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They’d been lovers before the shooting. The
attraction had flared fast and hot. Put that down in part to the
venue: Crave, the women’s strip club where Tanner had been
undercover and January Jones had pretended to be a patron. And, for
a little while at least, a genuine pain in Tanner’s ass.

That was three months ago, longer months than he’d
experienced even under the difficult conditions of his previous
life: two adrenalin-drenched decades piloting helicopters on and
off ships, frequently in and out of hot zones. High pressure, but
the tasks were usually finite. One way or another, there was always
an end to the mission.

This mission, nursing Jan through her convalescence,
was different. It didn’t seem finite. Particularly in the morning,
when the dawn’s bright promise was muted by his anticipation of
endless demands. Lava-hot tension coiled in his shoulder muscles
before he’d poured his first cup of coffee. His hearing, always
excellent, would grow hyper-sharp: her first call was usually
muted.

He knew she hated to be dependent, hated to ask. It
was easier to work up to a curse and a shrill demand. Being
unpleasant masked the anger, the humiliation, the bewilderment and
fear. Why wasn’t she getting better? Tanner had gotten better; why
the hell hadn’t she? Why, after a hundred days, was she still in
pain, still in bed, still burdened with flashbacks and nightmares,
twitches and tremors?

“I got hit, yeah,” he’d said more than once, “but
you got shot twice, one in the chest that lodged near your spine.
which nearly killed you, and the other in your shoulder. It’ll take
time.”

“How much, for chrissake,” she’d rage. Nothing wrong
with her vocal cords. “I’m doing everything I should. PT,
exercises, meditation. Hell, I’d do a fucking novena if I thought
it would help.”

But she stayed in bed. Wouldn’t get up except for
the bathroom. Tanner had left that bed weeks ago and now slept in
the guest room. From time to time as she ranted, he’d prod her
shoulder, the good one, where tension made her trapezius rock hard.
“You need to relax.”

“Fuck off.”

“Feel this,” he’d say, taking the rigid muscle
between thumb and forefinger. She’d twist and mutter, jerking away.
“If you’d just stop being pissed off—”

“Go away! Go away!” Her face scarlet, blue eyes
bloodshot, fists clenched. Glued to the bed. “Leave me alone!”

“Sure. Happy to.”

“And shut the door on the way out!”

He’d leave, sometimes accompanied by a water glass
or coffee cup. He knew Jan would then pound the mattress, bury her
face in the pillow and scream until she lost her voice. He’d caught
her a couple of times; she’d been so enraged she hadn’t
noticed.

“She should get out of bed,” the physical therapist
told him. “She can, she’s physically capable. She needs to walk, to
move. Her muscle tone is gone. That’s dangerous. She doesn’t seem
to care.”

Tanner didn’t say it: She’s afraid to leave the
room.

The shootout, three minutes of terror and gunfire,
had left two men dead and two people - Tanner and Jan - critically
injured. Tanner, cradling her bloody body, had stayed conscious
long enough for the EMTs to arrive. The hospital had released him
two days later; Jan stayed another week. The surgery to remove the
bullet lodged near her spine had been touch-and-go. She’d had dire
pulmonary complications. Near-fatal reactions to two
medications.

Charges hadn’t been filed against Jan for shooting a
man to death. A beautiful woman at death’s door from the gun of a
depraved monster was great press. Sensibly, the police termed it
justifiable homicide. Sensibly, the DA declined to prosecute.
Sensibly, she’d never said aloud, “The bastard deserved worse than
I gave him.”.

Tanner realized a month after the shoot-out than Jan
had developed symptoms identical to those he’d seen in fellow
soldiers after months at war. Classic post-traumatic stress. He’d
talked to her repeatedly, opened doors so she could talk. She
refused.

Now it was one hundred days. He’d set himself a
deadline and he’d stick with it. He would move back to the beach,
to his apartment, relieving Mrs. Guzman, his reclusive neighbor, of
the task of feeding Cat. He’d resume his routine of running to
Johns Pass, sunset dinners at Chevy’s, shooting a little pool at
the biker bar on Treasure Island, catching baseball games at the
sports bars on St. Pete Beach.

On that final day, after a particularly wild barrage
of crockery and curses, he took a long, hot shower, trying to relax
his muscles. Did a quarter hour of stretches trying to do what the
shower hadn’t. Dressed and packed.

Jan was staring out the window when he went in. She
hadn’t touched her lunch. A charitable service brought it around,
the delivery boy in his eighties and full of fatherly advice that
made her grind her teeth. At the sound of Tanner’s footsteps, she
turned and stared.

“Going out,” she asked, eyeing the gym bag.

“No. I’m leaving. It’s a hundred days—”

Her eyes rounded. Was that terror he saw? “You’re
leaving me? Alone?”

He wouldn’t argue the point. “I’ve done what I can.
If this is your new and permanent status quo, you’ll have to figure
out how to deal with—”

“You son of a bitch. You—”

“Good bye, Jan. Good luck.”

“Go to hell, you miserable shit.”

Her Jell-O sailed past his head, spattered against
the wall. Leaving a pink smear like diluted blood.
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Tanner had taken a leave of absence from the Palmyra
Group. He wanted to account to nobody but himself, for nobody but
himself. Palmyra left the door open, come back any time, there’s
always an assignment for a talent like you. The firm provided
high-level security and tactical advice to both individuals and
corporations, sometimes governments.

He resumed the life he’d led before Jan had showed
up. Long runs, the occasional job for one of the several attorneys
who’d taken his card. Epic sessions in the YMCA gym; he ignored the
gawkers. His Sonora scars, some of which had been infected, were
still livid. The well-tended Crave divots had healed nicely. He
wolfed down tasteless sunset burgers along the beach. Commiserated
at bars over the state of play on the baseball diamonds of America.
Late night head-butting with an inexplicably needy Cat.

He didn’t call Jan. She didn’t call him. He was
untethered.

Two weeks into his solo living, near midnight, his
phone rang. Her ring; his heart leaped. He turned down the
television. A re-run of a reality ninja show. Nothing he couldn’t
ace with a bit more conditioning.

“Jan?”

Static. Country music, a radio station blasting a
used car sale, the announcer’s voice loud, frantic, deeply
southern.

“Jan. What’s up?”

“I think I’m—”

Crackles, pops, muffled voices. One outraged breath
that could only be Jan’s. He knew that almost-squawk too well.

“Jan. Talk to me.”

Click.

He called her back; it went to voicemail. Again. And
again.

He called Mike, a useful acquaintance currently on
night duty at Brannon-Foulkes, his temporary employer. Mike, also
ex-Navy, was resident media wizard, hacker of systems, ower of
several favors whose origins were best not discussed.

“I need a phone location.”

“Number?”

Tanner recited it from memory, although the display
was still on his screen. Hung up and waited. On a hunch, he pulled
out his gym bag and tossed a few things into it. The background
radio station had been pure country-western with a deep south
twang. Call letters WOGT.

He went to the closet in his bedroom, unlocked the
safe he’d built in and pulled out the H&K. Getting ammunition
wouldn’t be a problem, but getting the gun across state lines could
only be accomplished by driving. He pulled out two boxes of
bullets: be prepared.

Good thing she hadn’t gone to Chicago or
Cheyenne.

The phone rang: Mike.

“That phone was last used in Chattanooga, Tennessee.
Forty-six minutes ago. Then it went off-line.”

“Like the battery and SIM card had been removed,”
Tanner said, thinking scenarios.

“Maybe,” Mike said, “like it had been
destroyed.”

***

Nine hours if the road stayed clear. Straight shot
up I-75, through Atlanta and up over the Georgia-Tennessee border.
A tweak to the west on I-24, and he’d be there. Mike had an
address: 20434 Old Volunteer Road. He’d searched and found it
belonged to the Holy Choice of God Congregation, pastor Most Holy
Reverend Roy Shelby. Most Holy. Huh. A ways out of Chattanooga,
east in the hilly countryside.

Jan at a church did not compute. She’d made more
than a few sour comments on hypocrisy and opiate of the masses.
Tanner dialed the church number. A choir shouted out hallelujah,
faded as harps rose. A fulsome baritone promised the end of all his
earthly troubles could be found in the welcoming arms of the Holy
Choice of God Congregation, please leave a message. He didn’t. That
plummy voice could’ve sold used trucks or driveway
blacktopping.

On-line, the church resembled a bunker topped by a
warhead. The iron girder cross in front was easily twenty feet
tall, highlighted by a hellish red neon. Parking lot unpaved.
Members had to walk down a ramp to get into the cement-block
church, which was partly buried in the side of a low hill. The
charmless building appeared to have no window save two tiny ones in
the rear office area. Day or night would mean nothing; the domain
of a control freak. Tanner thought of the bomb shelter he and Jan
had nearly died in and spiders crawled across his back. Nothing
good ever happened in things buried in the ground.

On his way out of town, he detoured to Jan’s condo
and let himself in with the key he hadn’t returned. His
leave-taking had been chaotic, and the key had been the last thing
on his mind. He’d been tempted to toss it out his back door into
the waterway but hadn’t. Good choice.

Upstairs, the guestroom was neat, but the tidiness
ended there. Her bedroom displayed a rumpled bed, pillows on the
floor, a sour invalid smell lingering. Drawers open, the walk-in
closet tossed. In the bathroom, a damp towel, now stale-smelling,
centered the tile floor. Her toothbrush and deodorant were gone.
The place hadn’t been ransacked, all evidence suggested she’d been
in a tearing hurry.

He went back to her closet. A hundred days of trying
to entice her outside had made him familiar with her clothes. She’d
taken jeans, not business suits. Nothing missing but some outdoor
clothes, heavy socks, hiking boots and sneakers. Dark colors.
Nothing white or bright or frivolous except underwear.

Why didn’t this surprise him? He’d always known she
had secrets, even after some had been revealed he knew there were
plenty more. He’d figured they show up some day. Apparently that
day had arrived.

Downstairs, in the small, bright, plant-filled room
she used as an office, he watered the wilting greenery and opened
up her computer. He had the passwords, she’d conned him into
monitoring her business mail, stonewalling clients long after any
reasonable recovery time had elapsed. It was a stretch, but he
could write in Jan’s voice, use words and phrases she’d’ve used.
One of her few jokes had been how adept he was at environmental
issues, did he want to buy her business and get out of the spook
trade?

Not much of a joke. What would she do? What was she
thinking? He could never figure it out. Even out of it on
painkillers she didn’t give away much. She’d once asked him to find
Ash. Animal, vegetable, mineral? When he’d asked for details, she’d
clammed up. Even flying high, she’d played it close.

The computer trilled. He went into history, then
skipped to her email. She’d flown on Allegiant out of St. Pete
non-stop to Chattanooga on Friday morning. Rented a car, mid-size,
from Enterprise. Had not made any hotel or motel booking. Three
days ago.

Another call to Mike. Yes, someone with a January
Jones driver’s license had picked up the car.

By now, of course, she could be in San Francisco or
Montreal or even across the border into Mexico. But her phone had
been, a couple of hours ago, in Chattanooga.

What had prompted this flight?

Back into history. Nothing. Back to Mike. It’d be
tough to get what he needed, her phone call history. But he could
do it given time.

“How much time?”

“Long as it takes. I got real work to do too,
buddy.”

“Whatever you can do. Thanks, Mike.”

Time to get on the road. Nine hours or more stared
him in the face. Atlanta’s beltway was always problematic. Tanner
rummaged through the refrigerator, made sandwiches from the array
of food left behind, ate one and packed the other two. Took a
couple of seltzers and put them in a small cooler he found under
the sink.

Nine hours. Good thing his car was comfortable.
After his Infinity had been destroyed during the show-down at the
bomb shelter, he’d hunted down a TK coupe, gunmetal gray, anonymous
but slightly flashy. What he appreciated about it was that someone
six-two, just like him, had designed the legroom. He wouldn’t be a
cripple upon arrival.

He left the townhouse in northeast St. Pete at 2:37
in the morning. Six minutes later he accelerated onto I-275’s
northbound lanes.

***

Tanner had just taken the bypass around Macon when
his phone rang. It was 7:32AM, and the truck-heavy traffic was
thick and aggressive.

“Mike, what d’you have?”

“I’ve e-mailed it to you. Last five calls were
between the phone and phones in Chattanooga and Red Bank,
Tennessee. Four are residences, one a church. Shortest call was to
the church - twelve seconds - and longest one was from a point in
Chattanooga. You owe me, dude.”

“Yes, I do. I’ll call you when I get back.”

“Need anything else, call.”

Less than forty minutes later, Tanner spotted a sign
proclaiming a tech college just ahead, visible from the highway. He
swung off and five minutes later was in the school library,
sweet-talking a stout woman his mother’s age - but happily not her
disposition - into letting him print the e-mail. He plunked down a
fiver, said “keep the change, ma’am” in his best drawl, and minutes
later he was back in the parked car reviewing Jan Jones’s phone
records.

Thursday evening, 9:06, an incoming call, nine
seconds, from an Ooltewah number. Cellphone belonged to a Harvard
Rainwater.

Three minutes later at 9:11, an outgoing call to a
Chattanooga number: sixteen seconds. Second try at 9:12:
twenty-five seconds. A minute later, third try: five minutes,
thirty-two seconds. Phone belonged to Kenneth Kelsie.

Two minutes after the Kelsie call ended, four
minutes, forty seconds to a Sarah Drummond, Chattanooga. Name rang
a bell but a distant one. There were a lot of Sarahs in the
world.

At 9:30PM, more Chattanooga: Grady Hankerson, six
minutes.

Tanner got back on the road. Just outside Atlanta he
stopped for a coffee, unloaded the last drink, gassed up and
decided to go straight through Atlanta and avoid the beltway.

Time to think about what it all meant. Nothing, so
far. The Harvard Rainwater call was the precipitating call. Jan had
been fine - or at least content to sulk in her bed - until then.
The rest of the calls were probably in reaction to information she
got in that nine seconds.

Why three calls to Katherine Kelsie? Sounded like
something that could happen when he called his mother: go away,
she’d snap, I don’t want to talk to you right now. Or: I’m busy,
call me in five.

The calls to Sarah Drummond and Grady Hankerson? Who
knew who they were or what they meant to January Jones.

But he’d find out.

Two hours later, mired in the tag end of Atlanta’s
morning rush hour insanity, he saw his first sign for Chattanooga,
and slid onto the I-75 north access. Inbound traffic was a parking
lot. He was outbound. After the madness around Marietta, he was
once more on the relatively open road, with semis and doubles
sporting carpet mill logos. Beat-up dualies with Confederate flags
in the rear windows. SUVs by the trainload. Rolling tree-covered
hills starting to show life, dogwood blossoms drifting like
smoke.

One minute he was laboring through the clutter of
carpet factories and outlets around Dalton, Georgia, and the next
he was in Tennessee. See Rock City. Lookout Mountain, Ruby Falls.
The highway split, with I-75 heading north to Knoxville, I-24 west
to Nashville. Chattanooga just a couple of miles along 24. He
stayed left. Minutes later, his phone started talking.

“At the next exit, turn right. Bear right in one
quarter mile.”

He left the highway for a limited visibility
two-lane road that rose and dipped. It was country, rolling land,
thick with big trees and gray rock outcroppings and small apartment
complexes with fancy names and mildew-streaked walls. He felt
memories of Wisconsin press close to him. This was the same yet
different.

“In six hundred yards, turn left onto Old Volunteer
Road.”

Farms, now, tender green with the new leaves of a
struggling spring against freshly-turned fields. Single houses,
hillside and modest, thick bands of trees at lot lines. A stream,
bright with foam and gray rocks. Cool air through the open window.
Single-wide trailers, bare yards, dead washing machines. Dogs on
chains, barking and lunging. Kids playing in the dirt; he recalled
the smell of cold, damp dirt on his bare feet, mud squishing
between his toes, the smell of earth, manure, blood.

“In one hundred yards, turn left onto Old Volunteer
Road.”

A dirty white building with an old-fashioned tall
false front: general store. Bare parking apron. Clutter of pallets
to one side, a row of pecan trees. Four men lounging around the
front door. Four pairs of eyes following him. Noting his Florida
tag?

“In twenty yards, turn left.”

The road narrowed, rose up a long slope. Cows on the
right, a fallow field on the left, trees on every hilltop. The pale
sky was cloud-filled, overcast. Colors muted. The air was cooler,
moist. Rain soon.

“Your destination is one mile ahead, on the
right.”

A long bend curving around the slope, maybe once in
time forgotten an Indian or animal trail. He could picture ghosts
here, in Union blue or Confederate gray, struggling up the hill in
the face of brutal volleys from the crown of rocks jutting at the
top. Tennessee wasn’t called The Volunteer State for nothing.

“Your destination is one hundred yards ahead, on the
right.”

A thick band of trees, a clearing and the cross, in
the sullen daylight an ordinary thing made of metal girders.
Brutal, aggressive. Behind it, a large sign with an electronic
signboard, jarring in the middle of all the glories of nature. He
slowed the car.

Holy Choice of God Congregation

The Most Holy Rev. Roy Shelby, Pastor

Wednesday Shout of Joy, 7 PM

Sunday Praise 10AM

Bible Study Tuesday, Thursday 7PM

“You have—”

“Shut up.” He swiped the screen.

He pulled into the graveled area in front of the
church, got out to stretch and get a feel for the place. He might
be doing a lot here. He walked up a rise, around the cement block
building, noting parking spots and nooks and crannies. The church
was brutally basic. A half hour later, he returned to the car,
spent some time consulting maps and directories, and got back on
the narrow road.

The road gradually veered north and west, crossing
ridges and valleys, orchards, cornfields, the occasional farmhouse
or outbuilding or barn. Red, black and white See Rock City signs
were part of the barn decor. Accustomed to the Florida Gulf Coast,
a bustling area with a million residents and half again that many
in the winter in his county alone, this barely tamed land was
pretty near forest primeval.

It was almost noon. He had maybe seven hours. And a
lot to do.
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The call that sent her north had come late in the
evening, as January Jones brooded in her kitchen. her hands wrapped
around a cup of hot cocoa. Cocoa in April, that’s how desperate she
was for comfort. Boy, could she make some crap decisions.

She’d thought the shoot-out would fade to nothing in
her mind.

She’d thought the pain pills wouldn’t be a
problem.

She’d thought Tanner would stick.

Until the phone rang, she’d thought she could ignore
her past.

The number wasn’t familiar but the area code sent a
chill of alarm through her.

“Hello?”

“Hol—January?” She almost hung up, but the desperate
little whisper froze her. “Help me. He’s going to m-marry,” the
whimpering inhale swallowed some words, “and—”

She didn’t need to know the caller’s name.

“Where are you?”

“Will you help me?”

“Are you alone?” Her heartbeat slammed through her
body in a kettledrum rhythm she hadn’t felt in years. So loud she
almost didn’t hear the scuffle.

“No!”

A man’s angry voice, cracking with tension. A little
shriek. Grunts, echoes.

“You want her safe, don’t call the police,” a deep,
cold voice said.

Her screen went red. Call ended.

“Shit! Shit, shit, shit.” The phone slid from her
grasp and bounced to the floor. “God dammit...”

She went down on hands and knees, got it on the
third try. Dialed. After fifteen rings it dropped off. No answer,
no voicemail. Someone who liked their anonymity. Given that they
kidnapped fifteen-year-old girls, no wonder. Who held her? And
why?

Heart still leaping, she wiped her trembling hands
on her nightshirt, hunted through her phone numbers, recalled faces
and voices as the names scrolled. Remembered scenes, moments,
miseries, eternities.

Why was she so surprised? It had to happen sometime.
She took a deep breath. Panic was not useful. How had she gotten
the number? She hauled in a breath, pushed the growing panic away.
The calls weren’t going to be much fun. For all she knew, they’d
all gotten different phones.

Her sister first. Well, her half-sister. Joined by
their father’s always-traveling DNA through two addled women who
couldn’t tell a lie from a bull. Katherine Jane Weldon Kelsie was
three weeks older than she was and, through age alone, had always
considered herself the smart and successful one. She had a lot of
facts on her side to back her up. Staying out of prison, for
one.

Don’t save the toughest for last, do it first.

“Kath, it’s me, Jan, I’ve—”

Her screen flashed red. Redial.

“Kath, we’ve got a problem and I need to talk to you
about Ashleigh. I just—”

A heavy male voice said, “It’s your crazy bitch
half-sister.”

Again the phone screen went red. Redial. The phlegmy
voice again: smug, hostile. Fury blazed. “You smug sonofabitch,
give her the phone.”

“Fuck you.”

Red screen. Give it a rest. Let it cool off. Maybe
Kath would answer next. She never could keep her curiosity at
bay.

Getting off the floor was an ordeal. Muscle tone
shot to hell. One muscle group after another failed her. Three
months flat on her ass. What had she been thinking? She hadn’t,
she’d been sulking and punishing Tanner for getting better quicker,
frightened at having to thank him and be in his debt, denying being
in death’s hands and, maybe only this one time, escaping. Thanks to
Tanner. And terrified that it could, would, happen again.

Clawing up the desk, thighs on fire, knees
quivering. “You dumb twat,” she raged in a vicious undertone, “now
you’ll pay for it.”

She once could’ve made Chattanooga in eight hours
flat, barring any catastrophes or cops on the interstate. Tonight,
when she had to go, she’d be lucky to make it ninety minutes
north to Ocala before giving out.

She wiped angrily at the tears. Where had they come
from? Cool, collected. No time for panic, for tears. Never time for
tears, they were a waste. Tears were for weaklings.

She was sobbing by the time she got to the top of
the stairs. She was so royally screwed and she’d done it herself.
She couldn’t drive. It’d take her a week of two-hour days in the
shape she was in. Hand-to-hand on the furniture, she tottered to
the bedroom closet, pulled out clothes she hadn’t worn in a long
time. Hiking boots, thick cotton socks, a couple of tees, jeans, a
dark anorak. Black watch cap, black scarf. Skirt and blouse; just
in case. Stuffed it all into a small rollaboard and bumped it
downstairs.

Allegiant had a nonstop flight in the morning. She
bought a seat and downloaded the app. It left at an ungodly hour,
she couldn’t ask anyone to drive her. Not Tanner, either. He didn’t
know about any of this and he wasn’t ever going to.

A girl had to have some secrets.

Besides, he hadn’t called, and he wasn’t going to
call, so he’d never know. Any of it. Was she relieved? Honestly?
Not really. She missed Carl Tanner with a piercing sadness she
never thought she’d feel.

***

“You. What do you want?” A short snort of bitter
laughter. “After all these years, you’d only call if you want
something.”

Ah, the soft, caring tones of her half-sister. “Ash
called. She’s being held—”

“Fourteen long, stressful years and this is what I
get? Not even a hello, how are you? Not even a thank you?”

The Queen of the Guilt Trip, still Kath’s default.
Some people never changed. No, she’d probably gained weight, gotten
puffy. She certainly had gotten more righteous.

“Hello, Kath. How are you? Well, I hope. And your
husband as well.” So sorry to learn he’s still breathing. “When was
the last time you saw Ashleigh? Where is she? She says she’s
in—”

“Three months ago, when she went off to school.”

Evasion in her voice. “Which school?”

“Sunday School.”

“That’s one day a week, Sunday school.”

“The name of the school is Sunday School. It’s
church-based.” Kath took a quick breath, then another. The old
signal she was about to stretch the truth. “We agreed she’d be
happier there.”

“Who’s we?”

“All of us. Of course, all of us.”

“So it’s a private, church-based school. In
Chattanooga?” After Kath’s grunt, she went on. “A boarding school?
You’re springing for a boarding school?” They’d had twin boys when
Ash was three. Ken proclaimed his wife would stay home. They
never had enough money. “How could you guys pay—”

“It’s free.”

“Why?”

“Why what? Why’d we send her?” Defensive, now.
Kath’s voice went up a notch. “Try dealing with a teenager. Oh, but
you haven’t, have you? You have no idea—”

“Stop it. Is this temporary or permanent?”

“Oh...” Nervous laugh. “Well. That’s up to her,
she—”

“What was the problem?” Jesus, it was like tearing
chunks out of her living, screaming flesh. “C’mon, girl, spit it
out. What made her walk out—” No. Try this another way. “You’ve
worked so hard—”

“Damn right I have. She’s such a pain! She’s into
protests, like the rivers and the air and global warming, that
hoax. And Sequoya.” Sore spot: Ken worked at the nuclear plant, one
of the most reported sites in the TVA system. A miracle he’d never
come home glowing. “She marched, and made phone calls, and gave us
speeches. And insisted we recycle. I mean, what’s the point, the
city picks it up and dumps it in the landfill. Everybody knows
that.”

“So as she left, you’re talking about
recycling?”

“I said I didn’t want to listen to her lectures
anymore. She’s just a kid, she doesn’t know everything.”

Edging toward the truth. “You didn’t say I wash my
hands of you, you pain in the—”

“No! No.” She took a breath, let it out in a nervous
giggle. “Of course not. I told her it had to stop, all the
protesting. My god, the signs in the front yard. Ken’d have a fit
when he came home. Said he didn’t live here anymore. And the
neighbors, ohmyg—”

“Where is this school exactly? Doesn’t she come home
for weekends? Do you talk to her? How do you get in—”

“One at a time. Not that you deserve to know. Show
up after all these years and want everything on a silver platter.
She’s your kid all right. I have to go. I hear Ken’s truck.

“Wait! How do I get in touch with her and the
school? Where are they?”

“I don’t think y—”

Ken’s voice in the background, a big voice for a big
man. He used the voice like a battering ram. He wanted Kath off the
phone. Some rumble about that drugged-out whore.

“I gotta go.”

“How do I reach her? Kath, tell me!”

“No time.” Her voice went from vinegar to honey.
“Hi, darlin’.” Muffled explanations. Kath’s protests. “I gotta go.
Really! No, Ken!”

Ken’s voice closing in on the phone. It was all over
but the shouting and she wasn’t listening to his hundred-decibel
shit.

“Later,” Jan said and disconnected just as Ken’s
furious voice boomed out.

***

The next call would be a bit more fun. At least she
wasn’t calling an enemy. Probably. Sarah Drummond, her bestie from
sixth grade at Normal Park School right through high school. The
joined-at-the-hip ended in their junior year, when Sarah confessed
she was a lesbian and madly in love with her. Like, the let’s-fuck
kind of love. It wasn’t the end of the friendship, but the no-sex
rule had cooled it. Jan went out with the football players and
Sarah went out with the pom-pom girls.

Jan texted her. Testing the waters.

— hello from Hol long time no see how r you
doing?

Fifteen minutes later:

—well dang it! fine. u? wheres the party?

—party? At this hour?

—well missy what else cld it be

And a follow up: —what do u want

Sarah answered on the second ring. “Is it really
you? After all this time?”

“Yeah,” Jan said, not trying to hide her smile.
Partly of relief but partly from happiness. Not everybody hated
her. “Yeah, it’s me. Call me Jan. Short for January. I’m living in
Florida now, St. Pete. Catch me up, the short version. I’ll be up
there tomorrow and we can do the long version then. If you
want.”

“I thought you weren’t supposed to come back.”

“I wasn’t supposed to contact Ashleigh until her
sixteenth birthday. It was easier to do if I wasn’t in the same
town. Besides, as you might recall, I was as popular as a case of
full-body herpes.” Sarah made her little humming noise of
agreement. “And that birthday is coming up fast.”

“Oh. So your baby is…fifteen? Pretty? Has to
be.”

“I’ll send you her photo.” She got quarterly
reports, both painful and satisfying. “You decide.”

“So, Holly, why now? Why not in a year?”

“Please call me Jan. Holly’s gone. Ash may need my
help,” she said, hoping Sarah wouldn’t probe. To help that along,
she tried a diversion. “So, the short version? You married?
Cohabiting? What?”

“Married to the same woman for three years. Looking
forward to thirty more.” The grin came through her voice.

“Oh, Sarah, that’s great. You still at Hillier’s?”
Big garden center, both retail and wholesale, renowned throughout
the southeast.

“I’m greenhouse manager. Promoted four months
ago.”

“Whoa. That is super.” She’d missed so much. No
wonder she often felt empty and alone. Suddenly, she was tired.
“I’m really happy for you.”

Sarah chuckled. Jan’s throat tightened; she’d heard
that sound how many thousands of times? Hadn’t realized how much
she’d missed it, needed it. And just like past times, Sarah zeroed
in on what she sensed.

“Hey, girlfriend, I know you are, but the high
octane ain’t there. What’s going on with you? The truth, now,
y’hear?”

“You still can read me. Too long to tell right now.
My flight gets in tomorrow morning just before nine. I’ll rent a
car and—”

“I’ll pick you up.”

“You don’t have to do that. I’ll need a car,
anyway.”

“Okay, then let me give you the address.” Jan
scrambled for a pen that worked as Sarah rattled off the address.
“I’ve got a half-day tomorrow and I’ll be home about two. We’ll
catch up then. Work for you?”

“Yeah, sure. I’ll need to find a place—”

“You’ll stay here. We’ve got a guest suite in the
back. Separate entrance. We do Airbnb with it. Got its own parking
spot, too. Even have an old motorbike you can hop on for quick
trips. Easiest way to get around. This isn’t sleepy old Chattanooga
now.”

“I’ll pay you for it.”

“We’ll see about that. It’ll be great to spend time
with you. See ya later, kiddo.”

“Thanks, Sarah.”

Now she really wanted to cry. A friendly voice from
the terrible past. Maybe the only one. The test could be the next
call.

“Do it now, while you still have the energy,” she
muttered, tapping the phone decisively.

“January Jones,” the deep voice said sleepily, “and
at an ungodly hour of the night, it’s gotta mean trouble.” A sigh.
“Am I right, missy?”

Missy. He’d used it when she’d been bullied
or suffered a slight. When she’d been in manacles, on trial. She
swallowed a sob. Show no weakness, no vulnerability. She cleared
her throat.

“No new trouble, Grady. It’s old trouble.” She gave
him the rundown of the phone calls and asked her question. Got the
answer she feared.

“Tennessee law allows a parent to approve marriage
of a minor over the age of fourteen. Ashleigh is, hm, fifteen?
Sixteen? Would anybody be able to prove he’s her biological
father?”

“Well, somebody could, sure.” A flush heated her
skin. She tried to sound matter of fact. “But I have no idea
who.”

He sighed. She heard him roll over, heard the whine
of both wife Amanda and dog Abby as he got up with a soft grunt.
She waited, her fears churning through her mind. Finally he spoke
again.

“Where is she now?”

“Don’t know. Kathy’s her legal guardian and I’m not
sure she knows.”

“And Ken, too, so there’s your two parents.” She
groaned and he went on. “When’s this supposed to take place?”

“No idea. She got interrupted. I’m getting sick
here, thinking about it. What do you know about the Sunday
School?”

“Whose?”

“No, it’s a boarding school called the Sunday
School.”

“Never heard of it.”

“Will you check around, see what you can find
out?”

Someone from her past had been dancing around the
fringes of her mind. She didn’t want to bring him into the light of
day, but if anyone could be involved with Ash, it could be Roy
Shelby. The thought sent a sick chill through her, but she asked
Grady anyway.

“Roy Shelby.” Grady yawned. “That weasel. He’s got
quite the congregation out there in the woods. Not so little
anymore. Maybe two, three hundred followers. Been in the news a
couple of times. Has a heated baptismal pool.”

“He always liked hot tubs,” she said sourly. “How’d
he manage that? Organizational skills never were his thing.” But
Roy had his skill set. He could read people like she could read the
headlines. His talent for the moment’s ideal façade were, she hated
to say, awesome.

“Perfect preacher material,” she said.

“Cults are the thing these days. And people can
change.”

“He was an atheist.”

“They’re often the most devoted.”

“Does he have a building,” she huffed, “or do they
meet in one of those old Red Bank storefronts?”

“Their own building, missy. Inheritance. Some old
farm been in the family since before the Battle Above the Clouds.
Hear he sold part of it for an apartment complex and used the
proceeds to bankroll the church.”

She remembered the farm. Sprawling along a creek,
gently rolling terrain. The acreage had been in Roy’s family since
before the Civil War. They’d smoked a lot of pot in the old slave
cabins. She’d even used them when she was dealing.

She cleared her throat, pushed the memories away.
“So he’s serious about this church thing?”

“Very. I question he’d jeopardize his position by
participating in what you think is going on.”

“I don’t know what’s going on, Grady, I just
need to know. I have to find her before this ceremony takes
place. And if it’s a wedding ceremony, Roy Shelby could—”

“Easy. Listen, you’ve only got the word of a
kid—”

“A terrified kid—”

“Who may have been misinformed, or setting you
up—"

“Maybe, but I have to know—”

“You don’t know when or where or with whom. Could’ve
already happened, Hol—Jan. Particularly if whoever they are knows
she’s called you.”

She swallowed her fear. “They know, all right.”

“My advice? Call Children’s Services. Explain the
situation. Let—”

“Let them sit on their collective asses for a month
until she’s not only married but raped and pregnant. That’s not
advice, Grady, that’s a classic pass-the-buck.”

Did she sound borderline hysterical? Worst-case
scenarios did that to her. Grady’s voice was borderline huffy. He’d
always hated having his carefully honed opinions questioned.

“January. Jan. Are you clean? Right now?”

“Yes. I never went back when I got out.”

“Problems with it?”

“No.” Not exactly.

“That the truth?”

“Yes. Now stop it. I’ve got to find Ashleigh. Where
do I start?”

“Maybe you should hire a detective. Listen, when you
get here—”

“Who says I’m coming?”

“—you give me a call and I might have some
information for you.” His voice hardened. “You show up under the
influence and I’ll cut you off at the knees and you’ll never find
your daughter through me.”
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Tanner didn’t use the GPS in the car, instead got it
out of his cellphone. No record in the vehicle. Probably didn’t
matter. Hankerson and Bealls LLC occupied a brick-front rancher on
Hickson Highway in an area that had once apparently been solidly
residential. But that was in the 50s. Now traffic roared along the
winding road, carrying carloads from the leafy suburbs over the
wide Tennessee River to Chattanooga’s stone and cement heart.

Under the canopy of ancient trees, a dark blue
metallic Mercedes convertible was parked in the spot marked GH.
Tanner parked the Infiniti, got out and stretched luxuriously. Nine
hours and forty minutes behind the wheel stiffened up any driver.
The scars on his back pulsed sullenly and the still-healing hole in
his side pinched. It was cool under the ancient trees, without the
oppressive Florida humidity.

The receptionist had a brick front, too. She stared
past him from the little nook that had been carved from the living
room during renovations as if she would shortly be needed
elsewhere. She had a fireplace to her back; it was filled with dry
grasses in a copper kettle. Tanner’d bet the dry grasses were her
idea. She shook her head with finality.

No appointment? Tsk-tsk. No, Mr. Hankerson was not
available until Friday. Would Mr. Horvath or Ms. Denton do? Oh, too
bad.

A resonant voice sounded down the hall toward what
used to be the bedrooms. Tanner nodded pleasantly to the
receptionist and walked down to a heavyset man holding out a thick
folder to a young woman. He spoke quickly, succinctly. The boss.
The woman, intent, nodded. The help.

Tanner held out his hand, effectively blocking the
secretary puffing up behind him.

“Good morning, Mr. Hankerson, I’m Carl Tanner, I
need to talk to you about January.”

“Sir,” the secretary said, plucking at Tanner’s
sleeve, “you’ll have to—”

“It’s okay, Stefanie,” the lawyer said. He tipped
his chin in a follow-me gesture, and went into a large, commanding
office with sliding doors overlooked a leaf-smeared brick patio. He
turned, stared at Tanner. “Fifty words or less. Why don’t I have
you thrown out?”

“Until about three weeks ago, I took care of Jan.
She’d been seriously injured in an investigation I’d been involved
with and got caught in the crossfire. Literally. I’m responsible.
She got hurt on my watch.” So far, so good. Hankerson’s eyes were
more interested than his poker face. Tanner went on. “Yesterday I
discovered she’d left St. Pete abruptly. She called you.” Hankerson
raised one hand. “I don’t think I’m at fifty words yet.”

“Close enough. I have nothing to say.
Attorney-client privilege.”

“She’s hired you?”

“No comment. Good day, Mr. Tanner. I’ll show you
out.”

“I drove up here during the night, from Florida.
Wasn’t any kind of vacation I had in mind. But,” he shrugged, “not
much choice. Tell me where to start. She’s in no shape to—”

Hankerson cleared his throat. “She got emotional
troubles?”

“No.” It wasn’t exactly a lie.

“Drugs?”

“Jan? No. She’s been recuperating in bed for three
months. She’s got the muscle tone of a bowl of noodles. She can’t
protect herself from any level of threat.” Especially herself.

“She knows you’re here?”

“She thinks she’s in the wind.”

The attorney eyed him. Noted the muscle, the stance.
Tanner knew how he looked. Compared to this balding legal
desk-jockey? Better than just good. “Marines?”

“Navy. Helicopter pilot.” He waited a beat. “Iraq.
Hormuz. Helmand. A few other places.”

Hankerson nodded slowly, his eyes narrowed in
thought. Tanner was no mind reader, but he thought he’d scored
enough points. They’d worked their way into the hall, where
yellowing newspaper front pages had been framed in austere black
and arranged on the walls. Testaments to the firm’s legal prowess.
Tanner followed Hankerson’s gaze to a larger-than-most frame with
lurid headlines: Prom Queen Killer Verdict.

“You’re out now?”

“Retired two years ago. I do private security
consulting.”

More damn thinking. What was so difficult about
this? Hankerson now worried his lower lip. Bet he never did that in
court. Tanner spotted a tank-topped cooler in a niche, went to it
and slowly drank two cups of icy cold water. That ought to give the
lawyer enough time to figure out damn near anything short of a
solution to the Palestinian situation.

Tanner strolled back, one eyebrow cocked: get on
with it.

“Do your homework,” the attorney finally said,
fatigue clear in his voice. Fatigue or dismissal? He pointed to one
of the framed newspapers. “Check this.” He turned away to his
office. As his heavy paneled door closed, he said, “And then Roy
Shelby’s church.”

***

Sarah Drummond’s Airbnb guest suite, at the back of
the sprawling old frame house not far from Gunbarrel Road, was
tucked off a small screened porch. Sunny and simply furnished with
antiques, a couple of which Jan recognized from long ago pajama
parties, it had a queen-sized bed and a picture window looking onto
a big, meticulously tended garden.

First thing she’d checked the bed. Juuust right. She
thought of Tanner. Sighed. Waste of a good mattress.

The bathroom was spacious, with a walk-in shower.
She’d flashed on happier times with Tanner in a shower, kicked
herself for allowing such images. He was in Florida, where he
should be. No way would he ever know about any of this.

A small kitchenette was tucked into an alcove. The
fridge held several cans of Dr. Pepper, cheeses, the counter a bowl
of small apples and a pair of seeded rolls from Niedlov’s Bakery.
Jan popped the top on a Pepper and, staring absently out into the
lush garden, plotted her day.

She’d tried the phone number Ash had used. Rang
forever and then dropped off. She could call Tanner and get it
tracked but her fear of having to tell him outweighed any benefit.
He’d want to know too much. Maybe tomorrow she’d be brave, or
scared, enough to call him and not hang up. But not today.

It gave her the creeps to be here at all. She’d
braced herself for next year, when Ash turned sixteen. Until then,
she’d put Chattanooga behind her, on another planet or
universe.

Roy Shelby. She hadn’t thought of him in years. He’d
always been around, eyes cool and calculating as subtle cruelties
unfolded that she’d finally realized were all of his making. By
then, her life was disintegrating and her fears of Roy were, she’d
thought, the paranoia of an addict. Now she knew better. He was
callous, mean, and selfish, concerned solely with Roy. She wondered
if going into his orbit would wreck her own hard-won and none too
solid equilibrium.

The Pepper was gone. She had to move. Now. She’d
have to begin the day with one of the last people she’d ever wanted
to see again.


5


Tanner started with Goodwill. He loaded his
purchases and drove to the other side of the river over a wide CCC
bridge that afforded a good view of the city’s shoreline, the
Bluffs and its crowning museum, and the wide, placid river. At the
library in central Chattanooga, only a short distance from the
legendary Choo Choo, parking was difficult. He put the Infinity in
a long-term garage slot. Walking to the modern building with its
gleaming steel book sculpture catching the late-morning sun, he
caught the smell of barbeque. His belly grumbled. Good.

Inside, he went upstairs to the archives and settled
in. Several hours later, after following a trail back to its
original headlines, he sat back. The lunch quiet had passed, the
shuffled return of the sated staff and their to-go desserts
perfumed the air. Someone had brought back chocolate cake and the
smell filled his nose. His belly grumbled some more.

He’d thought he knew January Jones pretty well.
Inside and out, as it were. He’d known she’d held things back; who
didn’t? Nobody alive was proud of everything they’d done. Nobody
alive wanted to share darkest secrets, even to a lover. Maybe
especially to a lover. But this...

He’d been so wrong.

He hadn’t even known her real name. Holly Faye
Jones. Birthplace, Nassau County, New York. January 15, 1982. He’d
been almost four at that time. Her parents, William and Grace
Hankerson Jones.

He’d known nothing of her past.

The Prom Queen case had been sensational, the
circumstances dark and dramatic. Tanner wondered how unfair the
reporting had been. The prosecution, in this very conservative
area, and no doubt mindful of coming elections, had been rabidly
law-and-order. The victim’s popularity - seemingly based on an
enormous pair of breasts, a toothy smile and mountains of blonde
ringlets - had been fuel to the righteous bonfire built for the
jury.

Plus Holly Faye had been from New York, America’s
Sodom and Gomorrah all rolled into one Big Apple, forget that she’d
been from fifty miles outside the city. She was tainted, a Yankee
despite nearly a decade in Tennessee. Once a Yankee…

The defense – whose lead was a cousin of the
defendant - had been dogged and, in the end, sufficiently effective
to create enough rational doubt to counter the incendiary
over-emotional rhetoric of the rodent-faced prosecutor.

Halfway through his research, Tanner had gone down
to the street, sat in the shade near the sculpture and listened to
the water running over the stack of burnished steel books. The
space upstairs, although sunny and air-conditioned, felt
claustrophobic. The smell of mold lingered. He needed more
information than the Times Free Press offered, so he called Mike.
It’d be easier and quicker.

“Look for it in an hour,” Mike promised, “but now
you really owe me big time. Maybe tickets to Cancun.”

While Tanner was outside, he considered lunch, but
discarded the idea. He
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