett? Can’t we please go on believing, for a little while, that he’s just lost?” Fran looked over at Abby, her eyes pleading for her friend to agree. “I want to believe that he’ll be found, scared and hungry, but okay, and that his mother will get to tuck him into his own bed tonight and she’ll get to stand there and listen to her son snoring when he finally conks out. I want to think that family gets to live happily ever after.” 

Abby looked toward the floor, unable to meet Fran’s gaze. “He’s been gone a long time and it’s a small town. Somebody would have seen him by now if he wandered off. Like you said, this is more like he completely disappeared. We both know that little boys don’t vanish.”

A hush descended over them again that felt anything but peaceful. Both women sank deeper into their seats, weighted down by the nightmare visions that seemed to bloom in the vacuum left by the quiet. Fran stared out the windshield, her fingers gripping the steering wheel. Abby watched the trees flash by out the side window.

The car turned into Stonebridge Landing, Abby’s neighborhood, and then onto her cul-de-sac. When it pulled into the driveway, Abby asked, “You got time for a soda or some tea?”

“Usually, I’d love to, but all I want to do today is get home and pester David and Justin. I can hear them whining about it now, but I’m not letting them out of arm’s reach this afternoon. My kids are safe and I feel guilty about that, Abby. Why do I feel so guilty?” She swiped under her nose again and reached into the back seat for a box of tissues.

Abby reached across the car and held Fran close. “I don’t know, but if it makes you feel any better, I feel the same way.”

A pale green minivan pulled into the driveway next to them and the sliding side door opened. Three little boys tumbled out, each carrying or wearing a bulging backpack. Seven-year-old Chris Weaver stopped at Fran’s car and pressed his face against the window, giving his mom a squished grin. The other two ran next door, hollering “Bye!” as they darted through the grass.

Before Abby had the car door completely open she pulled Chris into her arms and lifted him into the air in a crushing bear-hug. “I missed you so much today.” She planted wet noisy kisses on each cheek.

He laughed and pushed her away. “Gross! I can’t breathe. Put me down.” He kicked at Abby’s thighs.

As soon as his feet hit solid ground, Chris ran for the side door to the garage. He dropped his backpack and unzipped a small front pouch. His hand came out with a key and he quickly unlocked the door and rushed inside.

Abby laughed as she leaned back into the car to grab her purse and say goodbye. Fran stared at the door where Chris had just disappeared.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“You don’t see it, do you?” Fran turned slowly and fixed her stare on Abby.

“See what? What are you talking about?”

Fran reached into the back seat and grabbed the picture that had been given to every volunteer. She held the blurred image only inches from Abby’s face. “Chris. Abby, Chris looks so much like Garrett Morrow they could be brothers. His hair is almost exactly the same and his eyes are that shade of green.” Fran poked her finger at the eyes in the picture. “It’s like Chris is a happier, more animated version of Garrett. Don’t you see it?”

Abby pulled her head back until the blur came into focus. She felt her pulse hammer in her ears like miniature sonic booms. Her mouth went dry as the resemblance Fran described sank in. The image she stared at could very well have been her own son on a bad day, a grieving day, an I-miss-my-Daddy-so-much-it-hurts day. “He does look like him. He really does.”

“Do you think it means something?”

Before she thought the question through, Abby’s head automatically shook. “It’s a coincidence. That’s all. It doesn’t mean anything.”

She turned and gave Fran a quick wave before she followed Chris through the side door.







Chapter  3

HE LIFTED the ice chest down the steps of his deck and rolled it toward the dock, whistling the whole way. A country radio station had played oldies all morning and Toby Keith’s “Who’s Your Daddy?” had been looping through his brain for hours now. He had whistled it while he scrubbed walls and crammed broken toys into industrial-strength black trash bags, preparing his playroom for the next guest. 

A movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention and the song faded from his lips. He turned toward his neighbor’s house. The old goat spent every day working in his yard. He snickered. More than once he’d thought that if the only thing a man had to look forward to was mowing the lawn and pulling weeds, he shouldn’t bother to get out of bed. Then again, if staying in bed meant being there with the cow the old guy called a wife, maybe weeds didn’t look so bad. I guess it’s all in your perspective, he thought.

The sun glinted off a window and he glanced over in time to see the plantation blinds angle closed. He grinned and waved since he knew Bernice spent a lot of time squinting through them watching him. 

Clayton and Bernice Cordell had raised three children and built a service station empire of sorts in New Bern. The ideal poster-children for the all-American success story and neither of them had finished high school. Retired for years now, they had handed everything over to the next generation. Pleasant old Clayton and crotchety Bernice made quite a couple. She had hidden behind curtains and car doors from the moment he’d moved next door to them. He didn’t know what he’d done but it seemed he’d gotten her dander up about something.

“Nice afternoon, isn’t it, Clayton?”

The old-timer turned off the weed-eater, pulled the safety goggles off his eyes and propped them on his head. “It’s a beaut. Looks like you’re gonna head out on the boat to enjoy it.”

“I am at that. We’re finally out of that summer heat and I’m not going to waste a perfect day stuck inside.”

Clayton pointed a boney finger at him. “You best be back ‘for sunset. Weather Channel says storms headed this way. You don’t want to be on the river when the lightning starts.”

“Don’t know what I’d do without you, Clayton. You’re always looking out for me.” He started again toward the dock and waved.

“You’re taking a cooler big enough to be gone a week.” Clayton nodded toward the rolling ice chest.

“Wishful thinking, my man. I’m hoping to load the boat with bass.”

“Cain’t do that with no fishing poles.” The old man tugged the safety glasses back over his eyes.

Why don’t you mind your own business? You’re almost as bad as your wife, his mind snarled as he threw a glance over his shoulder. “You’re right. I was going to load this up and go back for the rest.”  

He stepped off the dock and into the boat, lugging the ice chest in behind him. As soon as he had it situated where he could steer and keep a hand on it at the same time, he started back up to the house.  

While he had plenty of fishing crap, he didn’t really use any of it except as props. He considered it all conversation starters and it worked with almost any kid. Parents would be amazed at how many of their children, who’ve all been taught to avoid strangers, will drop everything to help an inept adult whose fishing line is tangled and who clearly has no idea what he’s doing. Strangers are scary and tricky, not friendly klutzes. He laughed. I can be whatever I need to be, kiddies. 

A quick check of the store room in the back of the garage revealed two tackle boxes. He grabbed the first one he could reach and wandered back to the boat. Even though Clayton had inadvertently altered his time schedule with his nosy observations, the man knew he couldn’t appear rushed. Casual and relaxed could get away with anything. 

“See you later, Clayton.” He held the tackle box high in the air and waved it at his neighbor. 

Clayton turned and yelled, “Long as you’re out there, keep an eye out for that boy.”

His heart skipped half a beat. “What boy?”

“The young-un that disappeared yesterday. Long as you’re on the river, keep a lookout. You never know.”

“I will, Clayton. You never know.” Toby Keith’s catchy tune streamed out of his mouth before he turned all the way back to the boat. 


THE ENGINE hummed as he headed upstream on the Trent River toward Pollocksville and his meeting with Neville Hooper. Though they never had to do this before, both men had prepared for the possibility. Their predetermined contingency plan went into motion without a misstep.     

He slowed down enough to reach beneath his seat and snatch the lightweight jacket he kept stored there. As soon as he zipped it up he picked up speed and the bill of his ball cap lifted off his head. He jerked it down hard, almost to his ears so that it completely covered his blond hair. The grey around his temples hardened the boyish good looks he’d always tried to emphasize and he considered coloring it, but hadn’t gotten around to it. Big mistake since those streaks also made him stand out in a crowd. He’d have to take care of it soon, but for now, he’d just hang on to his hat. 

The boating traffic lightened up the further he got from New Bern, but he did pass a fisherman or two along the way. He nodded in greeting, keeping his face covered with the bill of the cap. Eventually the river narrowed and civilization looked widely scattered.    

Not far beyond the ramp in Pollocksville a faded green jon boat hugged the tree line. He passed it and anchored nearby. Neville Hooper sat, his long lanky legs stretched straight out in front of him, a fishing pole balanced on his lap.

“Any luck?” The blond man stuck a rubber worm on his hook and tossed his line away from Neville’s.

“Nah.”

Neither man spoke as they scanned the area. Without a word, Neville pulled up anchor and lowered his trolling motor. It gave just enough power to pull his boat alongside the new arrival.

“Let’s get this done.” 

The blond man picked up his cooler with both hands and handed one end to Neville, who pulled it awkwardly into his boat before he tossed an identical empty one back.  

“I’ll take this thing and—” Neville began.

“I don’t care what you do. Just deal with it.”

“Done.” Neville attached the cooler to the back of his seat with a bungee cord. “You figure out what happened to the kid?” 

“Looked like he hit his head or something.”

“News this morning said he had seizures, needed medication for it.” Neville looked away before he added, “They’ll want to know why you didn’t know that.”

Like I haven’t already kicked myself enough without you running your mouth about it. “Why don’t you do your job and let me do mine.”

Neville shrugged and pulled up the trolling motor before he headed farther up the river. 

Since the meddlesome Cordells knew his fishing plans, the blond man had time to kill before going home. He pulled the cap lower, propped the fishing pole in his hands and dropped his chin to his chest, hoping for a short nap.

With Neville’s comments ringing in his ears like incessant church bells, the longed-for nap didn’t happen. An hour later he turned the boat toward home figuring that if he saw the dimwitted duo, he’d tell them the truth. Fish didn’t bite.






Chapter  4

“BERNIE, get away from that window.” Clayton shook his head and spoke to his wife like most people talk to a stubborn four-year-old. “Give the man some privacy. Ever since he moved in over there, you been peeking at him like you’re trying to catch him doing something. What is wrong with you?”

“Nothing is wrong with me, Clayton Cordell. Absolutely nothing.” Bernice didn’t move from the dining room window. She used one finger to pull the blinds apart enough to see through. “But, I am telling you, something is wrong with that man next door, something is very wrong.”

“You been saying that for more than a year now and he has done nothin’ to you but be polite.”

“Polite, my foot.” Bernice wagged her ample backside. “‘Mornin’, Miz Cordell. Evenin’, Miz Cordell.’ Way he says it, it’s clear as day that he doesn’t mean it. There’s that little bit of arrogance in his tone when he speaks to me and I’m telling you, Clayton, that man is up to no good. He is a pure-T manipulator and if he is pretending to be polite then it is only because he wants something or he is covering something up.” She moved slightly to her left and separated two different slats in the blinds to get a better view. Under her breath, she muttered, “My money’s on cover-up.”

Clayton’s shoulders sagged and he walked toward the family room. “Oh, for God’s sakes, Bernie. Am I at least gonna get some dinner?”

“You will get dinner when I fix dinner and I’m not fixing dinner until I have seen what I need to see.” She stomped her velour slipper-clad foot on the hardwood floor.

“Fine then. Just what is it that you need to see?”

Bernice jumped six inches and clutched at her chest. “You scared me half to death!” She turned to find Clayton at her side, towering over her.

“Please show me what it is that you think is so all-fired important,” he all but ordered.

She shoved at his chest before she separated two more slats and wiggled a finger at him to bend over. “Look at that.”

“At what? He’s bringing in his stuff from fishing.”

“Sometimes you are dense as a moon pie, Clayton Cordell. That man doesn’t know fishing from well-drilling. That cooler he’s bringing back is empty.” Bernice turned and looked up at her husband. “It’s empty.”

“So he had a bad day fishing. No crime in that.” Clayton looked confused and his impatience mounted like a growing wave just before it crests and falls in on itself. 

“When he left this morning that cooler was full, heavy.” Her eyebrows rose so high they almost met her gray hairline. “Now he’s back and hauling that thing around like it’s light as a feather.” 

“Just how in Hades do you know it was full this morning, Bernie. You
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