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Fire Universe Book #3

When she sees a picture of a little girl who looks just like her younger self in a book about lost children, Heidi realizes she was born Hollis Richardson and that she’d been stolen from her mother. After thirty years apart, they’re finally reunited, but being kidnapped by her father has made Hollis lonely, forever changed, and wondering how she can ever forgive him for the time she’s lost with her mom.
Raleigh Leonard’s daughter was kidnapped when she was three years old. Now, over a year later, Raleigh is beginning to lose hope that she’ll ever see her again, but a detective, Dylan Easton, has agreed to help her find new leads and, hopefully, her daughter. To help her cope, Raleigh attends regular support group meetings for people like her, and that’s where she meets Hollis.
The timing couldn’t be worse for the two women, but they discover there’s something between them that’s worth pursuing, even when nothing else in their lives seems to be going right.
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PROLOGUE

Heidi had these memories she’d never been able to fully understand or shake off. There was a woman standing in front of her, handing her a balloon. In another instance, the same woman, with blonde hair and blue eyes, sat next to her on the floor and helped Heidi stack blocks. There were more. Some of them had faded over time, but a few had remained, and she often wondered what they meant. As she stared into the employee bathroom’s mirror at age thirty-five, she could see those same blue eyes and the same shade of blonde hair staring back at her. She’d been thinking about that a lot recently. Every night before she fell asleep, she tried to put herself back inside those memories. She’d push her mind to its very limit, trying to interpret them and put them in their proper place. It was infuriating, but she had to do it. Something inside her was imploring her to figure out who this woman was, why she looked so similar to Heidi, and why Heidi felt such a connection to her.

She finished washing her hands and left the bathroom, walking back into an office she shared with the other staff members who worked at the small branch of the library just outside of Vancouver, Canada. She’d lived in Canada for most of her life, but they’d never stayed in one place for too long. Her dad had always had a bit of wanderlust, so they’d moved around a lot. Sometimes, they’d end up in a tiny town. Other times, he moved them to an apartment in a city. They would go camping for weeks at a time, and they’d also lived in a log cabin for over a year. Once, he’d even moved them all the way to the other coast, and they’d driven to get there. They’d taken their time, too. Over the summer, they’d stopped in small towns along the way to Milton in Ontario. They’d stayed there for a couple of years, but by the time Heidi was sixteen, he’d moved them again.

That was when it had started to bother her. Heidi had been a teenager. She’d made friends. She’d wanted to finish school with them and go to university with them. They’d been talking about where they could all go together, or, at least, how close schools were to one another and which ones they thought they’d get into, when she’d come home to their truck and attached trailer packed up, with her father ready to roll out of town.

Heidi had cried silently for most of the drive to the next town and then to the next. For two years, they’d moved almost every three or four months. Her father explained it away as an adventure, but she’d always suspected it had something to do with his difficulty keeping a job. He was a handyman of sorts, and when jobs in the area dried up, they usually had to move on. It made life difficult for her the older she got, but when Heidi finally graduated from what was her tenth school, she told her dad she wasn’t moving anymore. She’d gotten into the University of British Columbia, and her dad had decided to move close to Vancouver to be nearby. He’d stayed there for years. In fact, he was still here, only about a thirty-minute drive from her apartment. It struck her as interesting how he hadn’t moved since she’d left home, but he’d found good jobs and seemed to be fine financially, so maybe he really had just wanted adventures with his only child while she was growing up.

“We just got a new batch of donations in,” Sandy told her, wheeling the cart over to Heidi’s desk. “A lot of true crime in this one.”

“Maybe the person who donated them was done learning how to kill people?” she joked.

The donation box outside the library received a few books a day at most, but every now and then, they’d get a big donation, likely from someone who was moving or doing some spring-cleaning and needed to get rid of books they’d read or had on their shelves as conversation pieces. Heidi knew that for some people, e-books were the way to go, but she’d always loved holding on to her books. At times, they were her only companions. She’d stopped bothering to make friends, so the fictional characters she’d surrounded herself with were the only people she felt close to. The one thing she demanded whenever they moved was getting a library card. The moment they had a bill with their address on it, she’d march to the closest library, get a card, and she’d pour through as many books as she could before they moved on to the next town. Every now and then, her dad would give her money to buy a few books she could keep. Heidi still had all of them. She also still had every library card she’d ever gotten.

“Can you enter these in for me?” Sandy requested. “I’m going to take my lunch.”

“Sure. I’ll take care of it. Oh, the reader canceled for tonight.”

“Reading hour?”

“Yeah. She said she was sick and didn’t want to risk getting the kids sick.”

“Kids… That would imply more than one actually shows up. We’re lucky when we get two these days.” Sandy rolled her eyes. “They’re too busy playing games on their phones now.”

“I can stay and do it,” Heidi volunteered.

“No, it’s fine; I’ll take care of it. You got here first today,” Sandy replied.

“You sure?” Heidi checked.

“Yeah. I’ll pick out something to read when I get back from lunch. Do you want anything?”

“No, I brought my lunch. Thanks, though.”

Sandy nodded before she left the office.

Heidi logged into the computer and picked up the first book to catalog. She’d made it through ten entries before getting interrupted by a line at the desk. After checking out a few patrons and answering some questions for another, she helped a woman who wanted to use the computer but wasn’t sure how. Then, Heidi returned to her desk with a refilled water bottle in hand. She reached for the next book in the pile, flipped it to the back to get the ISBN number, and entered it into the library’s system. She flipped it back to the cover, noting in her mind how much she preferred hardbacks to paperbacks for their durability. Then, she saw it. The image was of a young girl with blonde hair and blue eyes. She looked to be about four or five years old. She looked just like Heidi. Heidi stared at the image, the only one on the cover of the book. Then, she checked the title. The book was called ‘Unsolved: Missing Children.’

Heidi shook herself out of it. This was just another little blonde girl with blue eyes. Still, she couldn’t shake the fact that her dad had a picture on the wall at his house that was of her at six years old, and it looked just like this little girl. The memory of the woman handing her the balloon entered her mind then. Heidi took a long drink of water and leaned back in her chair as her heart raced. Something was wrong. Something was off. The woman held on to her hand as they crossed the street. Her dad was there, too. He was holding on to her other hand. Then, Heidi was with the woman again, and they were alone. The woman was crying. Her dad walked in. He was yelling. What the hell was happening? Heidi was having a hard time breathing. She stood up, pushing her rolling chair back against the one behind her, and didn’t even hear them clang together.

“Your daddy and I love you very much.” She heard a voice in her head say. “This isn’t your fault. We want you to know that, okay?” It had been that woman’s voice. “Hollis, do you understand, baby?”

“Hollis?” Heidi said out loud in the office. “Hollis.” She repeated it out loud again and then in her head a few times.

She could hear the woman saying that name over and over again. She could hear her dad telling her something, too.

“Heidi,” he’d said. “Can you repeat that for me? Heidi.”

“That’s not my name, Daddy. You’re silly,” she’d replied and then giggled.

She swallowed hard and crashed back down into her chair.

“Heidi is your new name, baby,” he’d said, smiling at her. “Isn’t it so pretty?”

“Why?” she’d asked.

“Sometimes, we change our names. I’m changing mine, too,” he’d replied.

“You’re not Daddy anymore?” she’d asked.

“Oh, I’m always your daddy,” he’d said, tickling her tummy. “But I’m changing the name everyone else calls me. So, you and me, we’ll have new names. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

“What about Mommy?” she’d asked.

“Mommy…” she said to herself and closed her eyes as she pictured the woman again.

Her father had always told her that her mother had died. When they left that day, he’d told her that her mom wasn’t coming with them, but later, he’d explained why after she’d begged and asked for her mother. He’d told her she was gone.

“Oh, my God,” she said as she looked down at the cover photo.

She cracked open the book and flipped to the table of contents that usually existed in true crime books like this. She put her finger on the page and ran it down until she came across a name: Hollis Richardson. Her eyes blurred until she rubbed at them and saw the same name and a page number. She went to turn to it but noticed the section in the middle of the book where there were photos. This was also common in true crime books that dealt with multiple cases or topics: the publishers would just print black-and-white photos in one section of the book and refer to that section throughout to save on printing costs. Heidi stopped there first and flipped through the ten or so pages until she gasped and had to pause. There were two photos on one page. One was of the little girl from the cover with a stuffed monkey. The other was of Hollis, her mother, and Hollis’s father. They were posed as a happy family. Heidi still had that stuffed monkey.

“I got you those chips you like from the deli. Thought you could use something positive after cataloging all those– Heidi?” Sandy said after dropping something onto Heidi’s desk. “Heidi, are you okay?”

“I need to go home.” It was all she could say.

“Are you feeling all right?” Sandy asked.

“No, I might throw up,” Heidi replied honestly.

“Do you need a ride home?”

Heidi looked up to say no but nodded instead, grateful.

“I’ll have one of the volunteers drive you. Is that okay?”

Heidi nodded again, unable to speak.

Minutes later, she was in the car, with the book in her purse. Yes, she’d taken it from the library, but she didn’t know what else to do with it. The volunteer dropped her off at the door of her apartment building, and Heidi ambled up the stairs, unable to focus on just one thing. Eventually, she was able to get her key in the lock of her front door before she fell onto her sofa and stared at the framed photo on one of her shelves. It was her at ten years old, holding up a fish she’d just caught, with her proud father standing next to her, smiling.

“Dad, what did you do?” she asked herself.

Then, she opened the book and began reading the chapter on Hollis Richardson. Hollis had been born in a small town in the US. Her mother’s name was Olivia. Her father’s name had been Joe. His new name was Jake, but she remembered it now – she remembered them calling one another Joe and Olivia. She remembered them fighting and yelling those names at each other. One day, Hollis Richardson had been in kindergarten, and the next, she’d been gone. Her father had disappeared at the same time. He’d picked her up from school that day. She remembered that, too. It was the day her dad had gotten a new truck. Well, it was old, but it was new to them. There were things under a tarp in the back, and he’d told Heidi they were going on an adventure. No, he’d told Hollis that. It was a few days later that he’d given them new names and trained Hollis to say, ‘Heidi,’ when people asked her for her name. She’d been forced to repeat it over and over again, along with his name.

“I’m Hollis Richardson,” she whispered to herself.

She knew she should rush over to her father’s house and ask him what the fuck he’d done, but she was frozen in place. She could only keep reading. Her mother, Olivia, had searched for her, along with the police and the FBI. There had been a few leads over the years, but nothing had panned out. Someone had reported seeing them in Michigan; then, in Port Moody and Burnaby; and later, around Toronto. She remembered it now: Michigan. She’d lived by a lake in Michigan briefly. They weren’t there long. Then, her father had moved them again, and this time, to Canada.

This book had been published seven years ago. Was her mother, if Heidi really was Hollis Richardson, still looking for her? That was all Heidi could think about, so she put the book down and picked up her laptop. She typed in the search bar the name Hollis Richardson, and the first result was an article from a newspaper, which linked to a news story on the girl’s disappearance. But the third result caught her attention first, so she clicked on it.

Olivia Richardson had a website for her daughter. She was still looking. It had been updated just five days ago. There were sections for a blog, for past leads, and for people to contact her or the FBI with information and photos. Heidi clicked on the photos first and saw an artist’s rendering of what she might look like today. Her mind swirled as she saw herself staring back at her. She didn’t know what to do. Memories were flooding her now. She was certain she was Hollis Richardson, but she also didn’t know if reaching out to a woman who had been searching for her daughter for thirty years was the right thing to do. What if Heidi was wrong? What if she was seeing something that wasn’t there? What if she got this woman’s hopes up?

“Hello?” she said into the phone hours later.

“This is the FBI tip line. Do you have a tip about–”

“I think I’m Hollis Richardson,” she said to the man who’d answered the phone.


CHAPTER 1

“Open your mouth for me,” the agent, who was sitting across from the table from her, requested.

Heidi did, and the swab swirled around the inside of her cheek. She swallowed when it was pulled out and stuck into a tube.

“All done,” he added.

“Thanks,” she replied. “So, what happens now?”

“We’ll send for the DNA results just to be sure, but based on your father’s fingerprints matching the ones he submitted when he worked as a janitor for the school system, we know he’s Joseph Richardson. Combined with what you’ve told me, it seems like you’re Hollis Richardson, Miss Ramsey,” he said with a sorrowful nod. “I can’t tell you what to do from here; you’re an adult now. But if you were a child, we’d return you to your custodial parent.”

“What happens to my dad?”

“We have him in custody,” the agent replied. “He’s cooperating and answering questions.”

“I want to get him a lawyer,” she said.

“He has a public defender with him.”

“Can I pay for someone for him?”

“That’s up to you and your father, really,” he said. “You can visit him, if you want. We’ll be extraditing him back to the US for his arraignment hearing, so if you want to talk to him before that, you should do so today or tomorrow.”

“Has he said why?” she asked, wanting to know the answer to that question more than anything.

“I’m not sure. I’ve been assigned to you. There are other agents speaking with him,” he explained. “If you’d like, I can take you to see him.”

She wanted to shake her head and tell the agent she didn’t want to see her father or talk to him ever again, but something in her forced her to nod instead.

The drive to where they were holding him was short, and she wished it had been longer. She needed more time to think about what to ask; what to say. She wasn’t sure if she hated the man, wanted to slap or shove him, or just wanted to hug him and tell him that she forgave him.

“Heidi? My God! Are you okay?” he asked the moment she entered the small interrogation room.

She didn’t say anything. She just stood there with her arms over her chest. Her father was still in his regular clothes, so at least she didn’t have to see him in some prison jumpsuit. When she did later, though, she’d have to deal with the fact that she’d been the one to put him in it. His beard was scragglier than it had been the last time she’d seen him. He’d always needed her to remind him to take care of himself. Who would do that for him if he went to prison?

“I’m fine,” she finally said.

It was then that she noticed that one of his hands was in handcuffs, which were attached to a small metal bar on the table. He hadn’t gotten up to hug her. That would be why.

“Heidi, sit down, please. Let me explain.”

“You took me,” she said. “You told me my mother was dead, and you took me from her.”

“Your mother was being unreasonable. She wouldn’t let me see you. The courts weren’t helpful. I tried, baby. I tried to get custody of you the right way. But when your mom and I divorced, they gave you to her and told me I had to get a better place, a job, and that I could only have supervised visits once every two weeks for two hours if I wanted to see you. I just wanted to see my daughter. Your mom wouldn’t–”

“You took me,” she repeated. “Dad, you kidnapped me, and you took me to another country. You told me my mother was dead. You changed my name. You moved us around because you–”

“I gave you a life, Heidi. I gave you a father. You–”

“You took away my mother,” she interjected. “Dad, she’s been looking for me for thirty years. How could you do that to her?”

“She took you from me,” he argued, practically spitting out the words.

“You still could’ve seen me. Maybe it would’ve gotten better. But you stole her only child from her, and we lived on the run. Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

“I did it for you, Heidi.”

“My name is Hollis,” she said.

“Your name was Hollis, yes. But your grandmother always thought you looked more like a Heidi, so when we left, I thought that name would work. And it suits you much better than Hollis, Heidi.”

“Dad, I cannot believe you did this,” she said, tears welling in her eyes. “How could you?”

“I love you. You’re my only child. Your mother and I didn’t have a great marriage, and when it was over, she tried to spite me by keeping you. I–”

“God, who are you?” she interrupted. “I’m done,” she said to the officer standing at the door. “I’d like to leave now, please.”

“Sure,” he replied, pulling open the door for her.

“Heidi, wait. I can–”

But the door was closed behind her before she could hear whatever her father had been about to say. She leaned back against the wall and let the tears fall. She covered her face and sobbed. Her entire life had been a lie. The father she’d known had taken her from her home. Her mother was still out there, looking for her.

“I can’t imagine how difficult this is for you,” the FBI agent said to her as he touched her shoulder gently. “I can take you home now, if you’d like. I will probably have some more questions for you later, but I think–”

“Does she know about me?” she interrupted him.

“Your mother?”

“Does she know?”

“There’s something you should know about your mom, Heidi,” he said, giving her a look that told her that she should worry, and the strangest thing hit her mind in that moment.

Her name; she’d always hated it. She’d never felt like a Heidi. She’d never felt like it went with her personality or even her features. Hollis… She thought a lot about that name now. Hollis. She kept saying it over and over to herself, trying it on for size and feeling like it fit her better than Heidi ever had. Heidi Ramsey… No, she was Hollis Richardson.

◆◆◆

It was a week later. They’d rushed the DNA. Hollis now knew why. Her mother, the woman she hadn’t seen since she was five years old and who had been looking for her this entire time, had stage-four breast cancer and only months left to live. The FBI had rushed those results just to confirm for Olivia what everyone else already knew, thanks to the confession Hollis’s father had made and her own memories, which had been brought back to life by all the recent discoveries she’d stumbled upon. Heidi was no more. After hearing that name come out of her father’s mouth as he tried to excuse away what he’d done, she decided to never use it again. She was Hollis now. It was the name she’d been given at birth; the name her mother had wanted her to have.

Now that she’d finally found her, though, they’d have hardly any time together.

“Oh, baby,” her mother said, cupping her hand over her mouth as her eyes filled with tears. “Hollis!”

“Hi, Mom,” Hollis said, tearing up as well.

Her mother was in her sixties now, no longer the young woman from Hollis’s memories handing her the balloon. Her blonde hair was gone, replaced with a wrap that covered the baldness from her treatments. Her bright blue eyes were a little duller now, and she was also much thinner than in Hollis’s memories and in the pictures she’d seen since finding out who she really was, but this was her mother. Her voice was a little scratchy, but Hollis knew it. It had been the voice she’d heard in her head and could never explain. That was because, after initially telling Hollis that her mother had died and giving her no explanation, her father had tweaked the story. He’d trained her, programmed her into believing that her mother had died when Hollis had been a baby, making his lies that much worse. Hollis hadn’t believed him at first, of course, but over the years, he’d continued to make mention of how he’d raised her alone. He had taken her real memories of the three of them and replaced them with memories of just the two of them. Instead of the three of them going for ice cream in the summer, it was just her and her father. He’d been so good at this that Hollis now didn’t know which memories were real and which were the lies.

“Come here,” the older woman said, holding out her arms.

Hollis fell into them and instantly breathed her mom in before they both started sobbing as they stood that way, in her mother’s doorway.

Several minutes later, though, Hollis could feel Olivia wobble, likely from weakness.

“We should get inside,” she suggested, wiping her nose and eyes and trying to get out a smile because this was a good day.

“Yes. I’ve made tea, and I have…” Olivia took a step back and just stared at her. “So many things I thought over the years, and now, you’re here.” She smiled wide.

“I didn’t know,” Hollis said.

“I know, sweetie. I know. They told me how you found out. I’m just glad I let that woman interview me for that book. Of all the things to bring you back to me, I thought it might be the website or the news stories, but no, it was some book that some reporter wanted to write.”

“I don’t really know what to do now,” Hollis admitted, laughing through her tears.

“Neither do I,” Olivia replied. “Let’s go into the kitchen.”

Hollis stepped farther inside the house, and it was only then that it clicked for her. She’d arrived in an Uber she’d taken from the airport and had been so nervous, she hadn’t paid much attention. Now, her luggage was sitting on the front steps of her childhood home.

“This is the same house,” she said softly.

“Yes. You remember it?” her mother asked, walking slowly through the living room, holding on to Hollis’s hand.

“The kitchen is through there.” She pointed.

“Yes,” her mother replied, smiling still.

“My bags are…” Hollis said, remembering.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I’d help you with–”

“No, it’s okay. I only have two. I can get them.”

She went to turn to go, but her mother’s frail hand held on to her own.

“Mom, I’ll be right back,” she said, looking Olivia right in the eye.

The older woman nodded, and tears fell from her eyes.

Hollis grabbed her luggage and placed both bags in the living room, taking a closer look around the room. It was small. There was a sofa and a chair in the corner. The coffee table looked old but clean. In fact, everything in the room looked clean. She wondered if her mother had cleaned for her. Hollis hoped not. There was a flat-screen TV opposite the sofa that was a modest size. The fireplace looked like it had seen better days and hadn’t been used in a while. The framed pictures on the wall behind the sofa, though, were what really caught Hollis’s attention, so she walked closer, hearing her mother moving around in the kitchen. There were at least ten photos of Hollis hanging up. Her father had shown her a few pictures of her from the one photo album he’d likely swiped from the house before he took her, so she’d seen some pictures of herself as a baby, but she hadn’t seen these. Some slots in that album had also been missing photos, but she’d chalked that up to the fact that he’d never really cared much for organizing or presentation.

“That was the day we took you home from the hospital,” Olivia said, walking back into the room, carrying a tray with two teacups on it.

“Let me get that for you. I would have–”

“I can carry a tray of tea, Hollis,” she replied. “Or do you prefer Heidi? I don’t want to–”

“No, I don’t want to be Heidi. That’s the name he gave me,” she interrupted. “And I don’t know how any of this works, but I’d like to change my name, if I can. I never liked Heidi to begin with. It always felt… foreign.” She took the tray from Olivia anyway and placed it on the table. “I guess now I know why.”

“I picked ‘Hollis’ out of a baby book,” Olivia shared as she sat down on the sofa. “We didn’t know if we were having a boy or a girl, so we picked a name that we thought could work for both.”

“It’s pretty,” Hollis replied, smiling and sitting down next to her.

“Can you… Did he ever… Were…”

“No,” Hollis said, taking her mother’s hand and placing it in her own lap. “No, he never hurt me. Believe it or not, he was a good dad.” She shook her head. “We just moved around a lot, and I wasn’t allowed to join things very often. I wanted to play soccer at one of the schools, but he told me we couldn’t afford it or something. It wasn’t the best way to grow up, I imagine, but it was far from the worst. We didn’t always have a lot of money, but I never went hungry or anything. It was normal to me at the time.”

Her mother’s tears started to fall again, and she said, “That was the hardest part about not knowing: I was only ever ninety-nine percent sure you were with him. Even the FBI told me they couldn’t be one-hundred-percent sure because your father had left everything in his apartment, including his truck. They said something could’ve technically happened to both of you, but it was likely that it was him. I held on to that all these years because I hoped that if you were with him, you were at least safe. If something had happened to both of you, there was no telling what it could have been.”

“I’m okay,” Hollis said, giving her mother’s hand a little squeeze. “I had a good life, Mom. I just still haven’t really processed all of this. A little over a week ago, I was in Vancouver, checking new books into my library, and I saw my face on the cover of one of them. I thought I was crazy.”

“She asked to put you on the cover.”

“I was a blonde, white girl. That was probably the reason.”

“I don’t think so.” Olivia shook her head a little. “She put the pictures of the other children on the back cover, but she said that there was something about your eyes that she hoped would draw people to the book, and maybe they’d think of something or someone they’d seen that would help find all these kids. She does this for a living, so I just trusted her. And she was right. You saw something. You’re here.”

“She writes books about missing kids for a living? What a job,” Hollis noted.

“No. I told you; she’s a reporter. She has one of those shows. It’s been on the Crime Channel for years. Kenna Crawford. Do you not get the show in Vancouver?”

Hollis hadn’t seen the show or heard of Kenna Crawford beyond the fact that she’d seen the woman’s name on the book under the title.

“No, I don’t.”

“She did an episode on you, too. It was on parents who were still looking for their kids after decades. She talked to me about you; and another family, about their missing son. That’s how we met. Then, she asked about the book, and I said yes. She donated all proceeds from the sales to the Center of Missing and Exploited Children, so I don’t think she’s in this for the money.”

“She sounds like a good person,” Hollis replied.

“I need to call her to tell her that you found me,” her mom said, smiling at Hollis before cupping her cheek. “You found me, sweetie.”

Hollis leaned forward then and kissed her mother’s forehead before she burst back into tears for all the time she’d lost and the limited amount of time they had left together.


CHAPTER 2

“This was your room,” her mom said.

Mom. Hollis had a mom. She still couldn’t believe it. Her dad had never even shown her pictures of the woman, saying he hadn’t kept any after her death because it was too hard. That photo album he’d shown her had only had pictures of her and him together or Heidi by herself. She hadn’t wanted to cause her father any pain by bringing up her mom, so she’d only ask about her every now and then. She wanted to know if she was like her mother. He’d told her that she looked a little like her but was more like him than her mother in everything else. That hadn’t made a lot of sense to her growing up, though. For example, she loved to read. Her father hardly ever picked up a book. When he did, it was a how-to book that he needed for work. She liked the outdoors enough, but he loved it. She preferred to stay inside the cabin by the fire. He liked fishing and hunting. She’d never been able to shoot an animal and always wanted to toss the fish they’d catch back into the water. He wasn’t a clean man. She preferred things to be neat and organized. Now, she was standing in the doorway of her first bedroom next to her mother, who wasn’t dead and who had kept her room the same for thirty years.

“I know it’s silly. This is the room of a five-year-old child, and you’re an adult in your thirties now. I always felt like you were still alive out there, though. And, like I said, I’d hoped your father had you because that was the best I could hope for. I knew you were growing up. I’d celebrate your birthdays in this room. I baked you a cake and got you gifts I thought you’d like. I’ve done that every year for thirty years now. And while I knew you were a teenager and then an adult, I still couldn’t change the room. I thought that if I found you one day, you’d maybe want to see it how it was, and that if you couldn’t remember – because the therapists and doctors and officers and agents kept telling me that it was possible you wouldn’t remember me or this place – it might help you remember.”

“Monty, my stuffed monkey, used to sleep with me in this bed,” Hollis said, smiling at the warm memories that came rushing into her mind. “And you and I colored over there.” She pointed to the small rainbow-colored rug next to the bed. “I had my art supplies in the closet. You’d pull them out for me, and we’d…”

“Sit on the floor for hours. You loved to color,” Olivia finished for her. “And your books are still here. They might be worse for wear, though – I read them to myself often. Silly. They’re children’s books.”

“Mom, nothing you’ve done is silly,” Hollis told her, turning toward her. “He took me from you. You did what you had to do to take care of yourself.”

Her mother nodded and said, “I didn’t know how much I missed being called that until you said it at the door earlier. The last time I was called ‘Mom,’ I dropped you off at school, and you said, ‘I love you, Mommy.’”

“I remember now,” she replied. “You told me you’d pick me up, and I was surprised when Dad was there instead. He told me you were still at work, I think. It’s hard to remember everything. He… Well, he told me things that, I’m starting to believe, aren’t true, so everything’s just mixed together in my head. I’m still trying to sort through it.”

“Honey, I am so sorry,” Olivia said, sitting down on the bed, needing a rest. “I had no idea he was that angry with me. Your grandmother and I were worried about his drinking, so we’d asked the judge for full custody and supervised visits until he could get it under control.”

“He drank?” Hollis asked, sitting beside her mother.

“Like a fish,” her mother replied, shaking her head. “He also smoked like a chimney. He quit both when we brought you home, and things were good for a while, but then, the fighting started, and he was drinking and smoking again. I didn’t want it in the house, so we separated. Then, he got a DUI, and when I filed for divorce, the judge only gave him those supervised visits until he could find an apartment that had a bedroom for you and until he got a job and could pay child support. I never thought he’d take you away from me. He was your father, though, so he was technically authorized to pick you up from school, and when I showed up to get you, your teacher told me he’d picked you up already.” The older woman took a moment to catch her breath.

Hollis watched her mother, who was clearly in pain, and she had so many questions to ask her about cancer, her treatment, and her prognosis. She’d heard from the agent in Vancouver that he didn’t think her mom had long, based on their conversation, but Hollis needed to know more than that. She needed to know how much time they had because she had so many questions. She wanted to know what kind of life she might have had if her mother had been able to pick her up from school that day. She wanted to know what her mother had wished for their life together. She wanted to get advice from her. How did she get wine stains out of clothes? How did she cook a perfect lasagna? What made a great relationship? How did she know she was ready to get married and have kids? How would Hollis know?

“You know, the funny thing… I wasn’t even worried when your teacher told me that,” Olivia continued. “I just thought maybe he’d gotten his license back; maybe he just wanted to take you out for ice cream or something, and when I’d come home, you’d be there with him. When I got there, I called him. He didn’t answer. I left a message and waited. After a while, I went over to his apartment, saw his car was there, knocked and knocked, but he didn’t answer. That’s when I got worried. I went back home, in case you were there, but you still weren’t, so I called the police.”

“He had a different truck, and he told me we were going on an adventure. We drove for hours, so I fell asleep. When I woke up, though, we were still in the truck. I don’t know how far we drove before he stopped, but I remember a few motels. Then, we were in this really old house by a lake. We weren’t on the water or anything, but we went to the lake a lot. I guess we were in Michigan. That’s what the FBI told me.”

Olivia nodded and said, “We have time to go back and talk about it all. I want to hear whatever you want to share, but I’d also like it if you would tell me about your life now. I only know what the agents told me, and I found a little online. I’m old, but I can use Google.”

Hollis laughed and said, “I can tell you anything you want to know. Will you tell me all about you, too, though?”

“Of course, sweetie,” her mother replied before the phone she’d carried in with them rang. “It’s Kenna. She must have gotten my message.”

Olivia had called the reporter, Kenna Crawford, after they’d finished their tea and had left a message letting the woman know that not only had they found Hollis, but she was also sitting right there next to her.

“Hello,” she said into the phone after she put it on speaker.

“Olivia, how are you?” Kenna asked.

“I’m much better now,” Olivia replied. “My daughter’s home.”

Hollis smiled at her mother.

“Olivia, I am so happy for you. Was it really my book?”

“She saw her photo on the cover and came home to me,” Olivia shared.

“That makes me so happy. I can’t believe it. You found her. You never gave up, and you found your daughter.”

“She found me because of you, so, thank you, Kenna,” Olivia said.

“You never have to thank me,” Kenna replied. “I’m just so happy for you both. How are things going? She’s there now?”

“She’s right here. I have you on speaker.”

“Hello,” Hollis said awkwardly.

“Hello,” Kenna said back excitedly. “It’s Heidi, right? Your mom said in the message that–”

“Hollis is fine,” she interrupted. “I’m going to go back to my name.”

“And you’re okay? You’re safe?”

“I’m good now,” Hollis told her. “Just lots to sort through, obviously. My father kidnapped me and is now in jail because I figured out who I really was. I’ve now also left my life in Vancouver, and I’m seeing my mom for the first time in thirty years while sitting in my childhood bedroom. It’s a lot to unpack,” she added, trying to laugh it off.

“I can imagine,” Kenna said. “Listen, I don’t know how long you’re staying, but I’ve been working with kidnapped children and adults, as well as the families of kidnapped victims, for a while now, and there’s a group. I don’t know if you need or want this right now – it’s so new still – but there’s a group that meets one town over from where your mom lives. I happen to know the person who runs it. I can give you the information, if you ever want to go talk to some people who have been through at least some of what you’re going through.”

Hollis hadn’t thought about talking to anyone other than her mother about this.

“Oh, I don’t know,” she replied. “I don’t know that I need that.”

“No problem. It was just a thought. I interview people for my show all over the country, so I have a lot of resources at my disposal. If you need anything, just let me know. Your mom has my number.”

“You’re a reporter. Do you always take such an interest in cases you cover?” Hollis asked curiously.

“Not always. But your mom made an impression on me. I’ve met a lot of parents looking for their missing children, and your mother never ever gave up on you. She followed every single lead herself whenever she could. She was tireless and pushy sometimes, too.” Kenna laughed.

Olivia laughed, too.

“She reminded me of me. I get called… assertive, at times,” Kenna added.

“She means annoying,” Olivia said, laughing a little more.

“My wife called me that a few times when we first met,” Kenna replied. “Yesterday, too, I believe. Anyway, I won’t push you, but I can email you everything I have that you might want. If you need it at some point, you go to the group. If not, you don’t.”

“Okay. Thanks. That would be great,” Hollis said.

“And because I am annoying, I have to ask…”

“I knew it!” Olivia coughed a bit but laughed through it. “You want a story.”

“Well, I have to ask. It’s in my nature. Would you two be willing to talk to me on the show about what happened and how you two found each other again? Not tomorrow, obviously; I’m not trying to rush you. But we already did one episode on what happened, so I’d love to bookend it. You live close by the studio, and we could get some shots of the house. I–”

“I don’t know,” Olivia said. “It’s up to Hollis.”

Hollis looked at her mother and asked, “Do you want to?”

“I’d honestly do just about anything for Kenna. She wrote a book that brought you home to me. She also helped me find a therapist who’d worked with parents of missing children. She even did an episode on you to help me find you, and your picture is still on the show’s website.”

“It is,” Kenna confirmed. “I’ll have to take it down. God, this is such great news! I’m so happy for you two.”

“If my mom is okay with it, it’s fine with me,” Hollis told Kenna then. “But I’m not great with being on camera, so maybe take it easy on me.”

“Of course,” Kenna replied. “Now, my wife is staring at me, so I think that means I have to go. Do I have to go, Rip?”

“Yes. Your daughter needs you to look over her spelling homework like you said you’d do an hour ago,” someone said from far away on the other end of the phone.

“That’s how Ripley warns me that I’m in trouble… She reminds me that I said I’d do something.” Kenna chuckled. “She’s right, though: I have spelling homework to check. And you two have a lot of catching up to do. How about I send you that information later tonight, and I’ll call you in a few days?”

“That sounds fine,” Olivia said. “Thank you, Kenna.”

“You never have to thank me.”

They hung up the phone, and Hollis stared at the closet door, which had a poster of the Care Bears on it.

“Do you want to open about thirty birthday and Christmas presents?” her mother asked her.

Hollis laughed and replied, “I don’t think I can do that all at once.”

“Most of the early ones are toys, but when you got older – I don’t know – something about how you always loved to read with me made me buy you at least a book a year. You probably have more books than I do now. Most of mine are in the guest bedroom.” The woman stood up slowly. “You’re staying here, right?” she asked, sounding concerned.

“I’d love that.”

“Good. Good,” her mom said. “I’ve made up the bed in there with clean sheets. You won’t even fit in this bed anymore.”


CHAPTER 3

“Today is the one-year anniversary,” Raleigh said as she looked down at the white-and-gray linoleum floor.

She’d been staring at the same spot for several minutes now, waiting for her opportunity to share. The linoleum was peeling in a corner, and she so wanted to reach down and just pull it up. She knew if she did, though, she wouldn’t be able to stop. She’d pull and tear it until she had every bit of that linoleum off the floor and in a messy pile all over the place. She’d scream and yell in anger as she tore it. Then, she’d crumple on the leftover floor and cry until she had no more tears left.

That was how it had been working for her ever since that day. At first, there was the shock and worry. Then came the action. After that came the anger. And, lastly, the tears. She’d held on for days, but then the tears came in buckets. She screamed more as she cried out, asking why this was happening to her. Sometime later, she’d manage to exhaust herself, and after days and days of no sleep, her body took over. That was when the inaction had kicked in, and she couldn’t move. Her frozen body remained in her bed for days on end as the world continued to move around her. For that, she would never forgive herself. What had been happening while she’d been cocooned in her disbelief? Why and how had other parents managed through this, and she hadn’t been able to?

“How are you feeling?”

“Numb,” Raleigh replied. “Her birthday was hard, but this is even harder. I’ve missed a year with her. I’ve missed watching her grow up this year. I don’t know where to put that, though, because I’m just so scared that she never got this year. We don’t know what happened to her. There are no new leads. I just feel like she’s still here.” Raleigh pressed her hand to her heart. “I have this sensation in my heart that she’s still with me, but I don’t know that for a fact.” The tears welled up. “Did my little girl die at three years old? Was she in pain? Is she still?” Raleigh wiped at her cheeks. “It feels like no one is doing anything. And I know that people are, but it’s never enough. I want to scour the planet, dig into the earth, and dive into the oceans until we find her; until I know what happened to my daughter. It’s only been a year. Some of you have been dealing with this unknowing, this pain for decades, and I just don’t know if I can.” She wiped tears off her cheeks and looked up from the peeling linoleum. “I don’t know if I can live with the not knowing. Sometimes – and this is the worst part – but, sometimes, I actually hope that she’s gone.” Raleigh choked up. “I can’t imagine she’s not in pain if she’s still here, and I don’t want my little girl in pain. How messed up is that?”

“It’s not messed up,” John, a father of a missing teenage son, said, giving her a compassionate nod. “I’ve wished that, too. It’s been three years since I’ve seen JJ,” he said of his son, John Jr. “He’d be seventeen right now. I know what’s out there. I’ve read the books and talked to the cops enough to know that if someone took my son when he was fourteen years old, there’s a good chance…” John faded out as he stared down at his joined hands. “And I don’t want him to go through that kind of pain. Ever. So, I’ve thought about that, too. It’s awful, and it hurts even more, but he’s my boy. I never want him to feel pain.”

“I won’t lie to you and tell you it gets easier, Raleigh,” Molly, the mother of a girl who went missing when she was eleven years old, added. “It doesn’t. It’s been ten years for me. Ten years of not knowing if she’s even alive, if she’s in pain, if she remembers me. Gradually, though, you just sort of start trying to live again. Every moment of every day of my life for over ten years, I have thought of my daughter. That won’t ever stop. I won’t ever stop trying to find her. But I have two other children who need me, too, so I can’t stop living.”

“She was my only,” Raleigh said, sniffling. “I wanted her for so long. I worried things would be hard for her because I was a single parent. I wanted to make sure I could provide everything for her, you know? I never thought this would happen. I never thought she’d be there one day and would be gone the next. I was getting ready to say goodbye to her for a few hours when she went to pre-school, not to say goodbye to her forever.” She wiped at her cheeks with shaking hands.

“We don’t know that it’s forever,” Molly said with a warm smile. “You have to keep the hope.”

“I’m trying, but it’s hard,” Raleigh admitted. “It’s only been a year, and there are no leads. When I hear you all talk, it seems like there were a lot of new leads for a few years after your kids went missing.”

“They didn’t go anywhere,” John pointed out.

“But they were something,” she replied. “I used to call the station twice a day. Then, once a day. The officers are so annoyed with me; they’ve asked me to call once a week since they know I won’t stop. They insist they’ll contact me when something happens, and I know they will, but they don’t contact me. And when I call them, they tell me there are no new leads, but they’re still looking.” She took a deep breath. “She’s my daughter. No one will look harder for her than me. But they tell me to let them do their jobs and that I could interfere. Interfere with what, exactly? They’re not finding anything. They’re not finding her.” Raleigh stood up abruptly, and the chair scraped the linoleum. “Fuck!”

“Why don’t we take a break?” Molly suggested.

She’d been the one running the group since Raleigh had joined three months ago, and Raleigh liked her because Molly seemed to understand when someone in the group needed to share, when they needed to not say a word, or when they needed a break without asking. It was likely because she’d been there herself. There were eight other regular members of this weekly group, but Molly’s daughter had been missing the longest out of all of them.

At her first meeting, Raleigh had been scared. Eight people with missing children from the same town? There was something wrong about that. Then, she discovered that one of the eight had been a kidnapping victim herself. Only two of them lived nearby. The other six members drove in from out of town. Some drove as far as two hours to be a part of this group. Raleigh felt lucky that she’d found it and that it was close by.

“Have you talked to that doctor I recommended?” Molly asked once they were outside the building and alone.

“Not yet,” Raleigh replied.

“He really is great, Raleigh. He’s trained specifically for–”

“No, I know,” Raleigh interrupted. “I’m just not there yet. Talking about her here helps, but I don’t know if I’m ready for therapy, too. It’s already hard, working and paying bills without breaking down constantly. When I talk about her, I can barely keep it together. You saw me in there.”

“It happens to all of us,” Molly said. “I’ve punched two walls in my house. I broke my hand twice because of it.” She shook her head. “Both times were after the cops told me they had a solid lead. They even showed me blurry pictures of a teenager they thought was my daughter, and I swore to them that it was her. They got the DNA, but it wasn’t her either time. I wanted it to be her so badly.”

“I haven’t even had that.” Raleigh sighed.

“You will,” Molly replied as she put out her cigarette in the ashtray and then tossed it in the bin beneath it. “They’ll call you up one day and tell you that they have something promising but that they don’t want you to get your hopes up. ‘It’s a long shot,’ they’ll say. They’ll show you a video or a picture. You’ll see a little girl who looks almost like your own. A moment will come where you’ll know it’s not her, but it will be gone just as quickly before your brain convinces you that they’ve found her.” Molly popped a piece of gum into her mouth. “You’ll swear up and down that that’s your daughter. You’ll ask where she is so that you can get in the car and drive a hundred miles an hour to get to her. They won’t tell you exactly where. They need more evidence. They need proof. They’ll tell you that they’re going to discreetly get her DNA and that they’ll keep an eye on her. You can’t stand the waiting. I bit my nails to the point of bleeding. I stopped eating. I didn’t sleep. I lay in bed with the phone next to my head in case I couldn’t stay up any longer. I’d check that it was on constantly and turn up the volume to max to make sure I didn’t miss the call.” Molly tossed the gum wrapper in the trash. “Then, they’ll finally call and tell you that it’s not a match. She’s not yours. You’ll tell them that there’s been some mistake. The hair they got off the brush wasn’t hers, or the gum they took from the trash hadn’t been chewed by her, because she’s your daughter. They will do the best they can, but you won’t believe them. You’ll grow to hate them for their inability to find her. Then, you’ll grow to hate yourself because you’ve lost her in the first place. I’m not sure that ever really goes away. Even if they found my daughter tomorrow, I don’t know that I could ever forgive myself for losing her. She was mine to protect, and I didn’t protect her.”

“How do you deal with it?” Raleigh asked.

“I come here,” Molly said, shrugging. “I talk to you. I listen to all of you. I go to therapy twice a week. I focus on my other kids, who need me, too. One’s about to go to college. The other is about to get married. They deserve a mother that’s fully present. This isn’t their fault. I get by.”

“I’m not at the getting by stage.”

“Yet,” Molly added. “You’re not there yet.”

“It doesn’t feel like I ever will be,” Raleigh replied.

“Excuse me,” a woman said as she approached them on the sidewalk. “Is this the support group meeting?”

“AA or NA?” Molly asked her.

“Oh, no.” The woman looked at the building behind them. “Neither of those.”

“Shit. I shouldn’t have asked you that. It’s anonymous for a reason. I lead a group for people dealing with missing loved ones.” Molly explained.

“Yeah,” the woman replied. “Well, I’m not…”

“You don’t have to tell us anything, if you don’t want to. Everyone is welcome,” Molly replied.

“I’ve never been to one of these before.”

“That’s okay. It’s pretty simple stuff,” Molly told her. “We’re on a break now, but we’re about to start back up.”

“Oh, I thought it started at eight.”

“Seven,” Molly replied. “We had to switch blocks with the AA group.”

“I can come back another time, then,” the woman said, looking down the sidewalk like she wanted to flee.

“Come in,” Raleigh spoke to encourage her. “We’re just on a quick break. You don’t have to share, if you don’t want to, but listening helps.”

“I don’t even know if this is the right place for me.”

“Let’s start with your name,” Molly suggested.

“That depends on who you ask,” the woman said. “I was born Hollis, but my dad changed it to Heidi when he took me to another country when I was five years old.” She met Raleigh’s eyes. “I’m going by Hollis again, though.”

“Hello, Hollis. My name is Molly. As I mentioned, I run the group most nights. This is Raleigh.”

“Hi,” Hollis said.

“Hi,” Raleigh replied.

Hollis gave her a small smile, and Raleigh gave her one back. This new woman looked to be about Raleigh’s age. She had beautiful blue eyes, and when the streetlights got caught in them, they shimmered. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail. She was wearing a pair of nice jeans and a loose-fitting dark-green sweater. She wasn’t wearing a jacket, though, which was strange because it was a chilly night.

“You’re not cold?” Raleigh asked her for some reason.

“Oh, no. I’m Canadian; this isn’t cold,” she explained, smiling a little wider. Then, she stopped smiling. “Actually, I don’t know if I am Canadian anymore. I was born here.”

“Why don’t we go inside?” Molly spoke. “You can get a cup of coffee for the caffeine, if not for the warmth, and if you want to tell us more, you can. If you don’t want to, though, that’s okay, too. You can get a feel for the group and decide if you want to come back next week.”

“Okay. And sorry I was late. I was told eight by the person who recommended the group to me.”

“That’s okay. You can come and go as you please,” Molly told her. “We’re not formal here.” She opened the door then, and Hollis walked inside. Molly continued to hold it open for Raleigh, too, who walked in after Hollis. “You can come every week, or however often you want to. Next week is my week to bring cookies, and I bake a mean chocolate chip, so you should try to make it.”

Raleigh followed them until they were back in the meeting room with the old linoleum and the brown metal chairs. She’d resisted the group, too, at first. It had taken her months to agree to come. She’d been naïve. She’d thought she would be the exception; her daughter would be found. She didn’t need to talk to anyone about it because it would all be over soon, and she would be able to get back to her normal life.

Now, it had been a year, and she was still sitting in the same uncomfortable metal chair, listening to someone else talk about their missing child while she stared over at the newest addition who had just introduced herself to the room. Raleigh saw a lot of herself in Hollis. There was the anxious twiddling of thumbs, the tight shoulders, the nibbling on her lower lip, and the fidgeting in her chair. Raleigh had done all that, too. The only difference was that Raleigh’s daughter had been taken while Hollis had been kidnapped herself.


CHAPTER 4

“I can’t believe I’m looking at you right now,” Kenna said. “You’re all grown up.” She laughed lightly. “I’ve only seen pictures of you as a little girl. Well, the artist we hired to do the rendering of you did a great job – I’ve seen that one, obviously – and you do look a lot like how he drew you.”

“That was the thing that pushed me over the edge,” Hollis replied. “Everything started to seem kind of crazy. I couldn’t be this little girl. At the same time, though, I knew I was her. It’s hard to explain. Memories have always been there in the background as if they wanted me to remember this life I had had before, but I’d never been able to make any sense out of them. Then, I saw that sketch, and it looked so much like me that it couldn’t not be me anymore.”

“Your mom never gave up, Hollis. And I’ve met a lot of grieving parents. I’ve met a lot of mothers who fight to find their daughters. Your mom is one of them. When she first got diagnosed, she could have given up then, but she never did. She worked just as hard, if not harder, to try to find you. She worried she’d…”

“Die before she found me,” Hollis finished for her.

“Yeah,” Kenna confirmed. “I don’t talk to her all that often these days; just a few check-ins every now and then. How is she doing? I know you’re here about the show, and it’s part of who I am to ask, but maybe I shouldn’t have.”

“She says she wants to do it. Thank you for meeting with me first. I just don’t know if I really want to. I mean, I will if she wants to. It’s important to her. My dad is just–” She looked down at her coffee cup with the lipstick on the lid. “He’s not a bad guy. I know he did something awful; I’m not excusing what he did. But–”

“He’s still your dad?” Kenna asked.

“Yeah…”

“I’ve talked to a few kids where it was a custodial kidnapping. It’s not easy to deal with that, I’d imagine. You love your dad, but he also did this thing that was very, very wrong.”

“I know. But he loves me. He never treated me badly.”

“I’m no expert in how to process those feelings, but I sent you that list. Were you able to check out the group or call Kathy? She’s been where you are. Her mom took her from her dad when she was seven. She was about your age when she figured out who she was and went in search of him. She said she’d be happy to talk to you whenever you’d like.”

“I haven’t called her, no. I don’t know if I’m there yet. I did try the group thing, though. I was late, so I missed most of it. I thought it started at eight, but they changed it to seven. I got there around seven-forty-five, so I only got in the last fifteen minutes or so.”

“How was it?” Kenna took a drink of her coffee.

“Awful.” Hollis laughed a little. “I mean, it was fine. It was also awful. I listened to this woman in her mid-twenties talk about how she’d been taken by some guy when she was eighteen, and they found her two weeks later. She didn’t get into all the specifics, but I heard enough, and it was hard to listen to.”

“It’s the only group in this area that deals with this, specifically, so you have a mix of people. Some are parents or family members of the missing or kidnapped. Others are like you; they’ve been kidnapped themselves.”

“How did you even get into this line of work? Your show?”

Kenna smiled and said, “I was a reporter who worked the regular beat. One day, I came across a possible story of an apparent child whisperer social worker in town. I thought there might be a story there, so I tracked her down.” She laughed. “Then, I married her.”

“How does that explain–”

“My wife wasn’t kidnapped, but she had something horrible happen to her when she was a child. Her story led me to want to help people. Since I’m not a child whisperer social worker and just a reporter, though, I thought this was the best way I could do that. It’s not all bad. Look at you. We told your story, and because of that, there was a book and an artist’s rendering, and now, you’re back with your mom, where you belong. I also get to tell those kinds of stories, and other people out there, who are dealing with something similar, can have some hope that maybe their child, sibling, or friend will be found one day as well. I guess the way I think of it is that the world is getting so much smaller.” Kenna leaned back in her chair before she added, “With the internet, social media, everyone with a camera on their phone, and this incessant need to post every piece of their lives online, the chances someone will catch a missing person somewhere in the background aren’t that minuscule. I’ve told two stories where we found people that way and one murderer of a young single mother. This is my way of getting those stories out to the people with their cameras, with the Facebook pages, scrolling on their phones. Maybe they’ll notice something or someone. Maybe that will help find someone else or solve someone’s murder. It’s not an easy job; I won’t lie to you. I go home to Ripley and our daughter sometimes, and it’s hard to get the stories out of my head. Then, I watch Rip with our daughter, and she’s teaching her something or just helping her with homework, and Aaliyah is either arguing with her about something or laughing, and I’m there with them again.” Kenna smiled at the thought of her family. “Rip deals with things at her job, too. That’s how we got Aaliyah, actually. She came from a bad home. Her mom couldn’t take care of her, and there was no father that anyone knew about. Ripley met her one day and bonded with her right away. We fostered her first, and I got attached to her, too, so now, she’s our daughter. We’re even thinking about adopting again, but we want to make sure Aaliyah is okay with it first. So, it’s not easy, what I do for a living, but I focus on my family. They’re the most important thing in the world to me. Then, I go to work and, hopefully, help other families.”

“Well, because you do what you do, I found my mom. So, thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me,” Kenna replied. “And I won’t pressure you guys about the show. I don’t want to put any additional stress on your mom or on you, either.”

“She said she can do it. But can we do it at her house, maybe? I don’t think she should come to the studio, given her condition. I don’t know. I’m trying to learn as much as I can about taking care of her. She’s been alone in this.”

“Of course,” Kenna agreed. “I’ll bring a skeleton crew and equipment to make it less invasive.”

“Thanks,” Hollis said.

She and her mother had talked the day after her arrival about her life after Hollis’s disappearance. Her mother had never remarried. She’d hardly dated anyone in thirty years. She’d had a job that had given her a nice pension when she retired, but with her cancer and all the medical bills, things hadn’t been easy for her. All of Hollis’s grandparents had died. Her mother had had two sisters. One of them had passed when they were kids. The other had died a few years ago. Her father had been an only child. Whatever family he might still have, her mother either didn’t know of them or hadn’t kept up with them after Hollis was taken. That had left her mother all alone with her daughter’s kidnapping and now, her own illness.

“So, if you don’t mind me asking…” Kenna began. “And this isn’t for the story; it’s just for me – so, off the record. What are you planning on doing now? You live in Vancouver, right? I assume there’s a job waiting for you or a partner or a house. Are you going back?”

“There’s a job, but given the circumstances, they’ve given me a very generous and supportive leave of absence. There’s no partner, and I have an apartment I lease because I could never afford a house on my librarian salary in the city where I live.” Hollis chuckled a little. “And I guess I haven’t thought that far ahead. When the FBI agent told me that my mom was sick, I knew I couldn’t delay getting down here to see her, so I just packed a bag and got on a plane. I didn’t think about the future.”

“You’ve got time with her now. That’s the most important thing.”

“I think I’ll stay as long as…” She swallowed, unable to say it out loud.

“I get it,” Kenna said, understanding her meaning.

“I’ll stay at the house and take care of her, but it’s not like I have a lot of money saved up. And I still have to pay rent up there or break my lease, which I can’t afford. I’ll look into local libraries here to see if anyone is hiring, but I doubt it; jobs in this field don’t come easy. And they’d want a guarantee or close to it that I’d be sticking around here, and I don’t know if I will. It depends.”

“How are you with research?” Kenna asked.

“Research?”

“Yeah. Ever done any?”

“What kind are we talking about, exactly? Being a librarian is being a researcher – at least, in part. And I went to school for it, so I have my degree.”

“Well, my show needs a new researcher. We just lost a good one to CNN.”

“A job?”

“Why not?” Kenna shrugged. “I mean, you’d have to interview. I’m a producer and a host, but I don’t make the hiring decisions. I can get you an interview, though, if you’re interested. It also might not be the best job for you; I don’t know. You would be doing research on the stories we cover, and there’s a lot of tragedy and bad news there.”

“I don’t know if I could handle that right now.”

“I get it. And if you change your mind, they’re starting interviews next week with the first round of candidates. You’d have an in with me, and you’re local. We’ll be calling in candidates from all over.”

“But I have no experience in television,” Hollis shared.

“That’s a bonus. We just need someone who can dig and find the facts to support the story. We have two full-time researchers on staff. You’d be the third. They’d help you learn the ropes, if you got the job. It’s pretty much entry-level stuff, but it pays okay, I think.” Kenna thought about it then. “Actually, I have no idea how much it pays. I’d have to look it up. But you can think about it and let me know.”

“I’d have to update my resume,” Hollis said, thinking out loud.

Kenna smiled and replied, “You do that. Text me later, if you’re interested. I’ll be working on the episode for you and your mom, so we’ll just keep in contact. Like I said, no pressure. If it’s something you want, cool. And if not, no big deal.”

“Okay. Thank you, I appreciate it.”

“Sure. Now, Aaliyah has an indoor soccer game, and I’m on orange slice duty this time since Rip had a home visit this morning, so I’ve got to head home and get slicing so that I can get her there on time, or my kid and my wife will kill me.” Kenna laughed a little. “Never thought I’d be a soccer mom. I was a wrestling aunt first, and I liked that, but I love watching my own kid out there on the field, kicking ass and taking names.”

Hollis smiled and asked, “What position?”

“She’s a badass defender. You should see her make a slide tackle. Ripley hates it. I love it.” Kenna laughed again. “Anyway… I’m really glad we got a chance to meet in person.”

“So am I,” Hollis said, meaning it.

She liked Kenna. The woman seemed like a genuine person who cared about what she did, just like Olivia had said about her. Now, Hollis also knew that to be true, which made her feel better about doing the show.

When she left the coffee chain with her now-cold coffee in her hand, she drove the rental car she’d picked up the day before back to her mother’s house and sat in it for a while, thinking about how her life had changed.

No, changed was the wrong word. Uprooted, maybe? Twice now, her life had been uprooted by her father and his selfishness: once when he’d taken her, and now again, since she’d discovered it. So far, he’d only made excuses about why he’d done it.

Hollis knew that the story would have to deal with her dad being a bad guy and now being locked up. He’d already been extradited to the US and was, apparently, being held in the county jail not all that far from where she was right now. Kidnapping was federal jurisdiction, so Hollis had no idea what that would mean for him, but she hated the thought of her dad spending the rest of his life behind bars. He’d done his best with her. When she’d gotten her period for the first time, he’d told her that it was natural, that everything would be okay, and then he’d gone to the local store and spent nearly all his money on at least ten kinds of feminine hygiene products because he hadn’t known which she’d need. When she’d gotten picked on in school for being the new girl who didn’t talk much, he’d spoken to the principal and her teacher to get the bully to stop.

Now, he was sitting in his cell, and Hollis was sitting in a car outside her mother’s house. Her mother, who had been through so much and who still smiled. Hollis got out of the car and used the key Olivia had given her to let herself inside. She saw her mother on the sofa, with her eyes closed. Hollis’s heart raced, and she moved to her. This wasn’t okay. They’d only had a few days together. She couldn’t lose her now.

“Hey, sweetie,” her mother said with a scraggly voice as she opened her eyes. “I tired myself out and needed a nap. How was it, meeting with Kenna?”


CHAPTER 5

Raleigh stared at her computer screen. She used to love her job. Now, she couldn’t focus on anything other than her daughter. Eden would be four years old right now. Raleigh wondered what she’d be interested in these days. A year ago, she loved to color. Whenever they’d gone to the grocery store and strolled down the aisle with cards and books, Eden would always want a new coloring book. Raleigh would indulge her because Eden had colored in every other one she owned already, and she loved to color. Would she still love it? Had she moved on to something else, like most kids did? Was she on a bicycle with training wheels?

Raleigh closed her computer and looked at the photo on her desk. It was of the two of them and one of the last pictures she had of them together. It wasn’t fair. They’d gone through so much just to have her. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. She had. She’d gone through so much to have her. Millie had gone through a lot, too, but that had been before this. That had been when they’d still been a couple.

Raleigh had been twenty-four when they met. Millie had been thirty and the much more experienced older woman. They’d fallen in love and moved in together a year later. They hadn’t planned on getting married, but neither of them had ruled it out. The one thing they’d both known they wanted had been a baby. After thinking about adoption versus in vitro, Millie had told her that she wanted to be pregnant. She wanted to be the one to give birth and hold the baby in her arms after. It had been important enough to her, and Raleigh had just wanted to be a mom, so they’d started the process. Three attempts later, they still hadn’t had a baby. Millie had blamed herself and lashed out at Raleigh. Raleigh had offered to have their baby, and Millie had gotten mad at that. Raleigh had suggested they could adopt. Millie hadn’t wanted that. Raleigh had done research about having the fertilized egg of one mom implanted in the other, but that would mean she’d be pregnant, and Millie wouldn’t be. No idea had seemed to work, so they’d tried a fourth round. When that hadn’t worked, either, the doctor had suggested they stop since the likelihood of it working on the next attempt hadn’t been high, and the costs had been getting astronomical.

Millie had gone into a deep depression after that. Raleigh had done what she could to help. She’d suggested they go to a couple’s counselor, that Millie explore therapy on her own, and that they consider adoption or Raleigh getting pregnant again, but nothing seemed to pull Millie out of her funk. Eventually, they’d watched their friends get married and become parents, causing Millie to retreat into herself even more. Raleigh had loved her, but she hadn’t known what else to do. Her girlfriend, the woman she’d thought she’d spend the rest of her life with, hadn’t wanted to look at her, let alone touch her. Millie had started sleeping in their guest room. Raleigh had started making excuses to work late in her office or to go out with friends. At that point, they weren’t a couple anymore and hadn’t been in a while.

Raleigh had still wanted to be a mom, though, and at age thirty, she thought maybe if she did this, maybe if she could get pregnant, Millie would see that they could still be parents together. She hadn’t thought it would take on the first try, so she hadn’t told Millie what she was doing. She hid this very important thing from her partner and still felt guilty about that. She hadn’t known it at the time, but the day she’d come home to find her girlfriend moving out of their house was the day she’d conceived. Eden came along months later, and Millie was already gone.

When Raleigh told her that she was pregnant, Millie looked at her for the first time in a long time then, and there was such an expression of disgust that Raleigh knew they were over. She’d made a mistake in thinking this would fix them, but she hadn’t made a mistake in getting pregnant because she’d ended up with her beautiful baby girl.

Raleigh would probably never know why it had been so important to Millie to have the baby herself that she’d been willing to ruin their relationship. Now, she wouldn’t know Eden, and Eden would’ve been her daughter, too. Millie lived about twenty minutes away from the house Raleigh had moved into after Eden was born. When she’d found out that Eden was missing, she’d rushed over, and she’d been there for Raleigh. Millie had been there for her through the hardest part of her life. She still called every few weeks to check in and offered to help however she could. She was married to a dentist now, and it hadn’t taken Millie long to find her, either. Six months after she’d left Raleigh, they’d met. Another year after that, they were engaged, and they’d married the following autumn. Millie’s wife also had a child from a previous marriage, and they were now a happy family, from what it seemed. That had hurt Raleigh maybe the most of all. She’d tried everything to make Millie happy. They could’ve adopted. Raleigh clearly hadn’t had any problems getting pregnant herself. But Millie had been insistent. Now, she was forty-one years old and had a stepdaughter. Millie was happy with someone else, and Raleigh was alone.

◆◆◆

“I’m still finding stuff out,” Hollis shared. “It’s like, every day, there’s something else that’s suddenly making sense to me when it never did before. We moved around so much. It seemed that just when we would get settled, we’d have to leave again. I learned to know when it was coming. It was usually when I’d get home from school. There would be a candy bar on the table. Dark chocolate with almonds; the fancy kind.” She chuckled a little as she looked at her shoes. “We didn’t have much money, so spending a few dollars on candy like that wasn’t like him. It signaled bad news. Later, it got to the point where he wouldn’t even say anything. The candy bar delivered the news to me: the next day or, sometimes, a couple of days later, we’d leave.” She laughed a little louder. “In fact, when I was thirteen, I saw the candy bar on the table, so I went into my room and packed my stuff. I didn’t have much, just a couple of bags, really. The next morning, I put the bags out in the living room, expecting the truck to be packed, too. He came out of his room and asked me what I was doing. I told him we were leaving, and he said we weren’t. I told him I saw the candy bar. He said it was from last time. He’d been putting food in the cabinets and moved it. I guess I stopped eating them before this. I just left them where they were. Instead of buying a new one, he’d been reusing the same one. He’d left it out by mistake. I unpacked, and three months later, there it was again. It was sitting there on the kitchen table, mocking me. I ate it that time. I wanted him to buy a new one. I was so angry. I couldn’t understand why we could never just stay in one place.” Hollis looked up and met Raleigh’s eyes. “I don’t know what to do about all of this. He’s my father. He’s sitting in a cell right now because he should be; he did something awful. But he’s still my dad… It’s silly because I can’t seem to stop thinking about that damn candy bar. He didn’t have to buy it. He could’ve just shoved our stuff in the truck and told me to get in. But he still bought it. He always tried to make it sound like a good move once we were on the road. He’d call it an adventure, like he always did, and he’d let me know what cool stuff we’d get to do when we got there.”

“He tried to make it fun for you,” Molly spoke.

“I guess. But he failed. Wherever we went, I couldn’t do anything there. I’d end up at the library alone because I couldn’t play sports or join clubs. He didn’t want me having sleepovers or going to friends’ houses. It’s stuff you don’t think about when you’re little. It’s just your dad telling you what you can and can’t do. But now that I’m here, I know he just didn’t want me to get close enough to anyone because he didn’t want them to figure it out. By the time I was a teenager, I’d all but stopped trying to make friends. I had a few in high school just because I happened to sit at the right lunch table one day, but then we moved again, and I lost them. I stopped trying altogether after that.”

“That’s a pretty natural defense mechanism, I’d imagine,” John noted.

“Yeah, I guess,” Hollis said. “I was so happy when I went to university because I thought now I was finally on my own. My dad didn’t want me to go to school; he wanted me to get a job somewhere near him. But I just needed to be out in the world for once without him telling me what to do or not to do, so I went to school and had a roommate. I thought we’d become friends, or she’d help me make friends.” Hollis shook her head. “She was hardly ever there. She had a boyfriend and spent most of her time with him, so I went to the library and studied. I never really left. I live alone, I have microwave dinners for one, and I have no real friends outside of the people from work who get together for a drink sometimes because I don’t know how to make friends anymore. I don’t know how to be around people and get to know them like that. He made me this way.” Tears welled up in Hollis’s eyes. “And he took me away from my mom, who bought me toys and told me I had friends in the neighborhood around my age whom I used to play with before he took me. I was in kindergarten and happy. I had playdates with kids from school and always had so much to tell her when I got home from school. He took me away from all of that.” Hollis wiped a tear rolling down her cheek. “But I still love him.”

“That’s okay,” Molly told her. “You’re allowed to love your father. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“How do you deal with having two opposing feelings at the same time?”

“Cognitive dissonance,” Raleigh said softly.

“Pardon?” Hollis asked.

“Oh, sorry. I just meant that it’s called cognitive dissonance when two beliefs kind of clash like that,” Raleigh said.

“Right,” Hollis replied with a shaky nod.

Hollis continued for a few more minutes before Molly suggested they take a break. Prior to that, John had started the meeting off by talking about how his son would be graduating high school this year and how he’d been so good at basketball that John wondered if he would’ve gotten a scholarship to college. Samantha talked about her mother, who went missing shortly after her thirteenth birthday. She was now twenty-five and about to get married. It nearly broke Raleigh whenever the woman talked about her mom missing out on the important moments of her life because Raleigh was missing out on the important moments Eden would have. Every day Eden was gone, there was another milestone she wouldn’t get to see the first time it happened, and that made Raleigh so angry, she wanted to kick the chair again.

“Hi,” she said, walking up to Hollis, who was pouring herself a cup of coffee.

“Oh. Am I in your way?” she asked.

Raleigh smiled and said, “No, I just wanted to say hi. I came in right when the meeting started, so I didn’t get a chance to say hi to everyone.”

“Do you usually do that? Say hi to everyone?” Hollis added the powdered creamer to her coffee.

“I try to, yeah.” Raleigh nodded.

“Should I be doing that? I got here a few minutes early, but I waited outside.”

Raleigh poured herself some coffee and said, “There are no rules, Hollis. We come here to share, to listen, and to support one another. You can say hi, if you want, or just sit down.”

“How long have you been coming here?”

“A few months,” Raleigh replied.

“Does it help?”

“Sometimes,” she said honestly. “And, sometimes, it hurts to listen to their stories because it makes me think of my own. Selfish, I know, but it’s unavoidable.”

“Your little girl, right?”

“Yeah,” she said and looked down at the sugar.

“What’s her name?”

“Eden Marie,” she replied with a wide smile.

“That’s beautiful,” Hollis said, smiling back at her.

“Thank you,” Raleigh replied. “She’s beautiful. It’s been three hundred and seventy-two days since I’ve seen her smile.”

“I’m sorry,” Hollis said, stirring her coffee.

“So am I,” she replied, sighing. “Listen, I don’t know if you have any plans after this, but if you want, we could grab a cup of coffee down the street. It’s not much better than this, but they at least have pie.”

“Oh, I don’t know.”

“No problem,” Raleigh replied.

“No, it’s not… My mom–” Hollis stopped. “I already feel guilty about coming here and getting a job because it means I’m away from her.”

“You missed so much time.”

“That, and… she has stage-four cancer,” the woman revealed. “I don’t know how much time she has left. She insisted I come here, though. She said she’d only be sleeping anyway. But I don’t want to miss any time with her.”

“I understand,” Raleigh said. “I’m sorry, Hollis. I don’t really know what else to say.”

“It’s okay. Thank you,” she replied. Then, she looked down at her coffee in the Styrofoam cup and added, “Maybe one cup?”

“Coffee?”

“After this,” Hollis said. “I think I could use it, and she’s sleeping right now. I can get home right after.”

“Yeah, okay. One cup. And I’ll consider sharing my pie with you,” Raleigh teased.

Hollis smiled, and for the first time in a very long time, Raleigh thought of another woman as beautiful.


CHAPTER 6

“I’m glad you’ve made a friend, Hollis. Just because I’m sick, doesn’t mean you have to spend every moment of the day and night with me.”

“I want to spend time with you. We lost so much,” she replied, patting her mother’s thigh. “Can I get you more tea?”

“No, it’s my bedtime, I’m afraid. And tell her yes,” her mother suggested.

“It’s just coffee. And I’ll see her at group later this week,” she replied.

“Hollis, she reached out to you. That’s not an easy thing to do when you’re spending every moment of your life thinking about your little girl being out there without you. I’d know.”

“When we went to the diner after the last group meeting, we hardly talked about what happened to me or to her daughter. It was honestly kind of awkward.”

She and Raleigh had gone to the diner down the street from the community center. Hollis had ordered awful black tea, not wanting another coffee, and Raleigh had gotten coffee and a slice of apple pie. She’d offered Hollis a bite, but Hollis hadn’t been hungry. Then, they’d just sat in silence for a few minutes before Raleigh asked her what it was like being a librarian these days, with everyone reading on their phones and tablets. The small talk had continued like that for about thirty minutes. Then, Hollis had finished her tea and said she needed to get home. They’d exchanged numbers as they’d walked back to the community center for their cars in case either of them wanted to grab coffee again sometime.

Raleigh had messaged her the day before, asking if she wanted to get that coffee, but Hollis had declined because her mom had been having a bad day. She’d also declined because she wasn’t sure if she wanted to go to coffee with Raleigh again. There wasn’t anything wrong with her, but their first attempt had been so awkward that Hollis wasn’t sure it was worth repeating.

“She might not have been ready to share just with you, one-on-one like that. And you weren’t ready to share with her. That’s okay.”

“What if I don’t want a friend who would just remind me of what happened?”

“You don’t have to be friends, I guess. You can be there to support her, and she can support you, but you can call it something else.”

“Like a sponsor in AA? Does it work like that when you were kidnapped by your own father?”

“I don’t know,” her mom said, standing up slowly from the sofa. “But I do know that I need to get some sleep. And I think you could use someone, Hollis. It can be this Raleigh. It could be a doctor or someone else entirely. You’ve been so focused on me and finding a job here.”

“I went to group. I shared,” Hollis said.

“And that’s great, honey. If that’s all you think you need, skip the coffee. But if you think you could use someone else to talk to, maybe consider giving it a chance.”

After Hollis put her mom to bed, she went into her old childhood bedroom and sat on the bed. She’d done this a few times since she’d arrived, and she usually just stared at the wall across from the bed. This time, she noticed an old, framed photo on top of the white dresser with pink and purple flowers painted on it. She hadn’t really noticed it before, but it looked off somehow. Hollis stood up and walked over. After removing it from the frame, she realized the picture had been folded back. It was of her with both of her parents, except her mother had folded back her father in the image, so it was just Hollis and Olivia. Hollis stared at the smiling family and wondered what had gone so wrong in their marriage that he’d felt the need to steal his own daughter from her mother.

She put the photo back as she found it and went to the guest room, her new room, to try to get some sleep, but hours later, she knew it wouldn’t come. She kept thinking of that smiling family and how her mother was sick and dying while her father was in that orange jumpsuit. She reached for her phone then and sent a quick text. It wasn’t exactly appropriate. It was after midnight. She shouldn’t be disturbing Raleigh this late. But almost immediately, there was a response. So, Hollis dressed in a worn pair of jeans and a sweater, checked on her mother, who was still asleep, and headed out in her rental car.

“Hi,” Raleigh greeted as Hollis entered the diner. “I hope you don’t mind… I ordered you coffee since it was pretty clear you hated the tea last time.”

Hollis smiled as she sat across from the woman and said, “Thanks. And it was pretty bad.”

“It’s just a tea bag in water. How do they ruin that?”

“No idea,” Hollis replied. “Thank you for coming.”

“Thanks for inviting me,” Raleigh said.

“I thought it might be too late.”

“No, I’m up late most nights,” Raleigh told her. “I don’t sleep well these days.”

The waitress arrived with their coffees and a bowl full of individual creamers.

“I can imagine,” Hollis said because she didn’t know what else to say to that, knowing the cause of her insomnia.

“How’s your mom?” Raleigh asked.

“She’s sleeping right now, which, I’m pretty sure, is the only time she doesn’t feel pain, but she’s in good spirits.”

“Well, yeah. You’re finally home,” Raleigh replied.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” She shrugged a shoulder.

“This isn’t weird for you?”

“What?” Raleigh asked as she added a creamer to her coffee.

“Talking to me like this.”

“Why would it be?”

“I was a little girl kidnapped, and your daughter…”

Raleigh nodded as she stirred her coffee.

“It’s a little weird, yeah.”

“Do you get coffee with the others?”

“I’ve come here with Molly once or twice, but not really, no. She pitied me those nights. I broke down, and she needed to get home to her husband and kids, but she came here with me and bought me a coffee instead. She tries to look out for us.”

“Why me, then?”

“I don’t know,” Raleigh said. “You’re around my age. The rest are either much older or younger. Then, there’s the obvious.”

“What’s the obvious?”

“You might know what she’s going through,” Raleigh explained. “I know it’s a completely different circumstance. Her dad is an anonymous sperm donor who doesn’t even know she exists, so he didn’t take her. But someone else did, and you know what that’s like.”

“Oh,” Hollis said, adding creamer to her own coffee. “But you know I really don’t, right?”

“What do you mean?”

“I didn’t know I was taken. I just thought I was going on a road trip with my dad. My whole life, I thought my mom was dead, that I had no other family, and that I was living my life like every other person. I didn’t know what had happened until I saw my face on a book cover.”

“Kenna’s book, right?”

“Yeah. I guess it was a good thing I worked in the library. I was on donations that day. I saw it and then read it, and I knew I was Hollis Richardson. Nothing had ever felt so right and yet so very wrong to me in my life.”

“I guess I hadn’t thought of it like that,” Raleigh said, looking down at her coffee cup as she gripped the mug in both hands. “I’m doing her show next week.”

“I know,” Hollis replied.

Raleigh looked up.

“I work for the show now,” Hollis added.

“You work on the show?”

“I needed a job. I met with Kenna to talk about my mom and me doing an episode, and she offered me an interview for a researcher. I started two days ago. It’s not exactly what I want, but it’s money, and it keeps me focused on something other than my father being in jail and my mother being so sick.”

“So, you’re doing an episode, too?”

“We’re supposed to. I keep putting it off, though. I’m worried about my mom. She says she’s up for it, but I don’t know… It just seems like a bad idea, making her relive everything again.”

“I can see that. But if she’s saying she can do it, you kind of have to trust her on that, right?”

Hollis nodded and took a drink.

“This is terrible, too,” she noted.

Raleigh laughed and said, “Well, Starbucks is a block away, but they’re closed, so you get what they’ve got.”

Hollis laughed and replied, “I guess so.” She set the cup down. “I wanted to meet with you to tell you I’d be there for the episode next week. I would’ve mentioned it when you messaged me the first time about grabbing coffee, but my mom was throwing up, and I–”

“It’s okay. I understand. Your mom comes way before a terrible diner coffee and a stranger asking you to meet. You’ll be there?”

“In the studio, yeah,” Hollis said. “Not working the episode or anything; I’ll just be working. I just thought you should know. It’s likely we’ll run into each other.”

Raleigh nodded and said, “I’m nervous.”

“Being on camera?”

“Talking about her on camera. I did some news stuff when she first went missing, but I was in shock the whole time, so I wasn’t really processing what was happening back then. Now, I have a clear head, and I’m pretty sure I’ll burst into tears the moment I start talking about Eden.”

“I get the impression Kenna is great at her job. She’ll make you feel comfortable. And if you need to cry, just cry. Your daughter was taken from you. The way I see it, you can cry anytime you want until they find her.”

Raleigh’s eyes welled with tears, but they didn’t fall.

“Did you?” she asked Hollis.

“Did I what? Cry?”

“Yeah.”

“I cry all the time these days,” Hollis admitted. “Just when I think I’m out of tears, I somehow find more.”

“I cry at least once a day,” Raleigh shared. “Usually, more at night, which is why I rarely sleep through it and why I am now here, drinking awful coffee with you.”

“Let’s try to get some good coffee sometime,” Hollis said, smiling softly at her. “During the day, when the reputable establishments in this town are open.”

Raleigh laughed and said, “That sounds good to me.”

“So, I never asked last time. What is it that you do?”

“I’m a VA.”

“VA?”

“Virtual assistant. I have a bunch of clients, and I take care of the things that they need done. It’s administrative, mostly, but it allows me to work from home, which was great when I had Eden because…” Raleigh faded out and looked down at her coffee.

“You could be with her all the time,” Hollis finished for her.

“Yes. But now, I can work from home still, and in between tasks, I can update the page I made for her and check for leads from people who might have seen her. It’s better than some desk job where I wouldn’t be able to do that.”

“Do you like what you do?” Hollis asked.

“It works for me. I’m no millionaire, but I make enough to support us and buy the house, which is a three-bedroom, so I have an office, and she has her own room.” She looked down again. “Had.”

“No, you got it right the first time,” Hollis told her. “She has a room. And it will be waiting for her when she gets home, Raleigh.” She reached over and took Raleigh’s hand, pulling it off the mug and sliding her own on top of it. “She’ll come home to you.”

“God, I hope so,” she replied, squeezing Hollis’s hand tightly.


CHAPTER 7

“I don’t know if I’ll be any good at this.”

“You don’t have to be good at anything,” Kenna told her. “You’re just going to tell your story, and we’ll get Eden’s picture out there to as many people as we can, okay? It’s about trying to get her back to you, not how good you are on camera. Be yourself. That’s important. The more genuine you are, the more people will respond to you and pay attention. If they pay enough attention, maybe they’ll remember something, or they’ll go on our website or Eden’s and look closer.”

“Right,” Raleigh replied as she sat in the comfortable chair on the studio stage.

They’d already gone to her house and had taken what they’d called B-roll footage of Eden’s bedroom, which had been hard enough. Raleigh didn’t want anyone in her daughter’s bedroom. She was afraid someone would touch something, move it out of place, and it would be different when Eden got home. What if Eden didn’t remember it then? What if she didn’t remember Raleigh?

“So,” Kenna said. “I’m just going to ask a question to get the conversation going. It’ll be about Eden and your life together. Nothing too hard and not about her kidnapping. Then, we’ll move into that, but we’ll take it at your pace. If you need a break, just tell me. If you want to stop altogether, that’s fine, too.”

Raleigh nodded and looked into the incredibly bright light over Kenna’s shoulder, which was a mistake. She squeezed her eyes shut, seeing only white now. Then, she opened them again and looked over Kenna’s other shoulder. That was when she saw her. Hollis was standing back behind two cameras. She gave Raleigh a sweet wave, and Raleigh smiled and waved back. Hollis nodded, and for some reason, Raleigh felt better.

“Are you ready?” Kenna asked.

“Yeah,” she replied.

◆◆◆

An hour later, Kenna said they had what they needed. Raleigh was grateful it was over. She’d managed to hold in her tears until about halfway through. Now, she wanted a bathroom and a mirror so she could clean herself up. This thick makeup they’d applied would take a shower to get off, but she could at least wipe her eyes and splash water on her face.

“Hey, you did great,” Hollis told her, finding her in the bathroom as Raleigh wiped her hands on paper towels.

“I thought you said you wouldn’t be there.”

“I asked Kenna if it was okay if I peeked in. She said it was fine. I figured, if you didn’t want me there, you would wave me off or something, but–”

“No, I’m glad you were there. It helped,” Raleigh interrupted. “Thank you.”

“For what? I didn’t do anything.”

“You were there,” she replied, opening the bathroom door for Hollis to walk out first. Raleigh followed her and added, “I haven’t had anyone there for me for a while. Well, there was someone for a bit, but she’s married and is with her own kid, so she can’t exactly drop everything when I break down or need to grab coffee in the middle of the night. I appreciate you showing up, I guess.”

“Well, I do work here now,” Hollis replied, trying to make light of it.

“Hey, you two,” Kenna said when she saw them. “Raleigh, you were great. When this episode airs, we’ll get leads. I never guarantee anything, but it’ll at least get people on Eden’s website, and maybe that’ll give you something.”

“I hope so,” Raleigh replied.

“We have quick turnarounds here, so this will be airing soon. I’m sorry we couldn’t get to it before the one-year anniversary. We usually try to time these things better, but we–”

“It’s okay. I’m not the only case you cover. There are thousands of missing kids out there,” Raleigh replied.

“Babe, hey,” someone spoke behind Kenna.

“Oh, hey. Come over here,” Kenna said, turning to see who it was and motioning the woman and the little girl to join them. “Rip, this is Hollis and Raleigh. Ladies, this is my wife, Ripley, and this is our daughter, Aaliyah.” She placed both of her hands on the little girl’s shoulders and moved Aaliyah in front of her.

“Nice to meet you,” Ripley said, holding out her hand for Hollis to shake first and then Raleigh. “Did you finish up, or should we wait?” she asked Kenna.

“We’re basically done. I just have one more thing to do. Then, we can go.” She kissed Ripley’s cheek. “Do you want to watch me shoot the outro?” she asked Aaliyah.

“Yeah, cool,” Aaliyah said, looking up at her mom.

“We’ll be right back. If I don’t see you before you go, Raleigh, I’ll make sure you have the air date, okay?”

“Okay. Thank you,” Raleigh said.

Kenna and Aaliyah walked off, but Ripley stayed.

“She never stops,” Ripley noted, shaking her head and smiling.

“Your wife or your daughter?” Hollis asked.

“Both. Aaliyah is taking after Kenna more and more these days. She says she wants to be a reporter, like Mom.” Ripley turned to them then. “I don’t know if I can handle two of them in the house.”

Hollis laughed and said, “I’ve only been working here for a few days, but Kenna is really great. What she did for my mom was amazing.”

“You’re Hollis,” Ripley said. “Sorry, I didn’t put it together at first.”

“Yeah. Kenna’s book helped me find my mom.”

Ripley smiled and turned around. Kenna and Aaliyah were back on stage and no longer visible, but Ripley’s smile remained when she turned back.

“She’s amazing, all right. Never tell her I said that, though.”

Raleigh laughed a little and looked at Hollis, who was doing the same.

“Did she tell you how she and I met?” Ripley asked Hollis.

“Not exactly. Broad strokes, mainly.”

“She knows I don’t like to talk about it a lot, but as much as she drove me crazy when we first met because we are just polar opposites and I could not understand someone like her, she helped me learn about what happened to my family when I was a kid. Then, she gave me a family of my own. So, I know how good she is at this. I also know how much she cares. A lot of these hosts or producers want the story, and Kenna is no exception, but she also wants to bring happiness to people who go through tragedy. She’s seen what that can do to someone she loves, and she doesn’t wish it on anyone. It makes her even better at her job.” Ripley looked at Raleigh and added, “And you’re Raleigh.”

“I am.”

“She talks about you a lot. Eden is your daughter, right?”

“Yes,” she replied softly.

“Kenna won’t stop until she’s found. She’s relentless. She’ll do whatever she can to help, okay?”

Raleigh’s eyes welled with tears for the millionth time since her daughter went missing.

“She kept working on my case until I came home,” Hollis noted.

Then, Raleigh felt a hand on the small of her back. She looked over and saw that Hollis had taken a step closer to her. It was Hollis’s warm hand on her back, offering her much-needed comfort.

“Thank you,” Raleigh said to Ripley but also meant it for Hollis.

“Mom, she got it in one take!” Aaliyah said excitedly as she bounded back over to them. “She did the whole thing one time and got it. They said they didn’t even need her to do it again.”

“She’s a pro,” Ripley replied to her daughter. “Where is she?”

“She said she’d meet us in her office,” Aaliyah said. “But can I go to the kitchen and get a snack?”

“We’re going to dinner,” Ripley replied.

“I don’t want dinner, though. I want a snack.”

“I want you to have dinner,” Ripley said.

“It’s a bag of chips, Mom,” Aaliyah argued.

“You won’t eat your food.”

“I promise, I’ll clean my plate.”

“Go find your mother and ask her if you can have chips,” Ripley told her. “Tell her that I’ll be right there, and then we’re leaving because I’m starving.”

“Me too. That’s why I want chips.”

Aaliyah ran off, and Ripley shook her head before she turned back to them.

“Just like her mother,” she said. “She doesn’t give up, either.”

“Is she getting those chips?” Hollis asked.

“Probably. Sometimes, Kenna likes to argue with her just for fun and doesn’t give in. Other times, she does. It’s fun to watch. I should probably get in there before Kenna gives her all the chips in the kitchen and we spend money on chicken tenders and mac and cheese that she doesn’t even touch.”

“Your wife or your daughter?” Hollis laughed.

“That’s all Aaliyah. It was really nice to meet you two. I hope we get a chance to see each other again. Maybe we will, with Hollis working here now.”

“Yeah,” Hollis uttered.

Raleigh didn’t say anything, but when Ripley walked off, Hollis dropped her hand, and Raleigh missed it and its warmth.

“You’re pretty good at it,” Raleigh told her.

“What?”

“You said the other night that you don’t have any practice making friends and that you’re not good at it, but I think you just made one,” Raleigh explained.

“She was just being polite.”

“No, she wasn’t,” Raleigh replied. “I am good at making friends. Well, I was before all this. I’ve lost a few since Eden. I lost a few before that, too, when they chose my ex over me. You know how that goes. And she’s polite, yes, but she’d hang out with you.”

“Well, we’ll see,” Hollis said, turning to her. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m okay. Hanging in there, I think. It’s hard to see moms with their daughters, you know? Aaliyah is so excited by what her mom does. Sometimes, I’d see girls with their moms at the store or something, and I’d hear them argue just like they did. They want cookies or ice cream, and the mom is telling them why they can’t have it. It just makes me wonder what Eden would be asking for in the store now. She liked chocolate ice cream with sprinkles. Does she still? That kind of a thing.”

“Hey, I’m pretty much done here, and my mom will be napping until I get home,” Hollis told her. “Do you want to grab that real coffee, like we talked about, since the good places are open now?”

“Are you sure? I don’t want to keep you from her.”

“I’m sure. I just have to close my computer for the night, and we can go, if you want.”

“That would be great. I’m buying, though,” Raleigh said.

“Can I get chips?” Hollis laughed.

“They’ll ruin your dinner,” Raleigh joked back.

And, God, it felt good.

“I’m pretty sure I’ll be eating chips for dinner tonight,” Hollis said. “I might do nachos or something to make things interesting.”

“You’re eating chips for dinner?” she asked.

“I’m not a great cook,” Hollis explained. “My mom doesn’t have the energy to cook, so I try to make her something when I can, but then I just grab whatever I can find and eat it in the living room after she goes to bed.”

“Let’s go to the coffee place on Fifth, then,” Raleigh suggested, thinking as she spoke. “There’s a Mexican place next door, with a deli on the other side. The Mexican place has handmade tortillas, and the deli has the best chicken noodle soup I’ve ever had. You can put in a take-out order at each, if you want. She can eat the soup, and you can get whatever you want. I bet their nachos are slightly better.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Hollis replied. “Want to come to my desk or wait here? I haven’t decorated it or anything; it’s just a computer. But we could leave from there.”

“Sure,” Raleigh agreed.

She followed Hollis through the cubicles on the other side of the floor and waited for her to shut her computer down and grab her stuff. Then, she saw Kenna, Ripley, and Aaliyah in Kenna’s office. Ripley was on the small sofa, and Kenna was sitting next to her. Aaliyah was standing in front of them, and it looked like she might be pleading her case for those chips. Raleigh smiled but still felt that pain in her heart at the same time.

“Are you ready?” Hollis asked.

Raleigh nodded.


CHAPTER 8

“So, all in all, I think I’ve lived in at least fourteen cities,” Hollis shared. “Not all of the places we’ve stayed in were in actual cities, though. Sometimes, we were in cabins. We went camping for weeks at a time, too. I’m not sure if we had a place and we were just taking a trip, or if he’d packed all our stuff and we went to a campsite because there was someone getting too close. It’s weird now. And I was so used to packing and leaving that I’d stopped asking questions. We never had much, so it wasn’t like he had furniture in the back of the truck when we went camping. We usually ended up renting places that were furnished. I guess it made it easier when he wanted to run.”

“He basically brainwashed his own daughter,” Raleigh replied and took a sip of her coffee before putting it back down. “That’s insensitive. I’m sorry. I–”

“No, it’s okay,” Hollis interrupted. “You’re not wrong. The more I think about it, that’s exactly what he did. I don’t think I’ve slept a night through since I started figuring out what happened to me.”

“Finding Kenna’s book; you were in the right place at the right time, I guess.”

“I guess so. But it wasn’t just her book,” Hollis said. “It’s hard to explain, but I’ve had this memory of my mom in my head for as long as I can remember. Well, a few of them, technically.” She leaned over on the sofa they were sharing in the café. “I was so young. My mom was younger, too, obviously, and she looked healthy, like she does in the old pictures. She looked happy. Occasionally, I could hear this woman’s voice, but I didn’t know who she was. I mean, I think I knew. I think, deep down, I always knew that was my mom, but my dad told me she died. At first, she was just dead. But I remembered her, so I felt the pain of losing a mother I’d spent my life with. Then, he started to tell me that she’d died a long time ago, like when I was a baby, and I didn’t understand him. I’m sure I questioned him, but I don’t remember that part. It was like the memories of her started to change. Have you ever seen a movie about time travel? They go back in the past and change something, and then, in the future, things kind of fade away.”

“Like Back to the Future?”

“Yeah. He’s playing the guitar on stage in the past, and because his parents aren’t falling in love, it means he won’t exist, so his hand starts to fade away.”

“It’s one of my favorite movies,” Raleigh told her and smiled. “Well, I liked the second one the best.”

“Me too,” Hollis replied, laughing. “And I normally hate sequels. I loved how they depicted the future, though. I wanted a hoverboard so bad.”

“Me too,” Raleigh shared. “You know, when they started coming out with them, I actually thought about getting one and trying it out. Then, a bunch of them caught on fire, and I was glad I didn’t.”

“I couldn’t have afforded one even if they hadn’t been catching on fire. Those things were expensive, and I like food.”

Raleigh laughed again and said, “So, hoverboards aside, what were you trying to say?”

“Oh. Just that it’s like that with my memories sometimes. I would see her handing me a balloon, and then she’d fade away, and it was just the balloon. Sometimes, I’d see my dad in her place. I never knew what he was doing back then, but with all these sleepless nights recently, I’ve been playing back things that he told me. Now that I have my mom back, I’ve been trying to ask her what’s true and what’s not. I don’t want to bombard her with everything, and I also don’t want our relationship to be all about the past, so I’m learning little by little.”

“What about your dad?”

“He’s in jail,” she replied. “And he’s called a couple of times. I haven’t accepted the charges to take the call.”

“You don’t want to talk to him?”

“Of course, I do. I want to ask him a million questions. But when I tried right after he got arrested, he just gave me excuses. They were going through a bad divorce. He only got supervised visits. He wanted me full-time, so he took me. He makes it seem like him kidnapping me and taking me to another country was my mom’s fault. He’d been a drunk, I guess, and couldn’t hold down a job.”

“Was he… Did he…”

“No; that’s what’s weird. When my mom told me about his drinking, I didn’t believe her at first. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him have alcohol. Maybe a beer. But even then, I don’t know if I’m just remembering something wrong again. He never held on to a job for too long, but I don’t know if that was because he couldn’t keep it or because we needed to go. I’ve been going through all the leads my mom said they got about me over the years. The FBI gave me what they had, too, and it’s like I can plot my life by them. We moved when someone reported seeing someone who looked like me here. We moved again when there were rumors of me there. He must have kept a close eye on the investigation and moved us whenever he worried someone was getting too close.”

Hollis’s phone dinged, so she glanced down at where she’d placed it between them.

“Your food?”

“No, it’s my dad’s lawyer, actually,” she said, picking it up and reading the message. “He has a public defender. The guy’s messaged me a few times asking me to visit or, at least, speak as a character witness if it goes to trial.”

“He’s got a lot of balls, asking you to do that,” Raleigh suggested.

Hollis swallowed and said, “I don’t know. I might do it. I haven’t decided yet. It’s crazy, but as much as I can’t understand what he did, and I hate that he did it, he’s also my father. Prison is supposed to be about preventing people from committing other crimes, right?”

“While they pay for the ones they already committed.”

“I think he should be in prison – at least, for a little while – but I don’t know that he should be in there forever. He’s not going to kidnap anyone else.”

“Maybe,” Raleigh said.

“You disagree?”

“No, it’s not my place to disagree.”

“But you have an opinion,” Hollis prompted, taking a drink of her coffee.

“I just know that if it were my daughter, I’d want whomever took her to be locked up forever,” Raleigh said, placing her own coffee on the table in front of them. “It’s not the same thing for you, though. This is your father. You’re right: he won’t do it again. I don’t know who took Eden, so I can’t really compare. It’s just how I feel.”

“If it were my daughter, I’d think the same,” Hollis told her. “I’d probably want to kill them myself. No jail.”

Raleigh looked at her, as if surprised by the comment, and said, “I’ve thought about that.”

“Killing them?”

“I’ve never been a violent person. I carry spiders outside when I find them in the kitchen. I don’t want to hurt anyone. But this person… took my child from me. If they were standing in front of me right now, I can’t guarantee I wouldn’t do something. And I honestly don’t even think I’d regret it. That’s awful, isn’t it?”

“I don’t think so,” Hollis replied. “She’s your baby, and someone took her from you.”

Raleigh nodded and asked, “So, do you ever think about kids?”

“Having them?”

“Yeah. Just trying to change the subject here. I could use a break.”

“Well, I haven’t really thought about that seriously, no. I mean, I’d like to start thinking about it – I’m thirty-five, so I’m behind already – I just never thought I could be a single parent. I don’t know how you do it.” She smiled at Raleigh. “And I didn’t have any prospects to share that with, so I just worked and figured it would be better not to have a kid. Besides, I hadn’t had the best childhood, so I wasn’t sure I was even capable of being a mom because of it.”

“I always knew I wanted to be a mom. My ex did, too. She’s older than me and was ready to start a family. I was, too. It seemed like perfect timing when we started to try, but Millie couldn’t get pregnant. We kept trying, and things got worse between us. She didn’t want to adopt. She didn’t want me to have our baby; not our first one, at least. It got really bad, and things ended. Then, I tried to get pregnant, thinking maybe she’d stay once she knew there was a baby. It was naïve and stupid, and it didn’t work.”

“I’m sorry,” Hollis said.

“I was, too. I wanted Eden to have two moms, not just me. Millie was great when Eden went missing, though. It was like I had the old version of my girlfriend back, but she’d already found someone else and gotten married, so she wasn’t mine anymore. She helped as much as she could, but her wife had a child from a previous relationship, and they have a family now, so she couldn’t keep coming over to check on me all the time.”

“Wait… She has a stepchild now, but she didn’t want you to have a baby?”

“I know,” Raleigh said on a sigh. “It didn’t make sense to me, either. She’d been so firm that she had to have a baby herself. She’d wanted the entire experience. I never faulted her for that, and I wanted it for her, too. But when it wasn’t happening, she wouldn’t even entertain any other options. Now, she’s a stepmom, and a good one, too, but I just felt like I never really knew her there for a while. How could she be with me for years, plan and try to have a baby with me, and then marry someone else so quickly and be okay with being a stepparent when she wouldn’t even consider adoption with me? I just had to realize that she was supposed to be with someone else, and the life she has now is the one she always wanted to have.”

“Still. It’s pretty shitty,” Hollis replied.

“Yeah, I thought so, too.” Raleigh laughed lightly. Then, she asked, “Does it bother you?”

“That she left you and–”

“That I’m gay.”

Hollis stared at her. Raleigh had this shiny brown hair that she’d worn down for the show and had brushed behind her shoulders when they’d sat down on the surprisingly available sofa with their coffees. Her eyes were a beautiful hazel that kind of shimmered. No, they definitely shimmered. Sometimes, it was, unfortunately, with tears, but right now, they were just shimmering. It was nice, the shimmer.

“No, it doesn’t. I don’t date a lot, and I haven’t in a while, but my last ex was a woman.”

Raleigh’s eyebrows lifted.

“Couldn’t tell?” Hollis asked, smiling at her.

“Your last ex?”

“I’m bisexual,” she replied. “I’ve had three adult relationships, if you count college. One was with a guy I met in class. We dated my senior year and a little after graduation. Another was a couple years after that. She and I were together for about two years but never got close to moving in together. I went on a few dates after that, men and women, but nothing came from them, really. Then, I met a woman, fell for her, and we were together for a year and a half. We broke up a couple of years ago. There hasn’t been anyone since.”

“What happened? If you don’t mind me asking, that is.”

“I’m not easy to be with,” Hollis replied. “I never knew I’d been kidnapped by my own father, but because of those weird memories and the confusion that came with them – I don’t know – it’s been hard to trust people. My first boyfriend was a nice guy, but once we graduated and he’d gotten a job, he started staying late and traveling for work, and I started wondering if he was cheating on me. He swore he wasn’t, but I wasn’t ready to trust another person like that. My first girlfriend was great. She just wanted me to take those steps couples do. She wanted us to live together. I needed my own space, though. We broke up when she got a job somewhere hours away and I didn’t want to go with her. My last girlfriend struggled with my inability to sleep some nights. I’d have dreams of a past life I had no idea was real. She stopped wanting to sleep over because I kept her up all the time, and then, when I thought I really was ready to live with someone for the first time, she broke up with me. She wanted someone to go to work parties with and someone who could hang out with her friends without being awkward instead of someone who just wanted to go home and get under a blanket with a book. I’ve never been that person, so it ended, and I’ve been alone ever since.”

“No offense, but she sounds like an asshole.”

Hollis laughed and looked down when her phone dinged again.

“My food’s ready,” she said.

“I’ll walk with you,” Raleigh replied.

They left their mugs on the table and walked next door to the Mexican restaurant, where Hollis picked up her to-go order. Then, Raleigh walked to the deli, where she ordered the soup for Hollis’s mom. They left the deli and stood by their cars for a second while Hollis put the food in the back seat.

“I should get going. I don’t want it to get cold.”

“I hope your mom likes it. Tell her there’s a grandma inside that deli who makes the stuff. It’s always better when you know it’s homemade.”

“I will,” Hollis said, opening her door. “And thank you.”

“Thank you,” Raleigh replied.

“For what?”

“For being there today. I don’t think I knew that I needed it, but just knowing someone was there for me made it easier.”

“You’re welcome,” Hollis replied, giving her a soft smile.

“I’ll see you at group?”

“I’ll be there,” Hollis told her.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Do you think you’d watch the episode with me? When it airs, I want to watch it, but I don’t want to be alone.”

“Oh. Sure,” Hollis said. “If you want.”

“I’m a glutton for punishment, but I want to see it. I don’t really know why.”

“I’ll be there,” Hollis said, repeating her words from before. “I’ll find out the air date before you, probably, so I can text you when I know.”

“Thank you.” Raleigh smiled and gave her a little wave like she had earlier that day. “Good night, Hollis.”

“Good night. Drive safe.”

“You too,” Raleigh replied.

Hollis got into her car, pulled into traffic, and waited at the red light. Instead of thinking of that balloon and her mom holding it out to her, this time, she thought of shimmering hazel eyes.


CHAPTER 9

Raleigh finished typing the last email she planned to send that day and hit send. She hadn’t been focused all day, and now that the day was over, she couldn’t remember actually accomplishing anything. Her phone rang, and she rolled her eyes.

“Hello,” she said.

“Raleigh, got a sec?” Mr. Roman asked.

“Of course. What can I do for you?”

“The contract I sent you to revise and add the comments from the vendor wasn’t in my email by EOD, like we discussed,” he replied.

Raleigh checked the clock. It was technically five on the dot right now, so he’d called a minute too soon, but she’d also forgotten completely about the comments she was supposed to add for him and send back.

“I’m working on it right now,” she lied. “I should have it sent to you in five minutes.”

“Five minutes after five. I have to review it and get it out tonight, or I risk losing the discount they’ve offered,” he said.

“I’m sorry. I’ll have it for you in a few minutes.”

“I don’t expect to be billed for any extra time,” he replied.

“Of course not. I’ll get it over to you as soon as I’m done,” she said, quickly opening up the file he’d sent two days ago.

“I’m waiting. So, the sooner, the better, please.”

She disconnected and immediately opened the original file alongside the new one the vendor had sent to compare them. Her job here was to simply take the notes the vendor’s attorney had made and include them in the original version while also checking for anything out of the ordinary. While she wasn’t an attorney, and Mr. Roman would have his own look over it again, he’d asked her to add the comments for him, and Raleigh had completely spaced it. She’d never planned on being a VA after college, but the opportunity had presented itself, and she’d liked it, so she’d stuck with it and started her own business in a way. It wasn’t the easiest job in the world. She had a dozen clients, which was probably too many because at least seven of them were pretty demanding, but she needed the money. She’d spent so much of her own on trying to find Eden that she had nothing saved anymore. This client, Mr. Roman, wasn’t awful, but he also wasn’t very patient. Normally, she had him to blame, but this time, it was all her fault.

She used to be good at her job. People recommended her. She’d gain a new client, and she’d do a good job for them. When one of her clients finally hit the big time and expanded to an office with a receptionist or office manager, Raleigh typically got the boot, so she always needed to have active referrals on standby just in case. Mr. Roman was almost there. He now had three employees and would likely hire someone to replace her soon, and when he did, it would be hard for Raleigh. She spent a lot of billable hours on his work. She’d need to replace him soon, so she couldn’t risk pissing him off right now and not acting as a reference if needed.

Raleigh stared at the contracts on the screen, noticing just how many comments and notes had been made. This was going to take longer than she thought it would. She added a pod to her Keurig coffee machine and grabbed the powdered creamer she bought because it was cheaper. She’d been going through a lot of coffee this past year. At first, it helped her stay awake to work on Eden’s case. Then, she couldn’t sleep, so she used it to get her through the day. Now, she needed it just to help her get through the next hour. Dumping a lot of powder into her cup, she stirred briskly until it was dissolved and then took an immediate drink. It no longer burned her tongue to do so. After that, she sat back down and worked until the contract was done before she messaged her client with another apology and closed her laptop. She checked the clock on the stove as she dropped her empty cup into the sink and noticed it was much later than she’d thought.

“Shit,” she said to no one.

Rushing to her bedroom, Raleigh stripped and took a quick shower. She’d had her hair in a messy bun for the workday and had worn an old T-shirt and a pair of sweats with fluffy pink socks to work. It was one of the main benefits of working from home, and since she loved being comfortable, it really worked for her that she could wear slippers to her desk every morning. After her shower, she blow-dried her hair because if it just air-dried, it would’ve been worse than if she’d never showered at all. She never bothered with makeup, and tonight wasn’t the night for it anyway, but she did put on some basic red lip balm, which she thought was better than actual lipstick. She dressed in jeans and an old sweater, put on actual shoes for the first time that day, and then did a little cleaning, but nothing major. She didn’t have time for a major one anyway. She didn’t dust or anything, but she put dishes in the dishwasher and made sure the few pillows she had on the sofa weren’t a mess. Her bed made, she went back into the living room to wait.

The show started at nine. Hollis told her she’d put her mom to bed and then text that she was on her way. It was eight-fifteen now, and Raleigh didn’t know if Hollis would be there right at nine or earlier, so she got out an old bottle of wine she’d been given for Christmas one year that she’d never actually drunk and opened it, letting it breathe. Then, she stared at it and wondered what the hell she was doing. She put the cork back in the bottle and left it on the counter next to the microwave, which she also hadn’t had time to clean. Hollis definitely wouldn’t be looking in her microwave, right? God, why did she even care? Hollis was coming over to help Raleigh get through watching the show.

Raleigh didn’t even know why she wanted to watch the thing. Watching it wouldn’t change anything. Eden would still be missing an hour later, when the episode ended. Leads would probably come in shortly after, but whether or not Raleigh watched the show when it aired the first time wouldn’t make a difference to those.

She decided to get out two bottles of water and made sure she had the Keurig pods at the ready in case Hollis wanted coffee. It wasn’t a date. There wouldn’t be wine or dinner. Hollis was just there to support her through it. That was all. Just when Raleigh nodded at herself to stop fussing over the counter that looked dirtier than she remembered, the doorbell rang. It scared her at first, and she dropped the rag to the floor in response before moving back to the living room, where she found her phone on the coffee table. Shit. Hollis had texted while she’d been in the kitchen. Now, she was here.

“Hey,” Raleigh said when she opened the door.

“Have you eaten?” Hollis asked.

“What? No, I–”

“I haven’t, either. I brought food from that Mexican place. You said you liked their burritos, right?”

“Yeah, I… You remembered that?”

“Sure,” Hollis said. “I got burritos for both of us and their house-made chips and salsa, too.”

“I should’ve made margaritas,” she joked, motioning for Hollis to come inside with her bag of food.

“I didn’t get those, but I did pick up some beers. I also guessed you didn’t have limes, so I got some of those, too. It’s Corona, so you have to have limes.”

“Wow,” Raleigh said, taken aback as she closed the door behind Hollis.

“I may be wrong – you can tell me if I am – but I suspect that the next hour or so is going to be a hard one. I thought food and a beer might help, but if–”

“No, it’s great,” Raleigh interrupted her. “Thank you. I worked later than I’d planned, and I honestly just forgot to eat.”

“How often does that happen?” Hollis asked, shifting the second bag Raleigh had just noticed in her hand.

“Pretty often,” she admitted. “Let me get that. We can eat in the kitchen. We have time.”

Hollis followed her, and they sat at the kitchen table where they ate their burritos in relative silence and they each finished one of the beers Hollis had brought. The lime they’d cut into lay on a cutting board on the kitchen table, and the chips and salsa had remained untouched. They’d decided to eat those while they watched since Raleigh would probably be anxious and could use a distraction. Just before the show started, Hollis opened them each another beer and dropped limes into the bottles. Then, they sat on the sofa, and Raleigh turned on the TV, changing it to the appropriate channel to wait.

“Your place is nice,” Hollis noted.

“Thanks,” she replied. “It used to be nicer. I mean, there were toys everywhere and toddler dishes always in the drying rack, but other than that, it was usually pretty clean.”

“It’s still nice, Raleigh. I mean, you actually have a place. I live with my mom.” She winked at Raleigh.

“And you love it, don’t you?”

“Having this time with her? Yes.” Hollis smiled.

“How is she tonight?”

“She was a little better today. She has some tests coming up that she doesn’t want to get, but she seems as happy as you can be when you have stage-four cancer. She fell asleep around eight, which is good. She’ll probably sleep through the night, with the new meds they gave her.”

The show started, and Raleigh stared at the TV. She hadn’t even noticed that she’d started biting her nails when, on the screen, Kenna walked through this very house and pointed out Eden’s empty bedroom. Hollis reached for her hand and took it. She held it between them on the sofa, and Raleigh hadn’t realized how much she’d needed someone’s touch. She cried throughout most of it, but especially every time they put a picture of her daughter on the screen. At some point, she’d ended up pressed to Hollis’s side, and the woman just held her. Raleigh didn’t feel embarrassed or worried that Hollis was seeing her like this; she just kept watching the show and letting Hollis hold her. When it was over, she sat up, wiped her eyes, and picked up the half-empty beer from the table.

“I’ll just clean this stuff up,” she said as a way to get out of the room, feeling like she needed a little space right now.

“I can help.”

“No, it’s okay. I’ve got it.”

Raleigh picked up Hollis’s empty beer bottle and tried to grab the chip bag they hadn’t touched at the same time, but she ended up dropping both. The bottle didn’t break on the carpet, but the tortilla chips spilled out and made a mess.

“Shit. What is wrong with me?” she asked.

“Hey, it’s okay,” Hollis said, moving to kneel on the floor to help Raleigh get the chips they now couldn’t eat back into the bag. “I’ve got this. Why don’t you put the beer bottles into the trash or something? Maybe put the salsa in the fridge so you can have that another time.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Hollis told her.

Raleigh took the beers into the kitchen and emptied out the one she knew she wouldn’t finish. She put the bottles into the trash and the salsa in the fridge, and then she slid down that fridge onto the tiled kitchen floor. The tears fell in earnest until she was sobbing with her hands covering her face.

“Come here,” Hollis said softly, and Raleigh felt her sitting on the floor next to her then. “It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

“You shouldn’t have to,” Raleigh managed out. “I’m okay. I do this… all the time.”

Hollis pulled her back against her side and wrapped her arm around Raleigh’s shoulders.

“Why did you want to watch the show tonight?”

“I felt like I had to,” Raleigh said, resting her head on Hollis’s shoulder.

“For her.”

“Yes,” she replied.

“I wish I could say something that would make this better for you,” Hollis said.

“It’s okay. Really, I do this at least once a day.” Raleigh wiped at her own cheeks. “I’ll be fine. You can go home, if you want. Your mom–”

“Is asleep. If you want me to go, I’ll go, but if you want me to stay, I’m okay. Do you want to be alone?”

Raleigh recalled how, just a moment ago, she’d thought she’d wanted space, but now, being pressed up against Hollis made her not want to be alone tonight after all.

“No,” she answered.

“Do you maybe want to go wash your face and climb into bed?”

“How did you know?” She let out a little laugh.

“I’ve been there,” Hollis said. “Not the same situation, but I’ve been doing a lot of crying, washing my face, and trying to sleep and failing lately.”

Raleigh pulled away a bit to look at her and asked, “Would you mind staying until I fall asleep? I don’t know if I actually will, but I’m exhausted, so I’d like to try to get at least a few hours tonight.”

“Of course,” Hollis replied.

They stood, and Raleigh walked them to her bedroom, passing Eden’s closed door and resisting the impulse to open it and sit on the floor for a while until she was all cried out. Once in the master bedroom, she went to the bathroom and cleaned up. Hollis was sitting on the edge of her bed when Raleigh got out, and then she stood and pulled back the blanket for her.

“How did you know I sleep on this side?”

“Two pictures of Eden on your table,” Hollis explained, nodding to the bedside table. “She’s beautiful.”

Raleigh nodded, smiled softly, and slipped beneath the covers.

“Thank you, Hollis. I mean it. Thank you for everything.”

“I’ll sit in the chair until you fall asleep,” she said, pointing to the rocking chair in the corner of the room.

“You can lie next to me, if you want. I usually put the news on the TV and try to fall asleep to it.” Raleigh picked up the remote off the table.

Hollis took it from her and put it back down.

“Considering you have a hard time falling asleep, I don’t think that method is working. Just close your eyes.”

“When I close my eyes, and I’m wide awake, I see her,” Raleigh replied.

Hollis nodded and pulled out her phone.

“Do you have headphones?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“I have a meditation app that works for me sometimes. Well, it did before… Anyway, you could try it.”

Hollis passed Raleigh her phone, and once Raleigh had connected her headphones, Hollis moved to lay beside her over the blankets. Raleigh put the headphones into her ears, and Hollis scrolled through the app when Raleigh passed her the phone back. She chose something that she liked herself, the sounds of rain and maybe a rainforest with animals chirping, and within minutes, Raleigh’s eyes got heavy, and she fell asleep.


CHAPTER 10

“Hey, great work on that Rodriguez thing,” Kenna said as she leaned against Hollis’s desk.

“Oh. Thanks. Did everything work out?”

“Yeah, we have more background on the guy than I think the cops do. What did you do, surf the dark web or something?”

“No,” Hollis said. “Honestly, I just did a basic internet search. And the show’s investigator gave me some logins I could use, but it didn’t even take that much time.”

“You found a parking ticket from three states away. The investigator said he missed it.”

“He would’ve found it. He’s just the only investigator here. It’s only a parking ticket, though. What’s the big deal?”

“It puts him there, Hollis. It puts him in the city where the murder took place the day before it happened. No one’s been able to pin the guy down. His alibi was that he was home alone for the three-day weekend. I don’t know how the cops missed it. I gave the info you found to the police. They’re running it down now. Either way, this gives them something to go at him with, and maybe it gets him to tell them where the body is. Maybe he takes a plea; I don’t know. But it’s great work, Hollis. Are you sure you’re just a librarian?”

Hollis laughed and said, “I’m not really sure what I am these days.”

“Everything okay?” Kenna asked.

“Yeah. It’s just been a very strange few weeks.”

“How’s your mom?”

“She’s okay. People keep asking about her, but I don’t usually know how to answer the question. She has good days and bad ones. Sometimes, I hate that I have to go to work five days a week, and she’s there alone. I need the money, though. And she tells me it’s fine every morning, but it’s still hard, leaving her there when we missed thirty years together.”

“I’m sure she understands. And you have every evening with her, right?”

“Yes. Well, most of them.”

“Group?” Kenna asked.

“I’m still going, but I’ve also been spending time with Raleigh,” Hollis said. “She asked me over to watch the episode about Eden when it aired, and she had a hard time after, so I stayed over. Raleigh was able to get some sleep, which she desperately needed, but we’ve been grabbing coffee after group and other nights, too, ever since. My mom goes to bed early, so I usually try not to go anywhere until she’s asleep for the night.”

“We got leads from the episode. The FBI has them all,” Kenna told her.

“I know. She told me they called her about a couple, but none of them have panned out yet. I don’t know how my mom did this for thirty years,” she said, sighing. “I feel lucky because I never knew. I grew up thinking everything was fine. Now, it’s all kind of crashing down into me, but I’m hanging in there. My mom was the one who had to wonder where I was and what happened to me. And because they couldn’t technically blame my dad one-hundred-percent, she still had that thought that I’d been taken by someone else. I don’t even want to know the thoughts that had to go through her head all these years. And now, Raleigh is going through that, too.”

“God, I hate people. Who would take someone else’s child? Who thinks that’s okay? I don’t want to even think about someone taking Aaliyah from us. I don’t know what I’d do if that happened and they found the person. Rip would have to hold me back.”

Hollis smiled softly and said, “I don’t know how to help Raleigh. And I want to. She just seems so lost. It’s as if Eden disappeared into thin air, and that’s not possible. How did no one see anything? How has no one spotted her in a year?”

“They might have. They just don’t know it. It’s why I do this show.” Kenna looked around the large office space. “Don’t get me wrong; I’m a reporter and always have been – I crave the story. It’s part of me. But I chose to do this show for a reason. These stories matter, and I want people to watch them because maybe they’ll think of something, and we’ll get Eden back to Raleigh.”

“Like you got me back to my mom?”

Kenna smiled and replied, “One of the best success stories to date.” She looked around again and then back at Hollis. “Hey, I don’t know if Raleigh would be up for this, but since you talk to her regularly, ask her if she wants me to introduce her to someone who might be able to help. It’s no promise or guarantee, but I know someone who’s been working cold cases for a while, and she’s handled several missing-person cases. She’s not a local cop, FBI, or even a PI, but she’s a Lieutenant in another jurisdiction. She’s got experience, and she’d have a fresh set of eyes. I can ask if she’d be willing to at least take a look at the case. She might still say no, but I’d rather know that Raleigh would be okay with me asking before I do. If she’s not interested, I don’t want to have Dylan waste her time.”

“I can’t imagine Raleigh would say no to anyone trying to help her find her daughter,” Hollis said, her ears perking up at the idea of help coming Raleigh’s way.

“You’d be surprised… Some parents reach a point where they want to do it alone. I’ve seen it happen before. They stop trusting the cops because they’re not bringing their baby home. I know a lot of officers who would give their right arms to return a child to a parent, but it’s hard to see that dedication when you’re the parent.”

Hollis’s phone buzzed. She looked at the screen and turned back to Kenna after pressing the ignore symbol first.

“Any advice on what I should do if my father keeps reaching out through his lawyer to get me to come for a visit or be a character witness?”

“He wants you to be a character witness?”

“The lawyer has left several messages asking me to talk to him because he wants to know if I will testify at some pre-trial hearing if the judge allows it.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t want to be involved. That’s the honest answer. I just want to spend time with my mom, catch up, work here so I don’t go broke, and maybe I can contribute something, like with the Rodriguez case. I wish I could just put it all behind me, but I don’t think that’s likely to happen anytime soon.”

“Probably not,” Kenna agreed. “He’s confessed, right? It’s pretty obvious what happened. Is there even going to be a trial?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t returned the attorney’s calls yet. He’s my father – I love him, and I always will – I just don’t know if I can support him and go home to my mom, who’s dying of cancer at the same time.”

“What does your mom say about it?”

“I haven’t told her,” Hollis replied. “I don’t want to upset her. And I’m not sure what I’m going to do yet, so I didn’t want to bring it up.”

“Maybe asking her what she thinks would help you figure it out.”

“I guess. But I don’t want her to think that I’m okay with what he did.”

“She’s your mom. She knows better than that.”

“Does she? She hasn’t seen me since I was five,” Hollis pointed out. “I don’t know if she really knows me all that well yet to know or not.”

Kenna laughed and said, “She knows. Mothers know. I swear, the moment we brought Aaliyah home, it’s like I got another fifty years of mom wisdom deposited into my brain. Ripley and I have talked about it a lot. It’s funny how it happens. She knows you. She always has. She’s tied to you in a way that no one else can or ever will be, Hollis. She’s your mom.” Kenna shrugged a shoulder. “I could go years without seeing Aaliyah, and I hope that never happens, but I’d still know my daughter. I know who she is. I don’t know exactly who she’ll become yet, and I’m excited to see her grow up and discover more of herself, but I’ve watched her share her lunch with a student in class who didn’t have anything to eat that day when I was there for parents’ day at school. I have an idea that she’ll grow up to be a kind person who will want to take care of people like her mom does.”

“Ripley said Aaliyah wants to be a reporter when she grows up,” Hollis noted.

“She’s excited by the cameras and the makeup, mostly, but she takes after Ripley so much. It’s crazy how that happens: biologically, she’s not ours, but in every other way, she is, and I see Ripley in her all the time. She’s got a little of me in her, too, but she’ll probably take after Ripley when it comes to work. I don’t know if she’ll be a social worker, exactly, but she’s a natural-born leader and loves helping people.”

“That’s you, Kenna,” Hollis replied.

Kenna smiled and said, “I guess it’s both of us, then. Just trust me on this: your mom knows who you are, Hollis. She always has.” Kenna stood up from where she’d been leaning. “Can you ask Raleigh about my friend, Dylan?”

“Sure. I can call her tonight.”

“Great. Let me know. I’ve got to go review the outline for the next show.”

Kenna walked into her office, and Hollis sat there wondering how true that was. Did her mother really know her enough yet to understand that if she decided to testify on her father’s behalf, it didn’t mean she condoned what he’d done? She finished up her work with that question still rolling around in her brain and headed home to cook them both a mediocre dinner that her mother would tell her was great because she was such a good person.

When Hollis got there, though, she found her mother at the stove, looking like she had a little more color than usual.

“Hey, sweetie. How was work?” the woman asked, all smiles.

“It was good. You’re cooking?”

“I’m making something easy. Don’t worry,” she replied. “It’s almost ready. Are you hungry?”

“Yeah,” Hollis said, sitting down at the kitchen table. “Mom?”

“Yes?”

“Can I ask you something?”

“Of course,” she replied, turning to Hollis.

“Dad’s lawyer keeps leaving me messages. He wants to know if I’ll testify for him in some pre-trial hearing. Or, I don’t know, maybe the actual trial. He hasn’t explained if Dad is pleading guilty or if there will be an actual trial in the messages. I haven’t called him back because I don’t know what to say.”

“I see,” her mom said, losing her smile. She moved to sit down next to Hollis at the table. “What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know,” she replied honestly.

“And you’re worried about me?”

“How did you know?”

“Honey, you don’t need to worry about me. I’m the mom. That’s my job.” She placed a hand on top of Hollis’s. “He’s your father.”

“He took me from you.”

“He did. And I hate that he did that more than you will ever know, but he’s still your father. From what you told me, he took care of you. He did the best he could, at least. He loved you. You love him, Hollis. I know this is confusing for you, but you should do whatever you want to do here. You don’t need to worry about me.”

“I don’t want you to think that I–”

“I don’t,” her mom interrupted. “And I won’t. You came home to me, Hollis. You’ve given up your whole life in Vancouver so that we could have this time together.”

Hollis nodded and said, “Okay. I still have to think about it.”

“Take as long as you want. It’s entirely up to you, okay?”

Hollis nodded again and said, “I’m going to go change out of these clothes for dinner, if that’s okay.”

“Sure,” her mom replied.

Hollis left her in the kitchen and went to the guest room, which had her suitcases and clothes strewn about. She’d need to figure out what to do with her apartment and how to get more of her stuff here since she’d already worn the same clothes multiple times and had to buy new stuff for work. While her mom finished dinner and she changed, she decided to give Raleigh a quick call to ask her Kenna’s question, so she dialed as she kicked off her work shoes.

“Hey,” Raleigh said.

“Hi. Is now an okay time for a quick call?”

“Sure. Is everything okay?”

“Yes. I was just talking to Kenna today, and she asked me to talk to you about something.”

“O-k-a-y,” Raleigh replied, drawing out the word in obvious concern.

“She knows someone who, I guess, is a Lieutenant in another police jurisdiction. Kenna didn’t tell me where exactly, but this woman works cold cases and has some experience with missing persons. Kenna said she could reach out to her for you, if you’d be up for talking to her. She made it clear that there were no promises, but–”

“Yes,” Raleigh interrupted. “When?”

“Oh, I don’t know. She has to call her and ask first, but she wanted to make sure it was okay with you.”

“Yes, it’s more than okay. I’ll take all the help I can get.”

“Okay. I’ll tell her tomorrow, and–”

“I have her number. I’ll text her now,” Raleigh replied.

“Sure. That works,” Hollis said.

“If whoever it is agrees to help, Hollis, do you think you’d be able to come with me to meet her? I know I’ve been asking a lot of you, and–”

“I’ll be there,” Hollis told her, taking off her pants. “Just let me know when, okay?”

“Thank you,” Raleigh replied.

Hollis hung up, and after she finished changing, she went back to the kitchen to find her mother plating dinner and humming as she did. She smiled, and tears welled in her eyes.


CHAPTER 11

“I’m nervous,” Raleigh stated. “Why am I nervous?”

“I don’t know,” Hollis replied. “Kenna did say this cop is kind of a prodigy or something, on her way to becoming the youngest captain in her department’s history. She, apparently, built the cold case unit from scratch and now has four detectives underneath her. I did some research on her. Her unit has solved some big cases. Not just in their jurisdiction, either. They help other towns when they can, so you’re basically calling in the specialists when you reach out. I guess she and Kenna go way back. She was actually on an episode of the show years ago.”

“The FBI hasn’t found anything, even with the leads from the show. I don’t expect her to help much. But if she can at least tell me if the FBI is doing their job, I’d be grateful. It’s so hard to tell when you’re on this side of it. To me, it just seems like after a few days, they move you to the back of the line because something else comes up. I know they’re trying, so that’s unfair, but it’s still how it feels. I mean, there are only so many FBI agents… And there are way too many children going missing every day. They can’t possibly put all their focus on one little girl forever.”

“I suppose that’s true,” Hollis replied, taking a drink of her bad diner coffee.

“Why did you order that? You hate it,” Raleigh said, chuckling at her.

“It seemed like the sort of meeting you have coffee with. I don’t know.”

“Do you want something else instead? Have my Coke,” she offered, pushing the soda she’d ordered over to Hollis. “Caffeine with no bitterness. I’m not drinking the thing anyway. I’m too nervous.”

“I’m okay,” Hollis told her.

“Are you?” Raleigh asked. “We seem to talk about me a lot. I know you’re worried about your dad and the possibility of a trial. Have you decided if you’re going to help him?”

“Not yet. I’m leaning toward no, but I’m not sure if that’s out of revenge or not.”

“I think you’re entitled to a little revenge, Hollis.”

“Revenge is what got me kidnapped to begin with.”

“What do you mean?”

“He says he took me because my mom was trying to keep me away from him, but I know that’s not true. The court made the decision. My mom went along with it because she was worried about his drinking, but the judge was the one who gave him supervised visits. He blamed her, though, and he took me to spite her. I know he loved me, too, but I don’t think he was motivated by love. How could he have been? If he had been, I would have lived with my mom, and he would’ve gotten help for his problem. Or, at least, a job and a decent place to live with me. That would have been love.”

“You’re right,” Raleigh agreed. “Why are you leaning toward not helping if not for revenge?”

“I talked to my mom. She said she’d be okay with me helping, but it just feels like a betrayal to me, and I haven’t been able to figure out how to square it in my mind. Help him – hurt her. That’s all I keep thinking.”

“I don’t know this for a fact because I can’t, but if Eden knew her father and he’d taken her, I’d understand if she wanted to help him. I’d want to kill him, obviously, but I wouldn’t expect her to feel the same way, especially if he basically brainwashed her and also took care of her for years.”

“She’s here,” Hollis said, looking up at the glass door to the diner as someone opened it.

Raleigh recognized the woman, too. She had done her own research on Lieutenant Dylan Easton. She knew better than to get her hopes up. But Dylan had closed some pretty big cases, as Hollis had obviously noticed, too. The biggest was a serial strangler who had murdered thirteen women. The FBI had been on this guy, but he’d killed someone in Dylan’s jurisdiction, and the case had been cold for years when she’d found a lead, chased it down, and got the guy. He was now awaiting trial, and Dylan, apparently, was awaiting a promotion.

“Lieutenant Easton,” Raleigh said loudly, waving a little.

Dylan looked over and nodded. She was wearing what Raleigh now referred to as cop clothes. Her badge was on her hip. Her gun was in its holster on the other one. She had gray slacks and black boots she could run in. She also had a gray jacket and a white button-down under it. On her left hand was a simple wedding band, but other than that, she wore no jewelry. She had these dark, serious eyes and hair to match, but her hair was also shorter than in the most recent picture of her Raleigh had seen. Dylan looked like someone who meant business, and Raleigh needed that right now.

“Raleigh Leonard?” Dylan asked when she approached the booth.

“Yes, that’s me. This is my friend, Hollis. I hope it’s okay that I brought her. I needed moral support.”

“Sure,” Dylan replied, holding out her hand for Raleigh to shake and then Hollis. “And I should confess that I recognize you both. I looked you up before I agreed to help, and Kenna mentioned you, Hollis.”

“I told her I’d be coming with Raleigh,” Hollis replied.

Then, Hollis placed an arm on the back of the torn vinyl booth behind Raleigh. They’d sat on the same side of the booth in order to give Dylan the other side when she arrived. Raleigh recognized Hollis’s move as a protective one and maybe a comforting one, too. She smiled a little at how kind Hollis was to her. Even though she had her own things to work through right now, this woman still took the time to come with Raleigh tonight.

“Sorry, it’s so late. I wanted Hollis here, but her mom is sick, and she tries to spend all the time with her that she can, so we usually meet up once she’s asleep for the night.”

“It’s okay. I just got off shift,” Dylan said, sitting down on the other side of the booth. “My wife picked me up and is now probably buying no groceries at the store so that she has an excuse for us to order in tonight. There’s this new soup-and-salad place, like, ten minutes from the house that she’s been obsessed with recently. I can only eat so many types of soup and salad before I want a burger, you know?” Dylan smiled and rolled her eyes. “Anyway… She’s picking me up when she’s done since my car is in the shop, so I don’t know exactly how much time I have now, but I’m happy to start the conversation and talk next steps from there.”

“I don’t know where to begin,” Raleigh said, moving a little closer to Hollis, feeling uncertain.

“Well, I read the file, and Kenna gave me the research her show’s done and the episode itself, but I haven’t gone through that stuff yet. I’d like to hear from you, in your own words, about what happened.”

“Start at the day she went missing?” Raleigh asked.

“Let’s back up even further. How about you start the week before?”

“Why?”

“Because someone took your daughter so quickly, no one even noticed. No one saw them. Something like that isn’t impulsive. It takes at least some planning. That means they might have been around, and you didn’t notice.”

“The FBI already asked me this. I told them that no one had been–”

“I know,” Dylan interrupted softly. “They asked the same questions, so this probably feels like I’m going to do the same things they did. And I might – I can’t guarantee anything – but this helps me. Every set of eyes, every mind out there looking for Eden, makes it more likely that we’ll get her home.”

“I know… You’re right,” Raleigh said, sighing. She picked up the ice water that had been placed on their table when they arrived and took a small sip, needing to coat her suddenly dry throat. “I don’t remember anyone looking or staring at her. We had a pretty normal week. I work from home, and my days can be flexible, so I didn’t have to worry about a babysitter or daycare. Eden spent all of her time with me. I think we went to the grocery store a couple of times that week. We went to the park a few times, too. I took her for a walk around the block once a day.”

“Same time every day?” Dylan asked.

“Usually. I took my lunch break, and we’d walk. Well, she was usually in the stroller for at least half of it. Then, we’d go back, and I’d make us lunch. At least once a week, she’d have a playdate with some of the kids from the neighborhood, but that happened on different days and at different times to work around the parents’ schedules, and there hadn’t been anyone new there in months.”

“And the parents all still live nearby?”

“Yes. I still see them every now and then. They helped with the initial search and gave statements, too.”

“So, you had a routine, for the most part?”

“As much as you can with a toddler. Do you have kids?”

“No, it’s just Ada and me,” Dylan said.

“Well, the books tell you to make routines as much as you can, but toddlers have other plans,” Raleigh told her, laughing a little. “But, yeah, I tried to work until five, and if we had to go out to the store or something, we’d do that after so I could get us back and make dinner, do the bath, play and read, and then put her to bed.”

“Do you have any pictures of that week?”

“Yes. And I also gave them to the FBI and the local cops.”

“Can I see them, too?”

“Sure. They didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, though. I have a file of them all put together since I had to send them to so many agencies. I can forward them to you right now.” Raleigh pulled out her phone.

“And you know I have to get the okay from the locals here to work this, right? I can’t just come in and stomp all over their case. I’d be working this when I’m off-shift, so I can’t spend all my time on it, either.”

“I understand,” Raleigh replied. “And I can pay you. I don’t have a lot left over–”

“No, I don’t need your money,” Dylan said, waving her off.

“Please, you have to let me–”

“I don’t help out when I can for money; I help out because I want to help. If I can make a difference, I want to. I’m also a police officer, and I make a paycheck already. I’m not a PI.”

“Why?” Hollis asked, and Raleigh turned to her. “I don’t mean that in a bad way. I’m just curious why you do this.”

Dylan leaned back and looked out the window next to the booth at the night street and the cars passing by.

“A long time ago, I was new to the force, and a little boy went missing. His name was Noah. I made a promise to his sister, who was with him when he disappeared. I told her I’d find him.”

“Noah Cramer, right?” Hollis asked. “I read about that one online when I looked you up.”

“Noah Cramer, yes. I searched for him for ten years before I reconnected with his sister. I’d tried day in and day out to find out what happened to him, and I couldn’t. I did find out that he wasn’t technically related to the family. He’d been switched at birth, and his sister had a biological brother out there. I’d promised her that I’d find her brother, and she reminded me then that I did. Technically, though, I found her brother Oliver. Noah was still missing. But I told her that I’d never give up.” Dylan paused and looked back at them. “And I didn’t.”

“You found him two years ago,” Hollis recalled.

“You could say that,” Dylan replied. “He probably died the day he went missing, though we’ll never know that for sure. We found his body.” She paused again. “Anyway, I’ve watched his sister go through this, and his parents, too, and it’s awful, the not knowing. I’ve seen the changes in them ever since they had a funeral and a proper burial for him. Now that they know he’s gone and not out there in pain, it’s a little bit better.”

“You keep up with the families you help?” Raleigh asked.

“Sometimes. But this is different,” Dylan replied, smiling. “I married the sister. Ada Cramer is my wife.”

“And she’s here.”

Raleigh looked up at the woman with dark-blonde hair and blue eyes who had just walked in and instantly sat down next to Dylan.

“Hey, babe,” she said.

“That was a fast trip to the store,” Dylan noted.

“Like I went to the grocery store when you know I want that chicken Caesar salad.” She turned to Raleigh and Hollis before adding, “Hi. I’m Ada. I assume my wife was telling you stories about me.”

“I was telling them about Noah, babe,” Dylan said, wrapping her arm around the back of the booth.

“Ah, yeah,” Ada said, sobering. “Your daughter’s missing. I’m really sorry.”

“Thanks,” Raleigh replied.

“I can give you more time, if you need it,” Ada said to Dylan. “I can go pick up the salads and stuff.”

“I’m ordering a burger here. You can wait to eat, if you want,” Dylan said, smiling at her wife.

“Veggie burger?”

“Nope. I’m getting an all-beef burger, dripping with fat. I might even add bacon to it.”

“I wouldn’t risk it,” Hollis suggested. “If the coffee is this bad when all they have to do is add water, I don’t know that a burger with bacon is the best idea.”

“See? Salad for you tonight, Lieutenant,” Ada said, tugging on Dylan’s jacket.

“Raleigh, I’ll work this case, okay?” Dylan told her. “I’ll help however I can. But I don’t want you to get your hopes up.”

“I know. I get how this goes. Unfortunately, I’m used to it.”

“I wish I could say I didn’t know how you feel,” Ada said. “And if you ever want to talk, I can listen.”

“Ada’s a child-advocate attorney now,” Dylan added. “She went through this herself, but she’s also really good at her job, so she’d be a good person to talk to, if you need one.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that,” Raleigh replied.

“Well, we should get going,” Dylan spoke again. “I’ve got the files, like I said, and I’ll give you a call after I take a look at the pictures you sent so that we can arrange a time for a full interview.”

“Okay.”

“Have a good night,” Dylan said.

The couple then stood and left the diner. Once they were gone, Hollis’s arm moved from behind Raleigh.

“Hey, Hollis?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you know more about what happened to Ada’s brother, Noah?”

“Yeah, I read the story. Why?”

“What happened to him?”

“I don’t know that that’s helpful for you right now, Raleigh. Come on. Let’s pay, and I’ll take you home.”

“Do you think that’s what’s going to happen to–”

“No, I don’t,” Hollis interrupted and took Raleigh’s hand. “Noah was a teenage boy. It’s totally different. Dylan’s going to help, okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” Raleigh said somewhat unconvincingly.


CHAPTER 12

“This is where we would go all the time when you were little,” Olivia said.

“I don’t remember much, so it’s still hard, trying to separate what’s real from what’s not,” Hollis replied.

They were sitting on a blanket in the middle of a grassy park. Nearby, children were playing with each other on the playground equipment. There was a birthday party going on underneath the open lodge, which someone could rent for a few hours, and pink, red, and purple balloons brought Hollis back to that ever-present balloon in her mind.

“Mom, did we ever get balloons here?” she asked.

“I don’t know. We might have. Why do you ask?”

“I have this memory of you handing me a balloon. There was grass. That’s really all I remember, though.”

“You know what, I think you’re right,” her mom said, turning to her with a smile. “On the weekends, there were usually vendors here. Some sold ice cream, but there was one guy who sold balloons. Now that we’re talking about it, I remember they interviewed him back then. All the vendors were interviewed.”

“Really?”

“We came here at least once a week. Sometimes, more often, if the weather was good. I can’t remember a specific time I bought you a balloon, but I’m sure I gave in at least once. I do remember buying you a popsicle from the ice cream man, though. Oh, there was another little girl who was looking at you and was disappointed because she didn’t have one. You walked over and offered her a lick of yours. I think you were about three then.” Olivia chuckled. “It was adorable. Her mom said she couldn’t have sugar, though, or she’d never go to sleep.” Olivia coughed then. “Anyway, when you went missing, the police wanted to talk to anyone who might have come in contact with you, so they asked where we went. I told them we were here a lot. They spoke with all the vendors, parents who brought their kids here, and even the people from the parks department who might have seen you here.”

“Mom, how did Dad manage to do this?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

Hollis stared out at the kids running back up after sliding down on the equipment.

“He’s not a stupid man, but he’s also not joining MENSA anytime soon. Yet, somehow, he always seemed to know when someone was getting close enough to figure out what he’d done, and we’d pack up and go.”

“Well, I imagine when you know that you’ve done something wrong and that people are looking for you, you get good at thinking on your feet.”

“All I remember is a really long drive right after it happened. I know now that we left from here and went to Michigan first, but later, when I would ask him why we’d driven for so many days before, he just told me we’d gone from one side of Canada to the other and asked me how I couldn’t remember seeing the things we saw along the way. He’d bring up some things we stopped to do that I did not remember, making me feel bad almost for not remembering these cool things that we supposedly did. When I’d ask to see pictures, he said we couldn’t afford a camera back then. Once, I asked him what happened to the camera we did have because he had that one photo album, and he said he’d sold it to get money for the trip. He always had a reason or explanation, and I feel like such an idiot for falling for it.”

“You were five years old, Hollis,” her mom replied.

“And I believed him this whole time.”

“No, you didn’t,” her mom pointed out. “You didn’t entirely, or you wouldn’t have ended up here with me, honey. Those memories you have that never made sense until now, the fact that you picked up that book and you recognized a little girl who looked like you, and that you kept asking him all those questions for years – all of that tells me that you knew something wasn’t right. You trusted your instincts and read that chapter in Kenna’s book. You are not at fault for what your father did. You’re not to blame for believing the lies your dad told you, Hollis.”

“Had I put it all together earlier, though…”

“No, you can’t think like that,” her mom told her. “Trust me; I’ve been through all the would have, could have, should haves. It never did any good. It just made things worse.” She coughed again. “And, as much as I’d love to stay out here with you, honey, I’m getting tired. I think we should head back home.”

“Sure,” Hollis replied, standing up.

She packed up the little picnic basket they’d brought with them and helped her mom back to the car. The trip home was a short one, and she got her mom into her nightgown and into bed for a nap.

Then, Hollis went out to the living room and decided to get some work done before she would have to make dinner. She’d been given another high-profile murder case to check out and verify some facts, and she wanted to get a head start. Being a researcher on a true crime show wasn’t exactly Hollis’s cup of tea, but she still wanted to do a good job for Kenna and the families of the victims. The paycheck also wasn’t much, but it was more than she’d been making in Vancouver. She still paid rent there on an apartment she wasn’t sure she’d be going back to anytime soon, but since breaking her lease was even more expensive, she couldn’t do that just yet.

Hollis finished up what she needed to and went to the kitchen. Opening the fridge, she found what she wanted, pulled it out, and started chopping. Not long after that, though, she heard a loud thump on the other side of the wall, coming from her mother’s bedroom. Hollis dropped the knife and the carrots and rushed to the bedroom door. She opened it and found her mother on the floor next to her bed.

“Mom!”

Kneeling beside her, Hollis could see she had a small gash above her eyebrow that was bleeding, and she wasn’t responding. Hollis quickly covered it with her hand and reached for her mom’s cell phone, which was on the table. She hit the emergency button.

“911. What is your emergency?”

“My mom fell! She’s bleeding, and she’s unconscious,” she yelled.

“Okay. Can you give me some information while I get the ambulance sent your way?”

Hollis answered all of the questions as she held one hand to her mother’s forehead, trying to staunch the blood. She stayed on the line with the dispatcher until she heard the sirens. Quickly, she hung up and realized she’d have to leave her mom on the floor to unlock the front door and get the paramedics to her. She ran, opened the door, and motioned for them to come inside. They came in with a stretcher and asked her questions that she did her best to answer, but she hadn’t been there as it unfolded, so she didn’t know exactly what had happened. She could see a little blood on the edge of the table by her mother’s bed, so it was possible her mom was trying to get out of bed and slipped somehow, hitting her head, but Hollis didn’t know.

Making sure to grab her mother’s purse and her own, she rode in the ambulance with them, holding Olivia’s hand the entire time as the paramedics attempted to figure out why the woman was still unconscious. Hollis felt like she couldn’t breathe. They hadn’t had nearly enough time together yet. Her mom had cancer, yes, but this wasn’t the cancer; at least, she didn’t think it was the cancer. A fall like this could not take her mother this soon after she’d just found her.

Once at the hospital, Hollis was forced to sit in the waiting room, filling out way more paperwork than she’d ever had to fill out in Canada when going to the doctor. She had her mother’s insurance card, thankfully, and gave them that information. Then, she sat down in an uncomfortable plastic chair and stared down the hall, waiting. An hour went by, and she hadn’t heard anything. She didn’t know what to do.

She pulled her phone out of her purse and realized she only had one number there that she could call. Everyone else was in Vancouver. Even still, it wasn’t like she had a lot of contacts in her phone in the first place. She could call Kenna, but the woman was technically her boss. Outside of Kenna and her mother, there was only Raleigh. She pressed Raleigh’s name before she could talk herself out of it and waited.

“Hey,” Raleigh said on the third ring.

“Raleigh.”

“What’s wrong?” Raleigh asked immediately, knowing from Hollis’s tone that something wasn’t right.

“My mom.”

“No,” Raleigh let out.

“Not that. Well, I don’t know. Maybe that. They’re not talking to me.”

“Where are you? Who’s the they?”

“The hospital. She fell, I think.”

“County General or St. Sebastian’s?”

Hollis had to look around to answer that because she hadn’t been paying attention.

“County General.”

“I can be there in fifteen minutes,” Raleigh replied.

“I don’t know why I called you. I’m sorry. I just didn’t have anyone else.”

“Hollis, I’m leaving now, okay?”

“You don’t have to.”

“I’ll see you in fifteen minutes. Are you in the ER?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Okay. I’m on my way.”

◆◆◆

Hollis didn’t track the time because Raleigh was on her way; she tracked it because it had been another fifteen minutes of her sitting there, not knowing if her mother was alive or dead. Then, she felt a hand on her own, and that snapped her out of staring at the hospital clock. She turned to see Raleigh sitting next to her.

“Hi,” Raleigh said softly.

“Hi.”

“Can I get you anything?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“How long have you been here?”

Hollis checked the clock and replied, “Almost two hours.”

“Have they told you anything?”

“No.”

“Okay. Can you stay here? I’ll be right back.”

Hollis wasn’t planning on moving anytime soon anyway. Raleigh stood up, and Hollis watched as she walked to the desk. Hollis couldn’t hear what she was saying, but a minute later, Raleigh came back and sat next to her.

“They’ve been running some tests, and they’re bringing her back to the room now. The doctor will be out to get you soon, okay?”

“How did you do that?” Hollis asked.

“That nurse is an old friend of mine,” Raleigh shared. “We’re lucky they brought her here, to County General. I don’t know anyone at St. Sebastian’s.”

“But she’s not…”

“No, she’s not, Hollis,” Raleigh said, taking her hand again.

Hollis’s eyes welled with tears, but she didn’t know if they were happy or sad yet.

“I was making dinner. She didn’t call for me. I would have heard. I don’t know what she was doing. Bathroom, maybe. I would’ve helped her. Why–”

“Hey, it’s okay. Come here.” Raleigh pulled Hollis into her side and let her rest her head on her shoulder. “You didn’t do anything wrong. Let’s just see what the doctor says, okay?”

“What if this means we have less time?”

“No what ifs, Hollis.” Raleigh ran a hand into Hollis’s hair, which was certainly a mess, and started massaging her scalp. “Let me get you something to eat, at least. Maybe a coffee, too? It’s probably better here than at the diner.”

Hollis let out a little laugh.

“Olivia Richardson?” A doctor walked out of a room with a chart on a clipboard.

Hollis quickly snapped to attention at the sound of her mother’s name.

“She’s my mom,” she replied.

The doctor walked over to them, and Hollis pulled away from Raleigh to stand.

“We’re still waiting on a few test results, but she’s awake and responsive, which is a good sign. She’s got three stitches in the gash on her forehead, and she lost some blood but didn’t require a transfusion.”

“She’s okay?” Hollis asked.

Raleigh stood then, and without even thinking about it, Hollis reached out her hand for Raleigh to take.

“Like I said, we still have some tests we’re waiting on,” the doctor explained. “And due to her condition and age, I’d like to keep her overnight, at least, to make sure we’re not dealing with any latent issues.”

“Okay,” Hollis said. “Can I see her?”

“I’ll have a nurse take you back. Are you family, too?” he asked Raleigh.

“Yes,” Hollis answered before Raleigh could.

“She’s going to be groggy. We gave her something for the pain and to help her sleep, so you don’t have too much time before she’ll be out for the night.”

“Thank you,” Hollis replied.

He walked off to get the nurse.

“That’s great news,” Raleigh noted, squeezing Hollis’s hand.

“Will you come back with me?”

“I can. Or, I can get you something to eat from the cafeteria, so you can have some time with her first, if you want.”

“Actually, that would be amazing. I’m starving,” Hollis said, finally able to feel something other than worry.

“Sandwich?”

“Whatever they have is fine. I’m not picky.”

“I’ll be five minutes, okay?” Raleigh told her.

“I’ll text you the room number once I know it.”

Raleigh walked to the elevator just as a nurse came to take Hollis back to see her mother.


CHAPTER 13

“So, take me back to that day,” Dylan requested.

“We went to the park, like we always did.”

“No, before that.”

“But that’s where she went missing.”

“I know. But let’s start at the morning. Did anything out of the ordinary happen that morning when you woke up or went to get her out of bed?”

“You really don’t have kids,” Raleigh said, laughing a little. “She woke me up. We had this clock on the wall in her room. Have.” Raleigh swallowed. “We have this clock on the wall of her room. She was an early riser, so I used a marker to mark between six and seven on the clock in red, and seven to eight in yellow. If it was red, she had to play in her room until it got to at least the yellow. She rarely made it to the yellow.”

“So, Eden woke you up that morning.”

“Yeah. That was normal, though. She was in a toddler bed with one of those mesh railings, but she could get up whenever she wanted. She’d been doing well with her potty training, so sometimes, she would go to the bathroom first before she’d come into my room and proudly tell me that she went in the potty like a big girl.” Raleigh smiled. “Other times, she’d just come into my room and wake me up.”

“Then, what did you do?” Dylan took notes in her little notebook.

“I made breakfast. I’m not much of a breakfast eater, so I made coffee for myself and got her settled at the table. After she ate, I told her to go to her room to get dressed, which wasn’t exactly something she was doing well at yet. I mean, she could pick a random pair of pants and a shirt, but she’d forget socks or pick some pants and a shirt that didn’t match. She’s three, you know?” Raleigh looked down at her hands, which were twisting on the table as she talked. “She was three. She’s four now.”

“Right,” Dylan said. “And then, after she got dressed?”

“I got dressed as well on the days when we went out. She usually played in her room or came into mine with me and colored in one of her coloring books on my bed.”

“Any phone calls?”

“No, not even from any of my clients.”

“And these clients, how often do you meet them in person? Did any of them see you with Eden?”

“I’ve never met any of them in person. That’s kind of how the VA thing works: I work here; they work wherever they are. I don’t really reveal details of my life to them. I’m there to take care of the administrative things.”

“How many of them knew you had a daughter?”

“None, as far as I know. I’m technically self-employed, so my benefits and taxes – the things that would reveal a dependent – aren’t through my clients.”

“But they’d have your address on file for paychecks.”

“No. It’s all direct deposit. And I have a PO box for business stuff, so none of them knew where I lived. I also use my first and middle name for my business, not my last name. So, they might not even know that. They know my time zone, but that’s about it. Some virtual assistants work differently, but I’ve always liked my privacy, and that was especially true after I had Eden.”

“Okay.” Dylan took another note. “And after you got dressed?”

“I put her in the car seat, packed her stuff in the trunk, and we went to the park.”

“Her stuff?”

“The kid stuff. There’s the diaper bag with pull-ups in case she has an accident, the extra clothes, snacks, juice, water, milk, her stroller, a bag with toys and stuff to keep her occupied when she was resting. Kids go hard for a bit, and then they crash. Eden played, but then she liked to sit with me and have a snack and color for a while. Usually, she’d be ready for a nap after, but sometimes, a kid would show up, and she would want to play with them, so we’d stay until she crashed again. We’d go home, and I’d put her to bed while I made lunch.”

“But not that day?”

“No, not that day,” Raleigh said, sighing. “We got to the park and–”

“Tell me about the parking lot.”

“What about it?” she asked, wondering where this was going.

“Can you maybe do me a favor?” Dylan asked.

“O-k-a-y…”

“Close your eyes for me.”

“Why?”

“It’s called a cognitive interview. Did the agents have you do one before?”

“No.”

“The idea is for me to ask you some questions about what you saw, heard, smelled, and you put yourself back there,” Dylan explained. “It’s easier if you close your eyes and picture yourself there.”

“What’s the point of that? I’ve been over this a million times.”

“Our minds play tricks on us a lot. Sometimes, a question worded a different way or evoking a different sense can help you recall something you weren’t able to before.”

“Okay.” Raleigh took a deep breath. “But I don’t know how much help this will be. I only remember freaking out because I couldn’t find her.”

“I know. Just trust me, okay?”

Raleigh closed her eyes.

“Take another deep breath.”

She did.

“Now, I want you to go back to that morning. You’re at home with Eden. What did she have for breakfast?”

“Oatmeal with apples.”

“Did she like it?”

“It was her favorite.”

“What did it smell like?”

“Cooked apples. I didn’t buy the packet stuff. I always made the steel-cut oats and cooked the apples for her with a little cinnamon.”

“And what was Eden wearing?”

“Her pajamas.”

“What was on the pajamas?”

“A juice stain that the washer didn’t get out of the shirt,” Raleigh said, laughing a little. “She had unicorns on the shirt, and she’d picked out a pair of pants the night before that I got her for Christmas. They were characters from her favorite cartoon.”

“What color were they?”

“Blue. And the characters were all birds.”

“Okay. Now, did she play in her room that morning or go to yours?”

“She played in her room. When I went to get her, she was coloring.”

“Crayons or markers?”

“God, no. She wasn’t allowed markers unless I was in the room. The walls would’ve been covered by the time I got in there.”

“What color crayon was she using when you got there?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t look.”

“Yes, you did. You would’ve walked in, looked for her, and she was on the bed or on the floor.”

“Floor. She was on the floor.”

“And what color crayon did she have in her hand?”

Raleigh squeezed her eyes shut, trying to remember the crayon.

“She would have said something to you, right? Like, ‘Look, Mommy. I colored…’ ”

“The dinosaur,” Raleigh replied, opening her eyes. “It was green. Dark-green. It was everywhere.”

“Good,” Dylan said, smiling and giving her a nod. “Now, let’s get in the car. Close your eyes again for me. When you got to the parking lot, how many cars were there?”

Raleigh closed her eyes and thought back to that day.

“I don’t know. Five, maybe.”

“Including yours?”

“No.”

“Okay. How full was the lot?”

“It’s a small lot, and there’s street parking. So, half-full.”

“And did you take Eden’s stuff out of the car first or get her out?”

“I always got her stuff out first because I didn’t want her running into the street or to the playground without me.”

“So, you’ve got her stuff now. What’s the weather like?”

“It was a nice day. It had rained a few days before, and I could still smell it in the air. I remember being worried that she’d come home with a lot of mud all over her.”

“Was it muddy, though?”

“I didn’t notice any.”

“Get Eden out of the car for me now.”

Raleigh remembered opening the car door and looking in on her daughter, who was smiling up at her, excited to go play in the park. The tears formed behind Raleigh’s eyes.

“Look around the park, Raleigh. What do you see?”

“I was just getting her out. I didn’t see anything.”

“Yes, you did. You’re a mother. You looked around. You would’ve wanted to make sure it was safe enough to get her out of her car seat and put her on the concrete, right?”

“The street was right behind us.”

“Exactly. Did you look at it?”

“Yeah. But it was just cars driving by.”

“Anyone standing behind you or off to the side?”

Raleigh tried to look left and right inside her memory and said, “I don’t think so.”

“What happened next?”

“I put her in the stroller just so we could get to the playground. I had the bags on my shoulder.”

“Did you walk by anyone?”

“A family. There was a mom and a dad, and I think their two kids.”

“Anyone else?”

“Not on the way there.”

“Okay. What did you hear?”

“Wind,” Raleigh replied. “It was a windy day.”

“What else?”

“Kids screaming and playing.”

“Any adults?”

“Parents talking to other parents.”

“What made you think they were parents?”

“I don’t know. Who else goes to a park with kids?”

“Did they all have kids?”

“I didn’t notice.”

“Yes, you did. Your maternal instinct would’ve kicked in. You know who goes to parks without their own children outside of nannies and babysitters, Raleigh. Did you see anyone standing off to the side, not talking to the other parents? Anyone whom you couldn’t assign to a child?”

“I don’t know,” she replied, opening her eyes again. “I can’t do this.”

“Raleigh, you’re doing great.”

“This is too hard.”

“I know,” Dylan said. “But you’ve already remembered things I don’t see in the reports I’ve read.”

“I don’t remember who took her. Who cares if the crayon was green?”

“Raleigh, you’re a mom. You know bad people go to parks, too. You would have had your head on a swivel every time Eden went to play with the other children. Who was there who shouldn’t have been there?”

“No one. Carl and Rachel were there with their five-year-old. I know them. They live two blocks away from me. Harry and Max were there with their twins. There were people I didn’t recognize, but I didn’t see anyone looking at Eden weirdly or focusing on her too much.”

“Okay. Okay,” Dylan said. “I think we’re good for now.” She closed her notebook.

“No, I’m sorry. I can do more,” Raleigh said, frantic now. “I just–”

“It’s okay, Raleigh. We can do this again another time. I think you need a break.”

“I don’t need a break. My daughter’s missing. What do you need me to do? I can go to a hypnotist. Would that help? Could I remember them then?”

“Tell me about the sperm donor,” Dylan requested.

“What?”

“Anonymous, right?”

“Yes. Why?”

“The clinic hasn’t shared anything they’re not supposed to?”

“No. I mean, I haven’t asked. I don’t even know his name. Why would he want Eden? He gave his sperm to a sperm bank.”

“It’s just a lead I want to follow since it doesn’t look like anyone else did,” Dylan explained. “I’m going to talk to the clinic and make sure I’m satisfied that he couldn’t have figured out who you are or that you had Eden.”

“Seems like a waste of time,” Raleigh noted.

“It’s a phone call. And we have to knock down every door.”

Raleigh nodded and said, “You’re right. Thank you.”

“Well, I should go,” Dylan said then. “Ada and I have a family dinner tonight.”

“Sure. Okay. Thanks for coming over.”

“I’ll call you, okay?”

Raleigh walked Dylan out and closed the door behind her. She proceeded to wipe at her face before she went into the bathroom and washed it. Then, she went back out to her computer to get some work done. She’d been reviewing her finances recently and had concerns. If she didn’t pick up more clients or more hours, she was at risk of losing her house. She hadn’t paid much attention to the bills for the past year. Instead, she’d spent money she shouldn’t have and hadn’t worked as hard as she should have. She could’ve told her clients what was going on and maybe gotten a little empathy, but she didn’t want them to know about Eden or what was happening in her life. Now, she needed to work harder to get out of the hole she was in, but working harder meant she’d have less time to spend on Eden’s website and Facebook page. She’d also have less time with Dylan and the other officers and agents working the case.

“You need a home for her to come back to, dumbass,” she said to herself.

Then, she realized she needed a break and picked up the phone.

“Hey,” Hollis said.

“Hey. I just wanted to check on you and your mom. How is she?”

“She’s in and out. They’re keeping her here for another night.”

“Test results back yet?”

“They think she just bumped her head. There’s nothing in the millions of scans they took to worry about. But she was a little dehydrated, so they want to make sure she gets fluids and sleeps the night through before they let her go.”

“That’s good that they’re watching her for the night.”

“Yeah, I guess. They’re letting me stay again.”

“You stayed the night?”

“I didn’t want to leave her.”

“Have you been home at all, Hollis?”

“Not yet. I just want to be here when she wakes up.”

“Let me stop by and grab your keys.”

“What? Why?”

“I can go to your house and pick up some clothes or your phone charger or something.”

“I bought a cheap charger in the gift shop.”

“Clothes, then,” Raleigh said. “And stuff to clean up in the bathroom with or something.”

“I’m okay. It’s only one more night. I don’t think I smell that great, but it’s a hospital – the whole place smells like antiseptic anyway.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I’m okay.”

“If you change your mind, will you call me?”

“Sure.”

“You don’t mean it, do you?”

Hollis laughed and said, “I do.”

“Okay. I’ll let you go, then. I’m glad she’s okay, Hollis.”

“Me too.”

Raleigh hung up, but she didn’t feel right about Hollis being there alone. Hollis had been there for her. It was time Raleigh showed up for her now.


CHAPTER 14

“Hollis?”

Hollis’s eyes snapped open when she heard her name, thinking it was a doctor or nurse trying to tell her something about her mom. Instead, she found Raleigh standing next to the chair she’d fallen asleep in. Raleigh was smiling down at her, and it was only then that Hollis noticed Raleigh’s hand was massaging the back of her neck.

“Sorry. You were sleeping. I didn’t want to wake you, but I thought you should know that I’m here.”

“Hey,” Hollis said, yawning instantly and turning away from Raleigh because her breath could not be good right now. “Is everything okay? What are you doing here?”

“You sounded so tired on the phone, and you’ve been here for over thirty-six hours,” she replied, still massaging Hollis’s neck. “I brought you some magazines and a book. I don’t think people still do that for people in the hospital now that smartphones exist, but it was the only thing I could think of bringing. I also stopped at the gift shop on the way up and got you some snacks, but I really think you should eat something real. Can we go to the cafeteria and get you something? It won’t do your mom any good if you’re so hungry when you leave here, you can’t drive home.”

“I can’t drive home anyway,” Hollis replied. “I rode in the ambulance with her.”

Raleigh nodded and said, “Then, you can call me when it’s time for her to be discharged, and I’ll pick you guys up.”

“No, I can’t ask you to do that. We can just order a car,” Hollis said, rubbing her tired eyes.

“You literally stayed the night at my place because I asked you to stay until I fell asleep. Don’t think I didn’t notice you passed out at five in the morning when I woke up to go to the bathroom,” Raleigh noted, smiling at her. Then, the neck massage stopped, and Raleigh asked, “Why did you leave before I woke up?”

“Work. I needed to get home to change. You were sleeping so soundly; I didn’t want to wake you up. I figured you probably had a regular alarm set, so you’d be okay for work.”

Raleigh gave her a small nod and said, “Come on. Let’s get you out of this chair. Your back cannot feel good right now.”

“It doesn’t,” she admitted. “But they were nice enough to let me stay, even though the visiting hours were over, so I didn’t want to ask for a cot or something.”

“Cafeteria,” Raleigh told her, prompting her to stand up. “She’s out like a light, Hollis. Let’s get you something to eat. Do you also want coffee to stay up? Or do you want to sleep?”

Hollis stood slowly, grumbling as she did. Every part of her body felt tight and unhappy with her decision to sleep in that chair. She stretched her arms over her head and then rubbed her face quickly to try to wake herself up more.

“You smell great, by the way,” Raleigh teased.

“Hey, cut me some slack. I bought a mini-deodorant thing from the gift shop earlier. Then again, I didn’t think to get a toothbrush, which was dumb of me, but the nurse came in and gave me an update when I got to the room, so I never went back to get one.”

“Food,” Raleigh insisted, taking Hollis’s hand. “Then, we’ll worry about everything else.”

They walked down the hallway, with Raleigh pulling her along. Hollis was having trouble keeping up with her due to exhaustion and her body not wanting to cooperate. Arriving at the elevator, she let Raleigh take the lead. She knew her mother would likely be asleep for the next several hours, so Hollis had plenty of time to eat and probably go shower at home and change her clothes, but the cafeteria already seemed so far away… She couldn’t think of going home right now and missing something. It would take at least fifteen minutes to get back to the hospital, and then she’d have to park and run into the building and back to her mom’s room.

“No,” Raleigh stated as Hollis reached for a bag of barbeque chips.

“Huh?”

“You need real food. They’re still serving dinner. Meatloaf.”

“Meatloaf from a hospital cafeteria? Are you trying to kill me?”

Raleigh laughed and said, “Fine. Don’t get the meatloaf. There are vegetables, though. They can’t be that bad. Get a sandwich and maybe a yogurt or fruit or something.”

“You realize you’re not the boss of me, right?” Hollis joked as she pulled a yogurt parfait and a fruit salad off the shelf in front of her.

“You’re barely functioning right now. Someone’s got to be.”

Hollis had to agree with that, so she asked the woman behind the stainless-steel counter if she could have some of the mixed vegetables that looked like they’d been in that pan for days and could be easily mashed with a fork. After she also grabbed a turkey sandwich and a bottle of water, she realized that Raleigh hadn’t gotten anything for herself.

“You’re not eating?”

“No, I ate at home. I’m okay.”

“Raleigh, you didn’t have to–”

“Let’s pay and sit down,” Raleigh interrupted.

“You sure are bossy when I’m tired,” Hollis joked.

“I think I’m bossy all the time. You might just now be noticing it because you’re tired.”

They paid and sat at an empty table. The cafeteria wasn’t busy, but there were several people in scrubs sitting around and a few people who were likely here to visit friends and family. Hollis stared at the food she’d picked out, and while she knew she should eat, she really wasn’t hungry.

“You don’t want to eat any of that, do you?” Raleigh asked.

“No,” Hollis replied, laughing a little. “I know I’m starving, but I’m not hungry. Does that make sense?”

“Oddly enough, yes, it does. I’ve been there myself more times than I can count this past year. I think I went three days without food before Millie force-fed me something. And I don’t even remember what it was. I have zero recollection of eating it.”

“She took care of you,” Hollis noted, picking up her fork and stabbing at an overcooked carrot.

“Yeah, she did.”

“And her wife didn’t mind?”

“Her wife is a mom, too, so she got it. Besides, she helped a little as well. She made me food that I could freeze and eat later, and she also helped in the search. I think when something this horrible happens, you put aside anything from the past and just help each other out. We aren’t the best of friends, but she was kind to me.”

“Maybe she just wanted to be around because she’s still worried about residual feelings between you and Millie or something.”

“Why would you say that?” Raleigh asked.

“I don’t know,” she replied, shrugging. “Wasn’t the only reason she left because she couldn’t get pregnant?”

“Not the only reason; just the biggest. And Millie is happy where she is. She has the family that she was meant to have. I’ll admit, I don’t exactly understand how she could be so adamant with me that she had to have our baby and nothing else would do, but then she meets someone else who already has a kid, and suddenly, she no longer needs to be pregnant, but it’s what happened. She’s happy now, so I’m happy for her, too, even when it hurts to think about sometimes.”

“Do you still love her?” Hollis asked, forcing herself to eat the carrot that basically melted in her mouth, and not in a good way.

“Not like that, no. But a part of me always will. She was my first real love. I thought I’d be with her forever. I think, whenever that’s the case, you lose a part of yourself in that person, and you won’t ever get it back.”

“I think you give it to them; you don’t lose it,” Hollis replied, dropping the fork into the fruit salad and stabbing a piece of cantaloupe, the world-renowned fruit salad filler of choice.

“What’s the difference?”

“You didn’t lose it and have to find it later. You loved her, so you gave her that piece of you that no one can touch. You chose her, and you chose to share your heart with her.”

“I guess,” Raleigh replied.

“Have you ever noticed that cantaloupe makes up, like, eighty percent of every fruit salad?”

Raleigh laughed and said, “What?”

“There’s literally one strawberry in here and, like, two grapes. The rest is cantaloupe.”

“Are you not a fan?”

“It’s fine. It’s just like, you come for the berries, but you leave with the cantaloupe.”

“Sounds like a night in a lesbian bar.”

“You go to lesbian bars looking for berries?” Hollis teased.

“I don’t go to lesbian bars. Well, I don’t go anymore,” Raleigh replied.

“Are there even lesbian bars here?”

“There’s a couple of gay bars. Not lesbian, specifically, but they’re not bad as long as you skip guys’ night.”

“I think I’ll skip all nights.”

Raleigh laughed again and looked up at her.

“That doesn’t surprise me.”

“No?”

“No,” Raleigh said.

◆◆◆

“Can I have your keys?” Raleigh asked when they got back to the room.

“Keys?”

“And your address. I’m going to run by and pick up stuff for you. I’ll bring it back, and you can change into something to sleep in.”

“You don’t–”

“Hollis, you’re still wearing the jeans and, my guess, also your underwear from yesterday.”

“You assume I wear underwear,” she joked.

Raleigh laughed and then covered her mouth, turning to Olivia and widening her eyes as if she could have woken her up.

“It’s okay. I’m awake,” Olivia spoke before her eyes opened. “And, really, Hollis? No underwear?”

“I was just joking,” Hollis said, moving to the side of her mother’s bed. “You’re supposed to be asleep.”

“I have to go to the bathroom,” her mom replied.

“Okay. I’ll get the nurse.”

“I’ve stolen your keys,” Raleigh stated.

Hollis turned to see that Raleigh was holding up the house keys.

“Hey!” she said.

“I’ll be back in thirty minutes, okay? Is there anything specific you want me to bring?”

“Underwear,” Olivia replied for her.

Hollis and Raleigh laughed this time.

“No, whatever is fine. My suitcase is–”

“I’ll figure it out,” Raleigh told her.

“Who exactly are you?”

“Oh, sorry. Mom, this is Raleigh.”

“The Raleigh?”

“I’m the Raleigh?” Raleigh asked, moving to the other side of the bed.

“I’ve told her about you, yes,” Hollis explained. “Raleigh stopped by to check on me.”

“I like her already.” Olivia smiled a little.

“She likes me,” Raleigh replied, smirking at Hollis.

Hollis rolled her eyes and said, “I’ll get the nurse.”

“I’ll be right back, okay?” Raleigh repeated. “Text me the address, please.”

“Yes. And thank you,” Hollis said.

“No problem.”

Raleigh left with Hollis’s keys, and Hollis hit the button to call the nurse for her mom.

“She’s nice.”

“She is, yeah,” Hollis agreed as she pulled out her phone and sent Raleigh that text. “Can I get you some water?”

“No, I’m okay. She came here for you?”

“She helped me yesterday when you arrived. Today, she just stopped by to force me to eat, and, I guess, she’s going to get me some things from the house so I can stay again.”

“That’s nice of her,” her mom noted, trying to sit up a little.

Hollis fluffed the pillow behind her so that she’d have support.

“She’s very pretty,” her mom added.

“Raleigh?”

“No, the nurse. Raleigh, of course.” Olivia chuckled, which led to a cough.

“I guess, yeah.” Hollis cleared her throat nervously.

“You guess? I saw those eyes of hers.”

Hollis smiled involuntarily and said, “Yes, she has beautiful eyes.”

“And she made you eat something?”

“Mushy carrots and cantaloupe.”

Her mom smiled wider, and Hollis thought now was probably as good a time as any.

“Mom?”

“Yeah?”

“There’s something I haven’t told you yet because I don’t know how you’re going to react.”

“Hollis, you can tell me anything.”

“I know. But this is different.”

“How so?”

“Because I’m bisexual,” Hollis replied. “And I don’t know if you have a problem with that.”

Her mom nodded and said, “It’s interesting that you chose now to tell me that, when we were talking about Raleigh being so pretty.”

“What?”

“Is she just a friend, or maybe something more?”

“Mom!”

“What? I’m the mother. I can ask that.”

“You don’t have a–”

“Problem? Hollis, I love you more than life.” Olivia took her hand. “I want you to be happy and safe. Those are the only two things I’ve ever wanted. Well, I wanted you to be safe with me, obviously. And healthy. That’s another one. I’ve wanted you to be happy, safe, and healthy. That’s what every parent should want for their children. I’ve never understood parents who don’t see that that should be their only concern. I don’t care if you’re with a man or a woman. Just be happy, honey.”

“I see someone’s awake,” the nurse said as she entered the room. “Everything okay?”

“She needs to use the bathroom.”

“I can help her with that. And I can get you a cot, too.”

“A cot?”

“Raleigh stopped by on her way out. She asked if we had a spare cot you could sleep on. I’ll have one brought in. She also asked if you could use the staff showers when she gets back with your stuff. She’s lucky we grew up together. Demanding, that girl,” the nurse told her, but was all smiles.

“I’m liking her more and more,” Olivia said to Hollis.


CHAPTER 15

“We’re planning a graduation party for a kid who won’t graduate,” John shared. “Well, at least not with us. JJ would be graduating in the spring. My wife has missed three birthdays already. Another one’s coming up. She said she didn’t want to do a birthday party for him this year, like we’ve done in the past, but she’s still buying the gifts. I was good with that. I thought that she might be in that next stage of grieving or whatever, that she was finally starting to move on. Then, she said she wanted to have an open house for JJ like all the other kids do when they graduate. I don’t see the point. He’s not graduating. It’s either he’ll never graduate at all, or he’ll graduate wherever he is now. So, why celebrate something that’s not actually happening?”

“What’s the harm, though?” Molly asked.

“I don’t want to sit around and have people walk through my house all day, leaving gifts for JJ when he’ll never be around to get them. We don’t need money for his college. He’s not going to college. It will be horrible and awkward, and I’m just tired.”

“I understand,” Molly said.

And she continued to talk, but Raleigh wasn’t listening anymore. It was already halfway through the group session, and Hollis’s chair next to her own was empty, which wasn’t like her. Ever since that first night, Hollis hadn’t missed a meeting. Raleigh wanted to text her to find out what was going on, but it would be rude to John, who was sharing, and the rest of the group, who was trying to help him get through this. She wondered if it was the same for all of them. Whenever someone spoke of something they were going through, Raleigh always related it to herself and to Eden. It was selfish, she knew that, but she also couldn’t stop it. When John talked about his son graduating from high school, she thought of Eden at eighteen. Her cheeks wouldn’t be as round. Her hair might be darker. Would she play sports in high school? Would she be a valedictorian? Would she have her first crush or first love by then? Would she have had her heart broken yet?

After John finished sharing, Shelly started talking about her best friend, who’d gone missing five years prior. People were pretty sure the woman had been killed by her ex-boyfriend, but no one knew that for a fact; they’d never found a body. The ex-boyfriend remained a suspect, but the cops couldn’t arrest him on suspicion only, so the case was still open, and Shelly was without a woman she’d known since first grade, who was more sister than friend to her.

When the meeting wrapped, Raleigh said her usual goodbyes to be polite, but she was concerned about Hollis, so she rushed through them to get outside and pulled out her phone. She thought of texting, but then she’d have to wait for a reply. She called instead, and it went straight to voicemail, which it had never done before.

“Hey, it’s me. Raleigh. You weren’t at group tonight, so I wanted to check and make sure everything’s okay. Can you call me when you get a chance?”

She hung up, but something still felt off to her. In the time she’d known the woman, Hollis had always answered when Raleigh called. She’d responded to texts almost right away every time, too. The last time they’d talked, Hollis had mentioned she was going to call in sick at work in order to stay at the hospital with her mom longer. She’d thanked Raleigh for the cot and the use of the hospital shower when Raleigh brought Hollis her stuff from the house, and that had been it. Raleigh had stayed there for another hour or so, but then she needed to get home to get some sleep. She hated leaving Hollis there, though. Something in her told her to stay, to take the chair so that Hollis could sleep in the cot, but it wasn’t her place. So, she’d left and asked Hollis to keep her posted on her mom’s progress.

Raleigh was sitting in the car in Hollis’s driveway. This was too much, right? She was basically stalking the woman right now. But she knew Hollis’s address now, and she still felt like she needed to know that Hollis was okay. Another call had gone to voicemail, so she’d driven here on impulse, and now she was sitting, staring at Hollis’s rental car in the driveway, which meant Hollis was either home or still at the hospital. Raleigh got out of the car and decided to ring the bell. If no one answered, she’d just go home and wait for Hollis to call her back.

“Raleigh?” Hollis asked when she opened the front door.

“Hey. I promise, I’m not a crazy person. I just wanted to make sure you were okay. You weren’t at group tonight.”

“Oh. They finally released my mom, so I had to get her home and settled. Come in,” she said, moving aside so that Raleigh could enter.

“I thought I was picking you up.”

“They let her go right before group. I didn’t want you to miss a meeting because of me,” Hollis replied.

“I called before I came over, by the way. I don’t want you to think I just came over here.”

“My phone was dead. It’s charging in my bedroom. The cheap gift-shop charger stopped working.”

“Well, now that I know you’re okay, I can go,” Raleigh told her. “I just got worried.”

Hollis smiled softly, which made Raleigh smile, too.

“Raleigh?”

She glanced behind Hollis to see Olivia coming into the living room from the kitchen.

“Hello, Mrs. Richardson,” she greeted.

“Olivia,” the woman replied.

“Mom, Raleigh came over to check on me since I didn’t go to the meeting tonight.”

“Isn’t that nice?” Olivia noted and exchanged some kind of glance with her daughter. “Hollis was making me a late dinner now that I no longer have to deal with hospital food. Are you staying?”

“No, I just came by to make sure she was okay. I’m going home to make something for myself, actually.”

“Have dinner with us,” Hollis offered.

“You said you couldn’t cook,” Raleigh reminded.

“I can’t.” Hollis pointed to her mom. “She has recipes and gives me pointers.”

“I don’t want to intrude, Hollis. I–”

“You’re not. Come on,” Hollis interrupted. “You can drop your purse and coat on the sofa. We’re not formal around here.”

“Take the woman’s coat, Hollis,” Olivia said.

Raleigh looked down at the floor, trying to control her laughter.

“Yes, she’s right. I will take your coat.”

“It’s okay,” Raleigh replied, looking back up at her. “I’ve got it.”

She removed her coat and handed it to Hollis.

“Thanks,” Hollis said. “Sorry, Mom.”

“Raleigh, you can be my eyes at the stove. I’m not allowed to stand for too long yet, so I’m sitting at the table, trying to teach her how to season properly.”

“Got it,” Raleigh replied.

Hollis hung her coat in the closet, and Raleigh dropped her purse on the floor by the sofa. Then, she followed Olivia into the kitchen, which looked like a mess.

“You really don’t cook, do you?” she teased Hollis.

“My dad’s idea of cooking was putting a Hungry Man dinner in the microwave and hitting start,” Hollis said. “Be patient with me.”

“You’re supposed to clean as you go so that you have space to cut those vegetables.”

“I’ve tried to tell her that,” Olivia noted.

“Okay… I don’t need both of you ganging up on me. Teach me.”

Raleigh looked around, trying to figure out what Hollis was making.

“Some kind of soup?” she guessed.

“Soup? No, it’s a chicken dish with mushrooms,” Hollis told her.

“And celery and carrots?”

“Those are out from the other day. I haven’t put them away yet.”

“Well, maybe start by throwing those out. They look awful. Have you ever sliced mushrooms before?” Raleigh asked.

“No, I don’t eat mushrooms,” Hollis shared.

“She’s making it extra difficult on herself by making this for me and making herself the chicken without the mushrooms,” Olivia explained. “Do you eat mushrooms, Raleigh?”

“Yeah. Usually, just on pizza, but I don’t mind them.”

“Do I make yours with or without them, then?” Hollis asked, holding up a very sharp knife.

“Let’s actually start with you pointing that toward the mushrooms and not at me,” Raleigh suggested, moving to lightly grip Hollis’s forearm and lowering it so that the knife was pointed down. This put her behind Hollis a little and gave her a chance to breathe her in for the first time since that night Hollis had held her. “You washed these, right?”

“They come pre-washed.”

“Hollis!”

Raleigh laughed at Olivia’s admonishment.

“What? They don’t?”

“It’s kind of adorable that you have no idea what you’re doing,” Raleigh said softly, just for Hollis to hear. “They do not come washed, no,” she added in her normal indoor voice. “Even if they did, you should always wash your vegetables.”

“I don’t really like vegetables,” Hollis told her.

“I know. I watched you stab carrots and peas for, like, an hour at the hospital, and you only ate a bite.”

“The recipe is on the card there,” Olivia said. “Maybe you should walk her through it while I go lie down for a bit.”

“Are you okay?” Hollis turned in place immediately and probably hadn’t realized Raleigh was that close.

Raleigh stared at her for a second. Hollis stared back. Her blue eyes were perfect. The worry in them for her mother was not, however, so Raleigh stepped to the side.

“I’m fine. But now that Raleigh’s here, she can make sure you don’t burn anything and that I don’t have dirt in my mushrooms.” Olivia stood slowly.

“Give me a minute. I want to walk her to bed,” Hollis said to Raleigh.

“I’m just going to the sofa,” Olivia stated.

“I still want to walk you there.”

An hour later, they’d finished eating their dinner. Raleigh and Olivia had the mushroom chicken, while Hollis had a plain piece of chicken that looked pathetic on the plate, along with some mashed potatoes that Raleigh had helped her with. Raleigh thought the dish turned out pretty good, and Olivia seemed to like having something other than hospital food. It was getting late, though, and Raleigh could tell Olivia was getting tired.

“I can do the dishes if you want to get her to bed,” she offered as she stood next to Hollis at the counter, having brought some dishes over.

“No, you don’t do dishes; you’re a guest,” Hollis told her. Then, she leaned in conspiratorially and added, “And I already got in trouble for not helping you with your coat.”

Raleigh smiled at her and said, “You loved it, didn’t you?”

“I did.” Hollis smiled back. “Is it weird that I liked getting in trouble with my mom because it means I have her back?”

Raleigh shook her head and replied, “No.”

Hollis then helped her mother to the living room, but Raleigh couldn’t resist helping out with the dishes, and by the time Hollis returned, most of them were already in the dishwasher.

“If I get in trouble, it’s on you,” Hollis noted.

“I’m almost done. Want to help me dry?” she asked, tossing a rag in Hollis’s direction.

“Thank you,” she said, moving to stand beside her.

“For what?”

“Checking on me. I’ve never had anyone do that before.”

“You don’t have to thank me for worrying about you.” Raleigh passed Hollis a pan.

“And thanks for helping me cook. I’ve been surviving on grilled cheese and TV dinners.”

“How are you so skinny?” Raleigh asked, laughing.

“I’m not skinny.”

“Yes, you are,” Raleigh pointed out, looking at Hollis’s baggy sweater and jeans. “You’re covering it up now, but I don’t know how you eat how you do, and you don’t gain weight. Do you work out or something?”

“No. I think what you’re seeing is that I’ve lost weight since this whole thing started,” Hollis shared. “I think I’ve lost about ten pounds since I found out. Combine that with eating healthier since moving in here, and I look thinner.”

Raleigh handed her the lid from the pan to dry and asked, “How is she?”

“She’s okay. I mean, she still has cancer, but her head is fine. Having run all the tests, the doctor confirmed what I thought had happened: she lost her balance while getting up from the bed and fell, hitting herself on the nightstand. I’ve now wrapped a few socks around the corners just in case until I can buy something more permanent.

“That’s good news,” Raleigh said, wiping her hands on a dry rag. “And I should probably leave you two alone now. I really didn’t mean to stay.”

“Raleigh, you don’t have to keep saying that. You’re welcome here anytime you want.”

“Girls, would you like to watch some TV with me?” Olivia asked from the living room.

“She means watch something until she falls asleep in, like, five minutes,” Hollis said to Raleigh. “Sure, Mom.”

“I should–”

“She will literally be out in five minutes. If you want to leave then, you can.”

It was true: five minutes after they all sat down, Olivia was asleep. Hollis had to wake the woman to get her to her bed. Raleigh didn’t know if she should leave without saying goodbye or wait, so she decided to just wait. When Hollis emerged minutes later, she looked so exhausted.

“She has meds to take that help her sleep, and I also wanted to make sure she was comfortable. Sorry if it took a while.”

“No, it’s fine,” Raleigh said. “You look beat.”

Hollis flopped down onto the sofa next to her.

“I am. The cot helped, but it was still hard to sleep through the night.”

“Go to bed, Hollis. I can head home.”

“It’s not like sleep comes all that easily in my bed, either,” Hollis told her, turning her head to Raleigh. “I end up thinking about all the times we moved or the times he lied to me about her, and I get so angry. My heart starts to pound, and I can’t fall asleep.”

Raleigh stared into Hollis’s tired eyes and asked, “Do you want me to stay?”

“No, I’ll be okay,” Hollis said, turning away from her.

“Can I at least make sure you get to bed?”

“I still have some work to do. I took the day off, but I have things another researcher wanted me to vet, and–”

“Bed, Hollis.” She patted Hollis’s knee. “All that will still be waiting for you when you wake up tomorrow.”

“Fine,” Hollis agreed with little fight.

Raleigh helped her up by the hands and grabbed her hips to turn her in the direction of the hallway. She kept her hands there as they walked into the bedroom.

“I’m just going to brush my teeth and pee. I’ll be right out,” Hollis said.

“Okay,” she replied, looking around the room she’d been in once before.

That time, Raleigh had been quick, wanting to get back to Hollis with clothes and toiletries as fast as possible. Now, she was really looking at the room, but as she tried to find pieces of Hollis in it, she remembered this wasn’t Hollis’s room; this was a guest room she was sleeping in while she took care of her mother.

“I promise, I’ll go to sleep, okay?” Hollis told her, emerging from the bathroom.

Raleigh turned to see that she’d changed into a pair of sweats and a T-shirt while in the bathroom.

“Yeah, okay. I’ll leave you to it, then.”

“It’s late. Do you want to just stay?” Hollis asked her.

“No. It’s not that far of a drive.”

Hollis nodded, yawned, and then asked, “Will you stay if I ask you to?”

“I will,” Raleigh replied, nodding.

“I have some stuff put away in the drawers that you can sleep in,” Hollis said.

“I’ll be okay on the couch in this,” she replied.

“Yeah, right…” Hollis pulled back the comforter on her side, climbed in, and then pulled the other side back as well. “My mom wakes up and finds you on the sofa in your clothes – I’m a dead woman. Come on.”


CHAPTER 16

“Hey, I’m grabbing something for lunch. Interested?” Kenna asked.

“I was just finishing something up,” Hollis replied.

“Cool. Five minutes?”

“Yeah, okay.”

Hollis now considered Kenna to be more of a friend than a boss, which was strange to her because she’d never really had many friends. The people she’d worked with had always been just colleagues, and she’d done the occasional drinks-after-work thing, but nothing more than what was called optional but was really required. Hanging out with someone outside of work was new to Hollis, but she found that she liked Kenna as a person beyond her being a great boss. Maybe part of it was because Kenna had, essentially, been responsible for Hollis reuniting with her mother, but it was a small part. Kenna was funny and smart. She had a lot of stories and cared about people. So, when Kenna had asked her to lunch the previous week, Hollis had gone and had been surprised by how much fun she’d had.

“Aaliyah asked Ripley if she could go to this summer camp for three weeks. I thought it was a good idea. My wife asked about a million different questions and got a whole lot of I-don’t-knows back from her. The girl heard summer camp with her friends, and the rest of it wasn’t important. We asked one of the people in charge, and the camp turned out to be a science camp for kids who excel in science. Aaliyah hates science and is currently getting a C. When we told her that and the fact that she’d have to apply and write a short essay, she told us it would be better for her if we skipped it this year. I’m not sure Ripley and I have laughed so hard in a long time when we went to bed that night.”

“She sounds like a character,” Hollis said, biting into her club sandwich.

“She is. I love the crap out of that little girl. Speaking of little girls… How’s it going with Dylan on Eden’s case?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Hollis replied.

“You haven’t talked to Raleigh about it?”

“Not since the first meeting. I think she’s talked to Dylan a few times since then.”

“That surprises me a little,” Kenna said.

“Why?”

“You two seem to have gotten really close,” Kenna noted, taking a bite of her salad.

“Oh. I guess, yeah.”

“You guess?”

“Not you, too…” Hollis rolled her eyes and looked out the window of the restaurant.

“What does that mean?” Kenna laughed a little.

“My mom is on my case about Raleigh, too.”

“On your case?”

“She thinks I like her,” Hollis replied.

“And do you?”

“She’s a friend. I don’t have many of those. I never have.”

“You have me,” Kenna told her. “And Ripley, too, if you spend time with her. She used to be kind of like you, actually.”

“You’ll have to explain that one to me,” Hollis said.

Kenna sighed and put down her fork.

“Ripley was really young when her house caught on fire, and she lost her whole family,” she shared.

“What?”

“Yeah. It was bad. She lost her parents, her two brothers, and her grandmother all at the same time when she was so little.” Kenna looked off into space as if it was still hard to talk about. “She ended up in the system and isolated herself from pretty much everyone. My girl busted her ass, though, and she ended up putting herself through school and becoming a kick-ass social worker who helps kids like Aaliyah. When she and I met, it was for a story, like I told you, but then I dove deeper and couldn’t leave the thing alone until I found out what happened to her. I was totally into her, too. You’ve seen my wife: she’s gorgeous. She’s also a little sassy when she wants to be, and, apparently, she really wanted to be the day she met me.” Kenna shrugged a shoulder and added, “I was hooked. I wanted to be with her. While we were figuring things out between us, though, I discovered some stuff about her case because I have a hard time letting things go. Anyway, we found out that a friend of her brother’s, actually, set the house on fire.”

“What?”

“Yeah. No one looked at him because he was a kid at the time.”

“Why the hell would he–”

“We don’t know,” Kenna said. “He’s locked up now, but he’s never said why. I think that still bugs Rip, but no explanation could ever make any difference to the fact that her family is still gone.”

“I’m sorry. I know that doesn’t do anything, but that’s awful,” Hollis said.

“She was on her own for the longest time,” Kenna added. “When we met, she was going through trying to put up with this overeager reporter and, at the same time, finding out what happened with her family, but I didn’t let her go. I loved her. She’s the one for me. And now, we’re married, and we have a daughter. She’s got my family now, and they love her. She has friends at work and outside of it, and she actually put herself out there to find them. She’s this amazing person whom no one really ever knew, and that makes me sad because they missed out. She’s happy now, though, and I think I’m a little less annoying to her.” Kenna laughed lightly. “She gets me in this way that no one else ever can, and I do the same for her. Ripley hates conflict. She avoids it at all costs. I lean into it. We balance each other. I know I’m no relationship expert, but I think you need that, you know? The person who gets you or balances you; that person who makes you want to be better.”

“Yeah,” Hollis let out.

“So?”

Hollis grunted and replied, “Yeah, I like her. Okay?”

“I knew it!” Kenna said and winked at her. “Have you told her?”

“God, no!”

“Why, ‘God no?’ It’s just telling a woman you like her. What’s the big deal? Ask her out.”

“Not everyone is you, Kenna.” Hollis laughed.

“I did ask Ripley out within, like, three minutes of meeting her,” Kenna shared, looking off to the side as if recalling the event.

Hollis laughed again.

“What? It worked. We’re married.”

“Kenna, she’s great, and I do like her, but neither of us is in a place to date.”

“I get it. But you could say that about a lot of people.”

“Like whom?”

“I don’t know; Dylan and Ada, for one. Well, two, technically.”

“That’s not the same.”

“It’s never the same,” Kenna replied. “Every person and every couple is different. But Ada, for example, was going through stuff when she met Dylan. Well, re-met her. She still blamed Dylan for not finding her brother and had a lot of anger built up over the years. Dylan broke through that, though, and they’re happily married. I never thought Ada Cramer would get married. I met her for the show – that girl was crazy angry most of the time. Still, she and Dylan made it work. Now, she’s an attorney married to a cop, and they both help people.”

“Raleigh lost her daughter. It’s not the same.”

“And you were taken by your father. I’d argue that there’s probably no other couple in the world that could say the same.”

“We’re not a couple.”

“Not yet.”

“Kenna, I don’t imagine she’s even remotely thinking about being with anyone. Her focus is on finding Eden, which is where it should be.”

“And your focus is on Raleigh?”

“No. Well, sometimes,” she admitted. “But it’s on my mom and work, too, which is where it should be.”

“She’s not given you any signals that she might feel the same?” Kenna asked.

Hollis took a drink of her water and said, “Not signals, exactly, but she touches me sometimes.”

Kenna lifted an eyebrow.

“Not like that,” Hollis added. “Just like the night she stopped by the hospital – well, the second night she stopped by – anyway, she woke me up by massaging the back of my neck.”

“She stopped by the hospital? When your mom fell?”

“Yes. And she was great. She helped me out.” Hollis shrugged as if it hadn’t been a big deal, but to her, it had been the biggest of deals.

“So, she massaged your neck?”

“And she does other stuff like that, too, but it’s not romantic or anything. It’s just part of who she is, I think.”

“You’ve seen her massage someone else’s neck?”

“No, but the only people I’ve seen her with are the support group, my mother, and Dylan. Ada joined us, too, for about five minutes, but I’m pretty sure if Raleigh tried to massage Dylan’s neck, Ada would snap her arm off and beat her with it.”

Kenna laughed and said, “You’re probably right.”

“Raleigh’s great,” Hollis added. “She’s beautiful, and I like spending time with her.”

“But you’re not going to do anything about it?”

“Kenna, I live with my mother, who is sick and needs me whenever I’m not at work. I have next to no money, an apartment in another country that’s gathering dust, a father who’s in jail pending trial for taking me away from my mom, and about thirty years of baggage that I should probably be going to therapy to deal with. What the hell could I possibly offer someone like Raleigh?”

“Yourself,” Kenna replied as if it was the easiest thing in the world to see. “No one ever has it put-together, no matter what lies they tell on social media or to themselves. Ripley and I fight all the time. Sometimes, it’s about real things. Other times, it’s stupid stuff that we get over almost right away. Neither of us has our shit together, and we’re raising a person, Hollis. Every day, we try our best to set good examples for her, but sometimes, just waking up and putting on matching shoes is too much to ask. Being with someone isn’t about an apartment or therapy. It’s about going all-in with them, warts and all. It’s showing up every day, being grateful that the person you love most loves you back, and making sure they know that you love them back. You wake up with them and think that getting through the day will be hard, but it’s also easier just because they’re right there. It’s never perfect, but that’s the best part. When I open my eyes and look at my wife in the morning, sometimes, she’s snoring and has that little nose strip on.” Kenna mimed where the strip would go on her own nose. “It’s really cute.” She laughed a little. “Other times, she’s got a little drool on her chin. I wake her up, and she rolls away and kind of smacks me accidentally when she does because life is not a romantic comedy, but it’s my life, and I wouldn’t change any of it for anything ever.”

“Ripley is your wife. I’m not even in love with Raleigh.”

“Maybe not. All I’m saying is that you shouldn’t stop yourself from going after something you want – or, in this case, someone you want – because you’re worried you’re not enough. The key is finding the person who sees you as enough for them.”

Hollis thought about that as she finished her lunch. Then, they drove back to the office, and Kenna went into a meeting, leaving Hollis to continue thinking about Raleigh and how nice it had been, having someone next to her in bed, even though they’d only slept. That had been the best part: Hollis had actually slept. And when they’d woken up the next morning, she’d asked Raleigh how she’d slept, and Raleigh had said better than it had been in a long time. That meant something, right?

◆◆◆

“Hey,” she said into her phone, which was on speaker, as she drove home after work.

“Hi. What are you up to?” Raleigh asked, sounding chipper.

“Driving home. I was going to pick up some food for dinner on my way there, and I thought that since you and my mother seem to love picking on me together, I’d invite you to join us.” Hollis closed her eyes for a second, which was a bad idea because she was driving, but she was nervous.

“Oh, I’d love to, but I can’t. I’m actually heading out right now.”

“No problem,” she replied, opening her eyes at the rejection.

“Maybe another night this week?” Raleigh suggested.

“Up to you. I just thought I’d ask.”

“I’m going to Dylan’s, Hollis. She asked if I could go to her place this time to talk about the case.”

“Oh,” Hollis let out. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah. She just has a lot of questions, and I struggle answering them all at once.”

“Do you need me to go with you?”

“No, I’ll be okay. You need to be with your mom.”

Hollis knew she was right, but she wished she could be there with Raleigh all the same.

“Yeah, you’re right.”

“When I get home tonight, can I call you to talk about it, though?” Raleigh asked.

“Of course,” she said.

“Okay. I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later.”

“Later, Raleigh,” Hollis said and hung up the phone. “Later?! What the hell is wrong with you?” She said that to herself.


CHAPTER 17

“Hey. Thanks for coming over here,” Dylan said.

“No thanks necessary; you’re doing me a favor,” Raleigh replied.

“I just have everything set up in my office, so it’s easier to work from there. Come in.” Dylan motioned for Raleigh to walk into the house. “Want the tour?” she checked. “I’m guessing the answer is no because you want to get right to it, but I thought I’d be polite.”

“Um… No, I’m good. It looks nice, though,” Raleigh replied, taking a look around.

“Something to drink?” Dylan offered.

“Water would be great. I tend to lose a lot of my tears whenever I talk about Eden, so I might need to hydrate.”

“Sure,” Dylan replied with a half-smile. “Let me grab it in the kitchen, and we’ll go to my office.”

Raleigh stood and waited for Dylan to return. As she took in the foyer, she noticed there were several pictures of Dylan and Ada. The one in the center was of their wedding day. The rest seemed to be more candid shots than posed, but they were a good-looking couple. There were also a few with Ada and a man who looked to be about her age, and one with Ada, Dylan, and two older people who were likely either her parents or Dylan’s, but if Raleigh had to guess, she’d say they were Ada’s.

“Okay. It’s just through here,” Dylan told her, handing her a glass of cold water and motioning for Raleigh to go down the hall.

Once inside the office, Dylan closed the door and told Raleigh to have a seat on the soft-looking leather loveseat. Dylan herself went behind her desk and grabbed something, returning a second later to sit down next to Raleigh.

“How have you been?” she asked.

“Good. You?” Raleigh said before taking a drink of the water and placing the glass on the coaster on the table.

“Anything come to mind after our last chat?”

“You mean, did I remember something?”

“Yes. Sometimes, having the cognitive interview can make you think of something later, even while you sleep in a dream.”

“I don’t really dream. Never have. If I do, I never remember them.”

“And that hasn’t changed since Eden?”

“No, but I also don’t sleep well ever since I had Eden. I probably haven’t had a decent night’s sleep since early in my pregnancy. Then, the belly gets so big that you can’t get comfortable no matter what you do. After they’re born, you can’t sleep because they’re always up. And once they sleep through the night, it feels like you’re always at least half-awake, worried about them, or waiting for them to come in and wake you up. Then, in my case, she disappears, and you can’t sleep well because you’re constantly wondering where she is, if she’s in pain, if she’s asking for you, and you’re not there. So, it’s been over four years for me.” Raleigh squinted her eyes then and thought about it. “Actually, that’s not true. I slept really well the other night.”

“Yeah?” Dylan asked.

“Yeah. But I don’t remember having a dream.”

“No big deal. We can continue with the cognitive stuff, or, if you’d rather we not, I can just ask you some questions and show you what I’ve got.”

“I can handle it if we need it,” Raleigh replied. “It’s just really hard to go back there. I do it all the time on my own in one way or another, but when you got me to remember her that morning, it got to me. She was just coloring… One minute, we’re having a normal morning, and I’m taking her to the park to play, and the next, she’s gone.”

“Why don’t we start with just some questions, then? Or, an update.”

Raleigh nodded and asked, “You have something to update me on?”

“Not any leads yet. I tend to work how everyone else does: eliminating people until I can’t eliminate someone,” Dylan told her. “It’s tedious, and I know it can be frustrating because it feels like I’m not moving the investigation along, but part of the reason you asked for my help is that I can offer a fresh set of investigative eyes.”

“It’s true.”

The voice came from the office door, which was now open. It was Ada.

“Hey. Sorry to interrupt,” she added. “I saw Dylan grab water and thought I’d see if you wanted a snack or something.”

“Oh. Thank you. I’m okay, though. I don’t think eating is such a good idea right now. My stomach is in knots,” Raleigh replied.

“No problem,” Ada said, walking in a few steps. “And Dylan is right about the fresh set of eyes. She sees things others don’t, and she’s able to put those things in context. It’s what makes her good at her job. And yes, I’m the wife, so I’m kind of supposed to say that she’s good at her job, but Dylan will tell you that I don’t tend to just say stuff when it’s not true. Also, she did that with me long before we were married, and I was just the sister of a kid who went missing.”

“Your brother,” Raleigh recalled. “I’m sorry. Dylan mentioned it at the diner.”

“I’m sure what she’s failed to mention was that she worked tirelessly for more than a decade to find him. When we met again, I was still so angry with her. Then, she told me everything she’d done to try to find him, and I couldn’t believe someone would be so dedicated to helping someone else.” Ada took a few steps into the room and stood behind Dylan, running her hand along the back of her wife’s shoulders. “She was the one who figured out that Noah wasn’t my biological brother. No one else had even thought to check that out. Once she knew that, though, she found Oliver, my biological brother.” Ada paused before adding, “And later, much later, she was still looking for Noah, and she found him.”

“Hikers, really, did–”

“Babe, you’re awful at taking compliments,” Ada stated. “And I don’t give them often, so you might want to just accept this one since it could be a minute before I drop another one.” She winked at Dylan then, letting her know she was just teasing.

“Can I ask what happened?” Raleigh spoke. “I avoided looking it up online. I didn’t want to be disrespectful when Dylan is helping me so much.”

Dylan wrapped an arm around Ada’s waist and said, “I’d checked everywhere in town so many times that I was certain he couldn’t be there. He’d gone missing at a lake when he and Ada had been playing near the water.” Dylan cleared her throat. “The woods surrounding the lake butt up against private acreage that we’d asked to search years ago, but the owner had denied it, and the judge wouldn’t issue a warrant because we didn’t have any evidence that Noah could be anywhere near that property. Then, a couple of years after he’d disappeared, we finally got a new judge to agree to a search, but we didn’t find anything there. So, we moved on. Anyway, there’s another property on the other side of that one. It’s technically in another jurisdiction, miles away from where Noah went missing. It was also more than a decade later, so I didn’t think we’d find anything, but I’d searched everywhere else around that lake.”

“And inside it,” Ada added.

“He wasn’t there, either, or I would’ve found him,” Dylan said. “So, if he’d been taken and then immediately… killed or left, he could only be on that other property. And if he wasn’t, I’d likely never find him. Whoever took him would’ve been long gone by the time we arrived on scene the day he’d gone missing. I have a friend of a friend who runs a ground-penetrating radar company. He volunteered his time, and we went over the property. It took days, and we still didn’t find anything. Then, on the last day we were there scanning, there were some hikers who were on the outskirts of the property on a county trail. They spotted a tennis shoe under some brush and thought it was weird that one shoe was just sticking out. One of them got closer, and they noticed that it wasn’t just a shoe.”

Raleigh watched as Ada turned away toward the wall.

“Anyway, the news had done a story about our search, so they called 911, and we checked it out. It was Noah.”

“God, I’m so sorry,” Raleigh replied, trying hard not to think of her own situation right now and just focus on Ada and her brother’s story.

“We still don’t know exactly what happened,” Ada shared. “If he’d been buried, it wasn’t deep. And it had been a long time, so there wasn’t much… left to…”

“We had to get a forensic anthropologist,” Dylan explained. “To look at the bones.”

“And all they could tell us was that he’d been hit over the back of the head with a blunt object,” Ada added.

“Like I told you and Hollis at the diner, he likely died that day or soon after, but it’s too hard to tell exactly.”

“Who took him?”

“We still don’t know,” Dylan replied.

“What about that property owner who wouldn’t let you search his property?” Raleigh asked.

“He was one of those gun-toting, ‘free speech means I can say whatever I want whenever I want,’ ‘my property,’ anti-government assholes,” Ada said.

“Finding the body next door to his place got us a warrant to search in-depth, but we didn’t find anything. He was out of town at gun shows around the region for two weeks before and after Noah’s disappearance, and he lived alone,” Dylan said.

“What woman would want to live with that dick?” Ada asked.

Raleigh couldn’t help but laugh and say, “Agreed.”

Ada smiled at her and said, “You were with Hollis at the diner before. She’s your girlfriend?”

“What? Oh, no,” Raleigh said, shaking her head.

“No? You looked close. Sorry, I just say what I think a lot.”

Dylan shook her head as she smiled at her wife and said, “Try all the time.”

“You love me,” Ada replied, running a hand into Dylan’s hair.

“Hollis is just a friend,” Raleigh explained. “We’re both going through something. I lost my daughter. She was taken by her father.”

“Right,” Ada said, squinting a little.

“She’s dealing with a lot right now; not just her dad, either. Her mom has stage-four breast cancer. They only just found each other after all this time, and she could lose her soon.”

“That’s awful,” Ada said. “You know, my brother is an oncologist.”

“Oliver, right?”

“Yes. He has his own practice now with his wife. I’m sure Hollis’s mom has a good doctor, but if she wants a second or third opinion, I could ask him to take a look at her records.”

“Really?”

“Sure. He owes me,” Ada stated. “He walked in on Dylan and I having sex more than once when we lived in the same apartment building. Thankfully, he’s learned to knock.”

“Ada!”

“What? We’re married. Everyone knows we have sex, Lieutenant,” Ada replied. “Anyway, just let me know. I’m happy to ask him to take a look. He’s always got these trials going on, too. Maybe there’s something that could help her; give them more time.”

“I’d have to ask Hollis.”

“Sure. No rush on my part. Oliver’s a good guy, but he’s a great doctor.”

“She doesn’t give compliments that often, remember? So, this one you should believe,” Dylan pointed out.

“I’ll leave you two alone.” Ada moved out of Dylan’s embrace as she chuckled. “Text my wife once you talk to Hollis, if she’s interested, okay?”

“I will. Thank you.”

Ada left the room, closing the door behind her, and Dylan and Raleigh got down to business, with Dylan updating her on the people she’d been able to eliminate from having anything to do with Eden’s disappearance. Then, she asked Raleigh a few more questions to help her with some of the others still on her list. They went through the pictures Raleigh had given her, and Raleigh was able to name most of the people in them, but some of them had been taken in public places, so there were people she didn’t know. Dylan made notes, and Raleigh left, feeling, for the first time, like someone was actually doing something to help her find her daughter.

◆◆◆

“How did it go?” Hollis asked as soon as she answered Raleigh’s call.

“Surprisingly, well,” Raleigh told her as she slipped out of her shoes by the door. “And I have something I want to run by you.”

“Okay,” Hollis said.

“It’s about your mom.”


CHAPTER 18

Olivia had already explained to her that she was done with treatment for her cancer. She’d been done with it prior to Hollis returning. Hollis had hoped that she’d reconsider because even an extra month together would be important. Hell, Hollis would take an extra day with her mom, an extra hour or minute, even, because she still had so much she wanted to learn, talk about, and enjoy with her. She knew her mom wouldn’t get to see her walk down the aisle. She wouldn’t get to hold her grandchild if Hollis ever ended up having kids. She’d never be able to help Hollis learn to be a mom herself. So much had already been taken from Hollis that it took everything in her to not be upset with her dying mother for not wanting that extra time together.

“Hello?” she said into the phone, answering the unknown number.

“Hollis Richardson?”

“Yes,” she replied.

“My name is Clint Oswald. I’m with the federal prosecutor’s office, handling your father’s case.”

“Oh,” she uttered and stood up instantly to go to her bedroom from the living room for some privacy from her mother, who was sleeping on the sofa. “What do you want?” she asked when she closed the door.

“Well, we need to talk to you about the case. I was hoping you could come by the office for an interview,” he said.

“I work. And when I’m not working, I’m with my mom. She’s sick.”

“I can come to you, if it would be easier, but we do need an interview.”

“Why?” she asked, sitting on the end of the bed. “I said everything to the FBI in Vancouver and repeated it when I got here.”

“We were hoping your father would take a deal to avoid a trial, but we’ve offered him two, and he’s declined both. His lawyer is telling us that he wants to take this to a trial, and we can do that, but that would mean dragging you and your mother through this and you testifying. It’s very unlikely that he’s going to take any deal we offer him, but we also don’t think he’s at risk for recidivism. That is, he’s not going to kidnap someone else. This was very situational. We’ve offered good deals, too, but he’s uninterested.”

“So, now what? You want me to talk to him for you? Try to get him to take it?”

“That would be ideal, yes. No one wants this to go to trial but your father.”

“What did you offer him?” Hollis asked.

“Fifteen years instead of twenty-five-to-life. When he turned that down, we offered twelve. He could even be out in six with good behavior. We said we wouldn’t fight early parole, assuming that was the case, but he said no to both.”

“He won’t listen to me. He never has before. I don’t see this being any different,” she replied.

“It’s worth a shot,” Clint insisted. “I’m willing to go down to ten years. So, he could be out in five. He could still have a chance at a life after that.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Oswald. I haven’t talked to my dad since Vancouver, and that was for about five minutes, with him just making excuses. I’m not interested in hearing him tell me why he wants to go to trial instead of taking a deal and owning up to what he did.”

“I understand. But I still need to interview you. If we’re going to trial, you’ll have to testify. I need to prep you.”

“I don’t want to testify.”

“Miss Richardson, I’m sorry, but your father is putting us in this situation. We need you to testify. Your mother will have to as well, assuming she’s…”

“You’re not making my mother do anything,” Hollis stated. “She’s dying. I’m not putting her through this.”

“I’ve already spoken to your mother,” Clint revealed. “I talked to her right when this started. She’s agreed to record her testimony for us.”

“She did?” Hollis asked, surprised.

“In the event that she’s not around at the time of the trial, it’s possible the judge will let us play it. They might not, but it’s the best we can do in this circumstance, I’m afraid. I can ask for a speedy trial, but it’s the defendant who has that right, not the prosecution, so if he doesn’t ask for it, it won’t happen. They need time to prep their evidence as well.”

“What evidence? My dad kidnapped me.”

“And you’ll testify to that,” Clint replied.

Hollis shook her head and said, “Look, you’ve got a job to do, I get that, but this isn’t something I’m ready for. My mom… I just need to be focused on her right now. Maybe you can tell him that I think he should take the deal, but I really don’t want to be involved right now.”

“We still–”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Oswald. I have to go.”

Hollis hung up the phone and stared down at it in her hands. Her father wanted to take this to trial. She couldn’t understand why, but he probably just wanted to make more excuses and blame her mother. Hollis stood and went back into the living room, where she found Olivia sitting up and changing the channel on the TV.

“You’re testifying?”

“What, honey?” the woman asked groggily.

“That was the prosecutor on the phone. He said he talked to you about recording your testimony for the trial.”

“Oh, yes. That was ages ago. I haven’t heard from him since,” Olivia replied. “It’s in case the trial doesn’t start until after…” She met Hollis’s eyes then. “After I’m gone.”

“Mom, you don’t have to testify.”

“That man stole my child from me. You better believe I’m telling that court what he did and how it impacted me, and you, too, Hollis. I can’t ever get the years I lost with you back.”

Hollis sat down next to her mother and asked, “Why won’t you go back to treatment, then? I know we can’t get the time back, but we can at least have more time together.”

“Sweetie, you’ve only seen me when I wasn’t in treatment. You never saw what it did to me. If you think I’m bad now, you should’ve seen me on chemo… I was throwing up all the time. My hair was falling out in clumps. I could barely walk more than a few steps at a time. I’ve chosen to have less time, yes, but more quality time. I made that choice before you found me, but I still think it’s the right one. I don’t want you to have to take me to and from the hospital like you had to when I fell. You’d have to do that all the time, honey. We’d lose more time than we’d gain, and there’s no guarantee we’d actually gain anything.”

“Mom, every day, every hour counts.”

“I know. But if I’m throwing up or sleeping all the time, it doesn’t count for much.”

“Raleigh has been working with a new detective on Eden’s case. Her brother-in-law is an oncologist. He has his own practice with his wife. Raleigh said he’d be willing to take a look at your records. He has trials and treatments that–”

“No, Hollis,” her mother interrupted.

“No? You won’t even see him?”

“No, honey.” Olivia shook her head.

“Mom, he might have a trial that–”

“He won’t,” Olivia interrupted her again. “I had cancer once before. It was less aggressive the first time, and I beat it. It took two years, but I was finally in remission. Then, it came back worse. And I’ve done all the treatments, Hollis. I even went through a clinical trial for a new medication. Nothing worked. At this stage, it’s too late for anything to help. I also stopped treatment a while ago now, so it’s spread more. Baby, I know this is hard for you to understand, and I am so sorry that you had to come home to this, but I did try. I tried everything I could until it got to a point where I just couldn’t anymore. I’m in constant pain as is. It’s only because you’re here that I’m even able to be this healthy right now. If you hadn’t come home, Hollis, I would have been gone by now.”

“Don’t say that,” Hollis said, tearing up.

“It’s hard, but it’s the truth. You’ve made me so happy. You’ve kept me healthier just by being here. I want so badly to go back to years ago, when I first got diagnosed, and tell those doctors to give me everything they’ve got because it’s going to come back worse if they don’t. I want to go back to the day your dad took you from me and never let him get close enough to you to do it. I can’t go back, though. I can only look forward. I want to be here with you for as long as I can, but it will get worse, Hollis. I can already feel the pain getting worse, and it’s harder to move on my own. I don’t know how much time I have left, but I do know that I don’t want trials or more medicine. I just want to sit on the sofa and watch TV with my daughter. You tell Raleigh and the detective thank you for me, though.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it. Now, we just enjoy what time we have left together.” Her mom gave a small nod.

Hollis wiped at her eyes and said, “I’ll tell Raleigh.”

“I like her,” her mother replied.

“So you’ve said,” Hollis noted, letting a little laughter in to break the tension.

“So do you.”

“Yes, I like her.”

“Why hasn’t she come over for dinner again, then?”

“Raleigh has her own life, Mom. She can’t just drop everything to have dinner with us.”

“She did the other night when she was worried about you.”

“That was different.”

“She slept over,” Olivia pointed out.

“Nothing happened. It was late. We just slept.”

“It would be okay if you didn’t just sleep, Hollis.”

“Mom!” Hollis laughed a little louder this time.

“What? You’re an adult. You’ve… done that before. We never got the chance to have the talk, but I hope your father gave you one, at least.”

“He told me boys only think about sex, so I shouldn’t think that a boy my age really loves me or wants more than that. Then, he told me about condoms and birth control.”

“He what?”

“I was fourteen.”

“I’ll smack him,” her mom stated.

“Don’t worry; it’s not like I even had anyone interested in me when I was in high school. We were never anywhere long enough for that to matter.”

“When you did, though, were you…”

“Safe?” Hollis finished for her. “Yeah. I never got the speech about the emotional side of things – it was more about not getting pregnant or an STI – but I knew enough, and it was with someone I trusted.”

“Good,” her mom replied. “And Raleigh?”

“Raleigh and I slept, Mom.”

“She cares about you.”

“She’s a friend,” Hollis argued.

“But you feel more than that.”

“I do,” she admitted. “But neither of us is in a place where we should try anything right now.”

“Hollis, you could wait forever, and you both might still not be ready,” her mother replied.

“Mom, we just talked about how you and I don’t have much time left. I don’t want to spend any of it away from you as is, but I already have to work and–”

“I want to know that you’ll be taken care of,” Olivia interjected. “I am your mother, Hollis. I want to know that there’s someone out there who will be there for you, with you when you need them.”

“That’s what friends are for. And Raleigh is a friend.”

“Listen, don’t use me as an excuse to not tell her how you feel. I won’t be the thing that stands in your way. If you like her, you tell her. Don’t wait, Hollis. Never wait, honey. If you want something, you go for it. If you think Raleigh could be more than a friend, ask her out on a date; see if she feels the same way. But don’t let me or what’s going on with your father stand in the way of something that could be.”

“What about Eden? It’s not just my stuff, Mom.”

“You’re right. But I can’t answer where Raleigh is with her feelings, honey. Only she can. So, in my not-so-humble opinion, I think you should talk to her and find out what those feelings might be.”

“And if she’s not interested or not ready?”

“Then, you know,” her mother replied. “Your life can be full of regrets if you let it. Don’t let it, Hollis.”


CHAPTER 19

“Yes, Mr. Roman,” Raleigh said. “I sent that over yesterday.”

She hurried to find the email in her sent box, scanned the messages from the day before, and couldn’t find it.

“If you sent it, I don’t see it. Did you forget to copy me on it, like you did last time?”

“Maybe it went to your spam folder,” she said, making things up as she went along.

“It’s not in my spam, Raleigh. You were supposed to send it to the client and copy me on it, like always. I don’t have it, and my client doesn’t have it, either. They’re upset. And you don’t have to deal with them when they’re upset. I do.”

“Let me just resend it over to you right now,” she said.

“Forward me the original email you sent yesterday,” he replied.

“It’ll be faster if I–”

“Raleigh, you didn’t send it, did you?” Mr. Roman asked, letting out an exasperated sigh. “Forward me the original email if you did.”

“I’m sorry. I thought I did,” she said, knowing she’d been caught.

“What has been going on with you? I’ve never had these kinds of problems. Then, recently, it’s like you’re not on top of things at all. A simple email from me used to be enough. Now, I have to email you and follow up with a phone call when you don’t deliver.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I–”

“Raleigh, I can’t. I don’t have the time. Send the email to me and the client right now, please. Then, send me the invoice, and I’ll get your final payment over to you by end of day.”

“Final?” she checked.

“It’s just easier if I do this for myself until I can find someone else.”

“Mr. Roman, I–”

“I can’t, Raleigh. I’m sorry. I need someone reliable. My business is growing. I might as well just do this stuff myself until I can find someone who can be in the office and dedicate forty hours a week to me and not their other clients.”

“I’ll send you the invoice,” she replied, defeated.

“Thanks. I’d recommend maybe slimming down your number of clients or just making sure that you can take care of the ones you have. I’m not going to bad-mouth you or anything, but I can’t keep paying you when I’m doing a lot of the work.”

“I understand. I really am sorry,” Raleigh said.

“Send the email with the info?” he asked.

“I’ll do it right now,” she replied.

It was the least she could do. She’d screwed up several things for him over the past few weeks, and he had every right to fire her. It just wasn’t good news, and she needed more clients, not fewer. She had enough to get by now, but nothing saved, and that made her worry about the future. God, she’d worked so hard to start saving young in order to have money later, but now, it was all gone because someone had decided to take her daughter away from her, and she was spending everything she’d saved up trying to find her. The copy place down the street had donated the first batch of fliers, but she’d gone back day after day, printing more to hang around her town and every town in three surrounding counties. And she’d do it all again, too. She’d spend every dime she had if it meant having Eden back.

While Raleigh would still be able to make her mortgage payment, and she had enough for food and other bills, she’d really wanted that recommendation from Mr. Roman to put on her website. At least, he wasn’t going to bad-mouth her. That was about the only good thing. In the meantime, she was friends with a network of VAs who sometimes shared clients and work. It wasn’t something they told their clients, but she could always let them know she had the bandwidth to take on projects. She’d make less per hour by doing this, but it could still work until she picked up a client to replace Mr. Roman and maybe a few others.

Raleigh looked down at her phone when it dinged at her, expecting a text from Mr. Roman asking why he didn’t have the email yet, but instead, she saw Hollis’s name and opened the app. She quickly typed her response and then made sure the email was sent this time before she wrapped up by getting Mr. Roman the invoice for the few hours of work she’d done for him this week and closed her computer. Then, she went to change.

◆◆◆

“Over here,” Hollis said, waving.

Raleigh smiled. She’d been doing that a lot lately, and she hadn’t smiled and laughed this much even since before that day. Hollis seemed to bring it out in her. What was more interesting to her about it was that she hadn’t felt guilty about it, even though, from the first moment she’d lost her daughter, the guilt had sunk into her, deep down inside. Everything Raleigh did made her feel awful. When she’d pour herself a glass of water, she worried Eden was thirsty. When she’d sit down for dinner, once she could actually keep something down, she felt guilty because her little girl might be hungry and unable to eat. As Raleigh walked toward Hollis, though, she didn’t feel guilty about joining her for a drink, and that worried her.

“Thanks for the invite,” she said, sitting down across from Hollis in the booth.

“Thanks for coming.”

“It’s early for you. We usually don’t get together until after your mom is asleep.”

“She told me I was hovering and that I needed to get out of the house,” Hollis replied, laughing. “She’s probably right: I’ve been a little all over her lately.”

“Did you ask her about Ada’s brother?”

Hollis nodded and said, “She doesn’t want to see him.”

“Oh, Hollis… I’m sorry.”

“Me too. She explained why, though, and I think I’m starting to understand. It’s not about me, you know? It’s about her. She’s the one in pain.”

“I’m still sorry.”

“What can I get for you? Happy hour is on for another five minutes,” the bartender said when he approached.

“Are you hungry?” Raleigh asked. “They have good apps here.”

“Half off for the next four minutes,” the bartender added.

“I thought it was five,” Hollis noted.

The guy pointed to the clock on the wall, and, indeed, it was now four minutes till seven.

“Right,” Hollis said. “Sure. I can eat.”

“Nachos? Potato skins?” the bartender asked.

“Whatever you want,” Hollis replied with a sideways smile Raleigh hadn’t seen on her before.

“Both,” Raleigh said. “And I’ll have a lite beer. Whatever you have on tap is fine.”

“Just water for me,” Hollis added.

“Two light beers,” Raleigh told the bartender instead. “What?” she asked when Hollis turned to look at her. “If I order them both now, they’re half off.”

“I’ll be right back,” he replied.

“Are you okay? Two beers?”

“You asked me to have a drink with you, Hollis, and you’re drinking water.”

“I’m not much of a drinker.”

“I thought if we were at a bar, though, you might have an actual drink.”

“I just thought coffee was getting old,” Hollis replied.

“You’re bored having coffee with me already?” Raleigh teased.

“No,” Hollis said seriously. “Just thought a change of scenery might be nice.”

Raleigh leaned over the heavily lacquered table and asked, “Hey, what’s going on? You don’t seem like yourself.”

“Everything,” Hollis said, leaning back. “I’ve got a prosecutor calling me, telling me there’s going to be a trial because my dad won’t take a great deal to stop this circus for the rest of us. My mom won’t get treatment for her cancer, and it’s getting worse. I feel guilty going to work every day and not spending every second of that time with her, but I have bills to pay. Then, the library called me today and said they couldn’t extend my leave any longer. They were looking to make cutbacks anyway, and since I’m down here for who knows how long, they just started with me. I found that out right before I texted you. They told me they were sending a box with my stuff in it to my apartment in Vancouver. I don’t even know what stuff they’re talking about, Raleigh. I didn’t have anything on my desk. Maybe a stapler or something. I don’t know.” Hollis sighed. “The defense attorney also called again today. He’s still asking me to help my dad. I’ve got both sides now trying to get me to either help them put my father away for twenty-five-to-life or get him off for kidnapping me.”

When the bartender dropped off the two beers Raleigh had ordered, along with the glass of water Hollis had asked for, Raleigh pushed one of the beers toward Hollis.

“I think you need this more than I do.”

“I just want it all to be over already,” Hollis said.

“I know. I’m sorry you have to go through this. None of this is your fault.”

“Why won’t he take the deal? The prosecutor said he offered ten years. He’d be out in five with good behavior.”

“I don’t know,” Raleigh replied, wishing she had something she could say that would make things better.

Hollis grasped the beer mug with both hands before she moved it closer to herself, but she didn’t drink it.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to dump all this on you.”

“It’s okay. You can dump anything you need to on me,” Raleigh replied, meaning it. When Hollis licked her lips, looking like she was about to say something, Raleigh waited a moment, but when the woman didn’t end up saying anything, Raleigh added, “It’s a lot, Hollis.”

“I know.”

“Are you really doing okay with it?”

“I don’t know.” Hollis looked toward the horseshoe bar in the middle of the room.

“You know, there’s this doctor Molly keeps recommending to me,” Raleigh shared. “He’s supposed to be trained in dealing with people like you and me.”

“Like you and me?”

“Kidnappings and missing persons; victims and family members,” Raleigh explained.

“I don’t really consider myself a victim,” Hollis replied. “Even though the FBI and the prosecutor call me that.”

“I have his information, if you want it.”

“Do you go to him?” Hollis asked.

“No,” Raleigh admitted. “And I probably should, but I’ve been resisting therapy outside of the group.”

“Why?”

“A couple of reasons. I run my own business, so I pay for my benefits, and they are expensive as is. Therapy isn’t even included in what I have now.”

“I will never understand this country’s inability to provide healthcare to its citizens,” Hollis stated.

Raleigh smiled and said, “Says the Canadian.”

“Universal healthcare is a real thing, Raleigh.”

Raleigh laughed and replied, “I know.”

“And I’m not really Canadian,” Hollis added. “My dad just found someone to forge my birth certificate.”

“I know that, too.”

“You said there were two reasons,” Hollis noted.

“Oh. I just never really thought I’d need therapy. It’s stupid, right? There’s nothing wrong with talking to someone. I just feel like going to group should be enough.”

“But what if it’s not?” Hollis checked.

“I haven’t gotten to that point yet, but I might.”

“And you think I am?” Hollis asked, lifting the beer to her lips.

“No, I just thought I should mention it. You seem off tonight. I want you to be okay, Hollis.”

“You know, I was working up the courage to do something, but I don’t think now is the right time,” Hollis told her. “Can I maybe have a rain check on drinks?”

“We’re having drinks right now,” Raleigh pointed out.

“I know. I think I need to go, though.”

“Hollis, what’s going on?” she asked a little louder than she’d intended.

“I wanted to ask you out, Raleigh. On a date, not just drinks. I didn’t have the guts to ask you over the phone, so I texted that we should have drinks. I’ve been sitting here wondering how in the hell I’d manage to ask you out when I can’t stop talking about all my shit. Then, you suggested that I need therapy, which I’m not mad about or anything, but I don’t think asking someone out right after they tell you to go to a shrink is the best chance to get a date, either. So, now, I think I’d rather just go home and try to get myself out of whatever funk I’m in right now.”

“You wanted to ask me out?” Raleigh leaned back.

“I like you,” Hollis replied. “It’s dumb. I know. How we met, and what we both have going on… But my mom told me I should go for it, and Kenna said–”

“Kenna?”

“We’re friends now, I think,” Hollis explained. “She figured it out, that I liked you, and she, too, told me that I should tell you.”

“I didn’t know, Hollis,” Raleigh replied.

“Yeah, well… Now you do. And I’m embarrassed, tired, and about a hundred other emotions right now.” Hollis reached for her purse, which was next to her in the booth, pulled out her wallet and some cash, and deposited it on the table. “That should cover the drinks and the food. I’m just going to go.”

“Hollis, wait. Let’s talk about this. Don’t just go.”

“Would you say yes, Raleigh?” she asked. “If I asked you, would you say yes?”

Raleigh looked into Hollis’s eyes, which were sad and clearly exhausted.

“No,” she replied. “But not because I wouldn’t want to. I–”

“It’s okay. I understand,” Hollis said.

“How can you? You won’t let me finish.”

“Does the reason really matter, though?” Hollis asked, slipping out of the booth. “Don’t drink both of those and then drive home, okay?”

“I got the other one for you,” Raleigh replied softly, looking down at the beer in her hand that she hadn’t yet touched. “Hollis, can you–”

“I’m sorry. I know this is rude… and a lot. I just… I thought I could, but I can’t, so I need to go.”

With that, Hollis left.


CHAPTER 20

“I understand,” Kenna told her. “Your mom’s health comes first.” She looked off then as if she were thinking of something. “Hey, next time you see Rip, will you tell her that I put your mom ahead of the story? I think it shows good growth on my part.”

“And what, you’d like a reward?” Hollis teased as they walked down the hall with posters of Kenna and guest commentators and hosts they’ve had on the show over the years lining the walls.

“Yes, I would. Ripley gives the best rewards,” Kenna replied.

“I miss rewards,” Hollis stated without thinking.

“Oh, yeah?” Kenna laughed. “When was the last time you were rewarded?”

“It’s been a while,” she replied.

Then, Hollis smiled as they made it to the cube farm, which was what they called the large group of cubicles on the floor. They were talking about sex, and she didn’t feel awkward. She’d never really had a conversation about sex with a friend before. Yes, technically, Kenna was also her boss, but the woman never made it feel like that to her. Still, Hollis couldn’t help but wonder if they’d continue being friendly like this after she stopped working for Kenna, which could be any day. This wasn’t Hollis’s dream job; she wanted to work at a library again. And now that she didn’t have a job in Vancouver to go back to, she’d need to find something permanent either here or there, which meant she’d have to make decisions she’d been putting off sooner rather than later.

“So, no Raleigh, I take it?” Kenna asked. “Or have you not gotten there yet? Taking things slow?”

“Oh, no.” Hollis laughed dryly. “Not getting there ever is more like it.”

They arrived at her desk, so Hollis stopped.

“Want to keep talking in my office?” Kenna offered.

Hollis just nodded, followed Kenna into her nice, large office, and sat on the sofa without being asked while Kenna closed the door.

“Tell me what happened,” Kenna said as she sat down next to her.

“My timing was awful,” Hollis began. “I’d been talking to my mom about the case, her desire not to go through any more treatment, my thoughts about her doing this show when she’s getting worse, and my feelings for Raleigh. I managed to convince her to not do the show. Sorry about that, by the way.”

“It’s fine,” Kenna replied, shrugging her off.

“But she’s not getting treatment and won’t see Ada’s brother.”

“Oliver?”

“Yeah. Ada told Raleigh that he might see her if she wanted a second opinion. My mom doesn’t want any more opinions. She said she was ready to be done with treatment of any kind. Then, somehow, that segued into her telling me that I should talk to Raleigh about how I feel, or, at least, ask her out. I tried to call her to do it, but I ended up texting her for drinks because I’m a coward.”

“Okay. Well, drinks is a step in the right direction,” Kenna offered.

“Except, I just unloaded on her at a bar. She noticed I was off, which was mainly my nerves, but I ended up telling her everything that was on my mind, and none of it was good, Kenna. It was like I word-vomited thirty-five years of baggage onto her.”

“What did she say?”

“She passed me a beer and suggested I go to therapy.”

“What?” Kenna laughed and then covered her mouth quickly. “Sorry.”

“No, that’s about right,” Hollis replied.

“She told you to go to therapy?”

“Not exactly. She mentioned she knows a doctor who specializes in our situation. She hadn’t gone yet herself, for whatever reason, but she seemed to think that it might be a good idea for me to go see him.”

“I’m not trying to tell you that you need therapy, but Raleigh’s your friend, and, at least in some way, she knows what you’re going through.”

“It wasn’t the therapy thing that got me. I mean, I can go talk to someone. I’m just not there yet.”

“Okay. What was it?” Kenna asked.

“I just couldn’t stop myself,” Hollis shared. “She knew something was off, and I wasn’t telling her what it was, but now we’re talking about therapy, and I decide that that’s the best time ever to tell her the real reason I’m acting weird, so I tell her that I wanted to ask her out.”

“Oh.”

“Right, oh,” Hollis replied with a nod. “I should’ve just had a beer, enjoyed the nachos, and called it a night, but I had to make things awkward by telling her that I’m into her.”

“Well, the timing wasn’t the best, yeah, but at least it’s out there now. What did she say?”

“No. She said no.”

Kenna nodded sorrowfully and asked, “Did she give you a reason?”

“No, because I was too embarrassed to listen. So, then, I was a jerk, cut her off a bunch, and left her there at the bar. I paid for the drinks and food, at least, but that’s it.”

“And you haven’t talked to her since?”

“Nope,” Hollis replied. “She just texted me when she got home. I’d been worried she’d drink both beers and then drive, which was dumb because she’s Raleigh; she’d never do that. Anyway, she texted that she’d gotten home safely and asked me to let her know that I was okay. I messaged her back that I was home, too, and going to bed. That was it.”

“What are you going to do?” Kenna asked her.

“Nothing.” Hollis shrugged a shoulder.

“Hollis, you can’t just do nothing. She’s your friend.”

“I know. But I’ve never been in this situation before. I’ve never really had friends as an adult. And when I dated, they were people I was with, not exactly friends first, so I don’t know how to deal with liking a friend and not being able to be with them.”

“I think it starts with talking to her,” Kenna reasoned. “You might not get the outcome you want, but you should at least address the elephant in the relationship now.”

“What do I even say? She snuck up on me. One day, I’m sitting in a support group meeting just for something to do and maybe something to help, and there’s this beautiful woman sitting across from me. Next, we’re going to coffee, and she’s asking me to go with her to meet Dylan and watch the show. I stay at her place, and she’s stayed over at mine as well, and there are these feelings now. I just want to hold her all the time.”

“That’s all you want? What about those rewards?” Kenna teased.

“I’d like those, too,” Hollis replied. “I’m not sure I’ve ever felt this way before.”

“Talk to her, Hollis.”

“That’s what got me into this mess to begin with.”

“And you can’t help whom you have feelings for. Your heart got you into this mess.” Kenna laughed a little. “You can’t do anything about that. Maybe just give her a chance to explain why she said no. You didn’t do that the first time. She may feel the same way and is just not ready. Maybe she doesn’t. Either way, just give her a chance to explain. Then, figure out how to proceed from there.”

“I guess.”

“Hey, why don’t we go for drinks after work? Aaliyah is hanging out with her cousins at my sister’s place tonight. Ripley and I were going to go out. Why don’t we grab a few people from here and go out? I’ll buy the first round.”

Hollis sighed and said, “Thanks, but no thanks. I think I’d rather be alone. Well, with my mom, technically.”

“Are you sure?” Kenna checked.

“I’m sure. But thank you for the offer,” Hollis said, standing up. “And if you don’t have Aaliyah tonight, you could always ask for your reward from your wife.”

Kenna laughed and replied, “I guess I could. Are you going to be okay?”

“Yeah. I just have to get past it, like everything else,” Hollis told her.

◆◆◆

“What do you want for dinner tonight? I haven’t gone shopping yet, so we don’t have much, but I can go pick something up, if you want. Looks like we’ve got a couple chicken breasts. Is there a recipe you–” Hollis stopped when she heard the doorbell. “Are you expecting someone?” she asked her mother, who was lying on the sofa.

When she didn’t hear a response, Hollis closed the refrigerator and walked into the living room to find the woman asleep. Hollis tossed a small smile in her mother’s direction but was secretly worried because Olivia had been sleeping a lot more lately. She’d also been spending more and more time in bed and had a harder time moving around without Hollis’s help. The second ring of the bell brought Hollis from her worried thoughts back to the present and made her focus straight on the person who could wake up her mother if Hollis didn’t get to the door before the third time they rang the bell. She pulled open the door and saw Raleigh standing there with two brown paper bags in her arms.

“Raleigh?”

“I know I just showed up, but I also tried texting you earlier, and you haven’t responded, so… I took a chance.”

“I meant to. I just–”

“It’s okay. Can I come in?”

“Depends. What are you bringing with you?” Hollis asked.

“Dinner,” Raleigh replied, walking inside. When Hollis took one of the bags from her, Raleigh looked over at the sofa and whispered, “She’s asleep?”

“A lot these days, yeah.”

“Will cooking wake her up?” Raleigh asked.

“Not likely.”

“Have you already made dinner?”

“I was just about to start,” Hollis replied.

“Good. Want to help me with this?” Raleigh told her more than asked before she just walked through the living room and into the kitchen like she owned the place.

Hollis was left standing at the door, wondering what was happening. Then, having let out a big sigh, she closed and locked the front door and followed Raleigh into the kitchen, where her unexpected guest was already unloading the groceries she’d brought over onto the counter.

“Raleigh, what–”

“Hollis, you didn’t let me explain the other night. You just left.”

“Can we maybe not talk about this now? My mom–”

“If cooking won’t wake her up, you and I talking about this won’t, either,” Raleigh interjected.

“It’s fine. You don’t have to explain.”

“Hollis, you are the first friend I’ve made since I lost Eden. I have other friends, but I don’t see them anymore. I’ve tried. We had a dinner party or a night out for drinks. They all just tiptoe around me because they no longer know how to talk to me. It used to be about work, Eden, and my relationship with Millie – either how it was going or talking about how it had ended – but then it just turned awkward, so I stopped going. I stopped making an effort. Then, you show up, and you just get it.” Raleigh finished unloading one bag and took the other one from Hollis. “You don’t tiptoe. You don’t get impatient when I cry for the thousandth time in a day. You let me talk about her, but you don’t force me to, either. And we can talk about what we’ve both gone through, but we can also talk about everything else. I haven’t had that.”

“So, you want to just be friends,” Hollis concluded. “I get it.”

Raleigh stopped unpacking and turned to her.

“Hollis, it’s not that I don’t feel it.”

“You don’t have to say–”

“Oh, my God. Shut up.” Raleigh laughed and rolled her eyes. “Let me finish a damn sentence.”

“Sorry,” Hollis said, smiling and shaking her head at herself.

“I do feel it. There’s a pull.”

Hollis nodded once.

“It’s been there since the beginning,” Raleigh shared.

“Yeah,” Hollis agreed.

“But I can’t.”

“Okay.”

“I just don’t think I can be with anyone. I don’t know what’s going to happen if we never find her. Maybe I’ll end up like your mom. She never remarried. From what you’ve told me, she rarely dated in thirty years. Maybe that’s what’s in store for me.”

“God, I hope not,” she replied. “Raleigh, the situation is different. My mom married the man who kidnapped me. The man she thought she’d spend the rest of her life with changed, and when they divorced, he took me from her. I don’t blame her for not trusting anyone else like that again.” Hollis paused and tucked her hands into the back pockets of her jeans. “I don’t want that for you. Even if it’s not me, even if it’s not now, Eden wasn’t taken by your ex-husband or anyone you loved like that.”

“But she was still taken, and I can hardly focus on anything other than that right now. My work is suffering. I lost a good client the other day. I just don’t think I have the strength to start a relationship with anyone, least of all you, because you…” Raleigh took a deep breath. “Hollis, you’re too important to me. I can’t lose you as a friend. I know that’s selfish, but it’s the truth.”

“Okay. Then, you won’t,” Hollis stated. “I’ll be your friend.”

“I wish it–”

“No, don’t do that,” Hollis interrupted her this time. “Let’s just cook dinner or something, okay?”

Raleigh nodded and said, “Okay.”


CHAPTER 21

Dinner with Hollis and Olivia had been great, although Olivia was clearly not as spunky as she’d been the last time Raleigh had seen her, which made Raleigh feel even worse for Hollis. Neither of them knew how much longer Hollis’s mother had, of course, but Raleigh wished she could just give the gift of time because she’d give Hollis forever with her mother if she could. When they’d said goodnight after dinner and dishes, Hollis had walked her to her car, which had been a direct instruction from Olivia, so the woman still had some spunk left in her. Hollis had stood feet away from Raleigh, though, with her hands tucked awkwardly in her pockets, and where, previously, they would’ve hugged, this time, Hollis only gave her a small wave. Raleigh hated it.

She got home and readied herself for more work in her office, but she couldn’t focus on work yet again. It wasn’t because she was thinking of Eden, though. It was because she was thinking about Hollis, how their relationship had so clearly been altered, and how much she wished they could go back. No, that wasn’t the truth, and Raleigh knew it, too. She didn’t want to go back with Hollis. She wanted to move forward. She’d wanted to say yes. She wanted to go out with Hollis, the beautiful woman she’d met because they’d both encountered tragedy. Hollis was remarkable. Raleigh would be lucky to snag a date with her. But Hollis was also going through things. So was Raleigh.

Yet, every time she took herself back to that bar, she’d said yes in her mind. They’d gone out in her fantasy, and Hollis had kissed her goodnight. Then, the fantasy would end, and in reality, Raleigh would just go cry in bed because she’d spent an amazing night with a great woman she really liked and not looking for her daughter, not trying to do everything she could to find her.

Group that week had been strange. Hollis had still sat next to her, as had become their custom, but she hadn’t shared. Neither had Raleigh. She’d, instead, kept staring at Hollis’s hands in her lap or looked up at her beautiful face and those eyes that saw right through Raleigh at times and were always so expressive. A few times, Hollis had looked over, and Raleigh hadn’t looked away; she’d smiled at her. Hollis hadn’t smiled back, though. Yes, their relationship had changed, and it made Raleigh’s stomach hurt to think that she might have lost the best friend she’d made in a very long time.

◆◆◆

“This woman, do you know her?” Dylan asked.

Raleigh looked at the woman in the background of a photo she’d taken.

“No.” She shook her head.

“What about this one?”

Raleigh shook her head again.

“And this one?” Dylan asked.

Raleigh looked at the woman in the third image and shook her head a third time.

“These are the three people I can’t locate or narrow down,” Dylan told her. “I’ve got a friend who works for the FBI. He can do me a favor and run facial recognition, but it’s not at all how you see it on TV or in the movies: there’s no result right away. Often, it would return hundreds of possibilities, so we have to narrow things down from there. I’ll give him a call and see if he can run these three pictures. They’re in the background, so it’s not the best, but maybe he can give me hundreds of options to look through instead of millions. If they’re in the system, we’ll get their info and track them down.”

“These are women,” Raleigh stated the obvious.

“Yes,” Dylan confirmed.

“You don’t think a man took her?”

“I don’t know, Raleigh. All I can tell you is that in the photos you gave me, I was able to eliminate every male.”

“What about the guy you texted me about?”

“The one who was a registered sex offender? Yeah, the FBI cleared him. So did the locals. I also ran another check to be sure. He peed in a public pool at night, when it was closed. Some kids were on a playground nearby, and they saw him. That’s why he’s registered. I still went to his house to talk to him and did some research. He’s clean.”

“And you’re sure?”

“His alibi for the day before, the day of, and the day after was solid. He was visiting family. They were camping.”

“But his family could’ve lied for him.”

“I’m sure they could have, but not in this instance: the campground had a security video where you check in. I can check the footage myself as well, but the FBI already went through it. It’s not him, Raleigh. The picture you caught him in was two weeks before Eden was taken. He was at his niece’s birthday party in the park.”

Raleigh nodded, accepting the news.

“I’ll run checks with the FBI on these women. Maybe they have men in their lives who could’ve very well been there and just weren’t captured in the pictures,” Dylan told her. “We’ll see what we can do.”

“Okay. Thank you,” Raleigh replied.

“Hey, I brought drinks,” Ada said as she walked into Dylan’s office. “I got you water since you said you didn’t want anything.” She handed Raleigh a glass of water and Dylan a beer.

“Thank you,” Raleigh replied, taking it from her.

“Any good news?” Ada asked Dylan.

“Just eliminating people,” Dylan replied.

“Been there,” Ada said.

“How did you and your parents do this?” Raleigh asked her.

“My parents treated me like shit. I got angry and left. I don’t recommend it,” Ada said. “I was so angry at the whole thing; I almost missed the fact that Dylan had the hots for me.”

“When she grew up,” Dylan clarified quickly. “Not when she was a teenager.”

Ada laughed and said, “Yes, that’s an important note, babe.”

“That’s right,” Raleigh remembered. “There’s an age difference between you two.”

“About ten years, yeah,” Ada replied. “Cradle robber, over here, was being kind and dedicated, and I was a bitch to her for a while.”

“Apparently, I have a type,” Dylan stated, shrugging both shoulders.

“How are your parents now?” Raleigh asked.

“Strangely, better now that they know that he’s gone. The missing, the not knowing, is the hardest part of it, as you know, I’m sure. Noah disappeared when I was under the water for maybe fifteen seconds. He was there one minute and gone the next. They blamed me. Hell, I blamed myself. I’m not sure that guilt will ever go away, either.” Ada looked down at Dylan and reached for her hand. “I’m better now. Less angry. Happier because I know he’s okay now. I don’t really believe much in the whole heaven thing, but I know he’s not in pain, and that makes it easier. I still wish I hadn’t jumped from that rope swing into that lake. Maybe the person who took him wouldn’t have tried anything then, and Noah would still be here, but I’ll never know.” She met Dylan’s eyes. “And as much as I miss my brother and wish he was here, I met Dylan because of what happened. No one gets me like Dylan does, and I would’ve missed out on her and us. Now, I’ve had two beers, so I’m a little on the mushy side right now, which isn’t really like me, but it’s nice to think that maybe Noah brought her to me; like he knew she was the one I was supposed to be with or something, and he made it happen. Anyway, that’s how I like to think of it.”

“I think that’s nice,” Raleigh said softly.

“Me too,” Dylan agreed.

Then, Raleigh thought of Hollis.

“Can I ask you both something?”

“Sure,” Dylan said.

“Hollis.”

“Is the name of the woman you like,” Ada stated in response.

Raleigh went to say something first but then stopped and nodded with a small laugh.

“Yeah, I do like her.”

“So, what’s the question?” Ada asked, now sitting in Dylan’s lap.

“How did you two get through all of that to get here?” Raleigh asked. “Even with all the baggage and awful stuff, you’re married now. You’re both successful at work. I just can’t see how I can manage it myself. I’m already struggling at work. My daughter is missing, and I can’t be happy until she’s home. Then, I meet Hollis, and there’s just something I want now that I haven’t wanted in a long time; that I never thought I’d have again. But now, she’s here, and I just…”

“You don’t know how you can possibly be with her when you’re supposed to spend every minute of every day trying to find Eden?” Dylan guessed.

“I mean, I was already wishing I could just quit my job and spend all my time searching for her, but I have to have a house for her to come home to,” Raleigh replied. “And now, I like Hollis, and she’s… special. She makes me less angry; less sad, sometimes.”

“I’m no expert,” Ada said. “Dylan snuck up on me, too, though.”

“And I definitely was not looking to start something with someone I’d last seen as a teenager while I was just starting out as a Lieutenant, trying to get a cold case squad up and running,” Dylan added.

“But you got here,” Raleigh argued.

“Yeah. And it was hard fucking work,” Ada replied. “She’s a pain in the ass.”

Dylan smiled and said, “And she’s sassy and sarcastic and just says whatever’s on her mind all the time. She’s a lot; that’s what I’m getting at.”

“I think I really like her,” Raleigh admitted.

“Then, go for it,” Ada told her.

“You can’t just wait for Eden. You know that, right?” Dylan asked. “I wish I could tell you that we’re going to find her, but–”

“No, I know. I know the statistics… I’ve read and reread them online a million times. It’s been a year. Odds are, I’ll never see my daughter again.”

“So, you probably don’t want to hear this, but you can’t put your life on hold,” Dylan reiterated.

“I know,” Raleigh replied.

◆◆◆

When Raleigh got home, she made herself a cup of coffee, planning to go back to work, but she realized just how futile that attempt was as she stared at her computer screen and didn’t even attempt to put her fingers on the keyboard. She sighed, leaned back in her chair, and sipped her coffee until she went for another drink and found the cup empty. Setting the cup down, she picked up her phone and found Hollis’s number.

“Hi. Can I call you right back? I’m putting my mom to bed,” Hollis told her quickly.

“Oh, shit. Yeah, sorry. I should’ve checked the time.”

“Is everything okay?” Hollis checked.

“Yeah. Everything’s fine.”

“You met with Dylan again.”

“Put your mom to bed, Hollis. Everything’s okay. Call me back?”

“Five minutes?”

“Take your time,” Raleigh replied, smiling just at the sound of Hollis’s worried and caring voice.

She put her coffee cup into the dishwasher and headed to her bedroom to change and get ready for bed. Fifteen minutes later, her phone rang, and she stared at the screen, feeling butterflies she hadn’t felt since she’d first met Millie.

“Hi,” she said.

“Sorry, it took a little longer than I expected.”

“Is she okay?”

“She threw up,” Hollis said. “So, I got her into new clothes and cleaned her up.”

“Do you need to go? We can talk later, if you do. I honestly didn’t check the time before I called you, and I know you usually put her to sleep about this time.”

“No, I want to hear about how it went with Dylan. Did anything come up?”

“Not really. She’s still eliminating people. There are three she’s looking at now.”

“Well, that’s better than nothing, right?”

“Yeah, it is. Hey, Hollis?”

“Yes?”

“I want to try,” Raleigh said quickly before she could stop herself from doing what she knew she wanted.

“Try what?”

“You and me,” she replied.

Hollis didn’t say anything for the longest ten seconds of Raleigh’s life.

“You said you couldn’t.”

“I know,” Raleigh replied.

“But you can now?”

“Yes. No. Well, I don’t know,” Raleigh admitted. “I just know that I want to try.”

“I don’t know, Raleigh… You were so sure before.”

“No, I wasn’t.” She laughed and shook her head. “I wanted to say yes, Hollis. I just wasn’t expecting you to ask me out. And I haven’t thought of being with anyone since Millie. I haven’t been with anyone since her. This is all new to me.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t,” Hollis suggested.

“Did you change your mind?”

“No. I like you. I still want to go out with you. But maybe you’re right, and the timing is all off.”

“I don’t think it’ll ever be right,” Raleigh replied.

“And you’re sure? You want to try?”

Raleigh smiled to herself and said, “I’d like to go out with you, Hollis.”

“And if it goes sideways?”

“We’ll figure it out, then,” Raleigh replied.

“And that’s okay with you?”

“Stop trying to talk me out of this and take me on a date, Hollis Richardson.” Raleigh laughed.

Hollis laughed, too, and said, “Okay.”

“Yeah?” Raleigh checked.

“When and where?” Hollis asked.

Raleigh bit her lower lip in anticipation.


CHAPTER 22

“Are you sure?” she asked. “I can postpone.”

“Yes, I’m sure,” her mom told her. “I won’t leave this bed, I promise. You’ve got everything I need right here on my table. And don’t think I didn’t notice all those corner covers you’ve now put all over the house.”

“I don’t want you to fall again.”

“The biggest risk I’ll take is rolling over,” her mom replied. “Go on your date, Hollis. I want you to have a good time tonight and not think about me, okay?”

“Well, that’s not possible,” she said. “I will be thinking about you.”

“Not while you’re on a date with a pretty girl, you won’t,” her mom replied sternly. “And if you and Raleigh have such a nice time that you want to stay over at her place, I’ll be fine here until the morning. I’ve got water and some snacks. I’ve also taken my pills for the night already, and I have the morning ones on the table. I’ve got the remote to the TV, too. I’m all set.”

“I’m not staying the night, Mom. I barely got her to agree to give this a chance. I won’t risk going too fast for her.”

“For her, huh?” her mom joked.

“That’s not what I meant,” Hollis smiled and took her mom’s hand. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?”

“Yes! You’re hovering again.” Olivia coughed lightly. “My cell phone is right there on the charger, so I can get to you or help if I need to. And you’ve already got it plugged in, so I’m not at any risk of it dying in the night.”

Hollis swallowed at the use of those choice words to refer to the phone because that had been her exact worry about going out with Raleigh. Her mother could die in the night, and Hollis would have been at dinner and a movie.

“I’m just going to postpone,” she said, reaching for her phone in her pocket.

“No, you’re not. You’re going to go out with Raleigh and enjoy the night. Like you said, you barely got her to go out with you to begin with. Don’t give her a reason to rethink this, Hollis.”

Hollis nodded reluctantly. Then, she kissed her mom on the forehead to check her temperature more than to say goodbye with it. Feeling as satisfied as she could that her mom would be okay for the night, Hollis grabbed her purse and keys and headed to the car.

She’d chosen to dress casually for the date. It was a bit of a risk, though. They hadn’t talked about what they were doing. Hollis had made a reservation at a restaurant in town, which wasn’t fancy but wasn’t fast food, either. She just thought if she dressed to the nines and booked a five-star place, they’d both feel stuffy and uncomfortable. It wasn’t their style. They were the diner-coffee kind of women, not the entrées-they-couldn’t-even-pronounce kind of women.

When she got to Raleigh’s place, she thought about the flower her mom had told her to pick from the back garden. She hadn’t tended to it at all that season and hadn’t realized that, with the lack of attention and the weather, it wasn’t in good shape. There were no flowers. Hollis had meant to stop somewhere and pick up flowers for Raleigh, but in her quest to make sure Olivia was taken care of and to be on time, she’d forgotten to do so. Now, she’d arrived to her first date with someone she really liked, and she was empty-handed.

Having gotten out of the car, Hollis walked slowly toward the door, tossing her keys back and forth in her hands nervously. She’d left her purse in the car, but maybe she shouldn’t have done that. Raleigh might invite her inside for a few minutes before they’d leave for dinner. When she looked back, though, thinking about grabbing it, she heard the door open. Hollis turned to see Raleigh standing in the open doorway, wearing a pair of dark jeans and a nice off-the-shoulder gray sweater. She looked like the perfect definition of date casual. Hollis smiled because she hadn’t been wrong to go with jeans herself.

“Just give me one second,” Raleigh spoke. “I need to grab a coat.”

“Okay,” Hollis replied, walking toward the house now. “I would’ve rung the bell, you know?”

“I know,” Raleigh said from behind the open door, where Hollis knew the hall closet and Raleigh’s coat were. “I was just on my way to grab my jacket when I saw you through the window,” she added, closing the closet door and then reemerging in the open doorway, slipping into her coat. “How do you not wear a coat?”

Hollis smiled and said, “It’s not cold.”

“Yes, it is,” Raleigh replied, laughing.

“Not to me,” Hollis argued. “Are you ready, or–”

“I’m ready,” Raleigh told her, closing the front door and locking it before she turned around and stopped. “So, hello.”

“Hello,” Hollis said, giving Raleigh a shy smile. “You look great.”

“You too,” Raleigh replied.

“It’s nice to be able to say that.”

“That you look great?”

“That you do,” Hollis said. “I’ve thought it a lot, but I’ve never been able to say it. At least, not in this context.”

“What’s the context?” Raleigh asked, but Hollis could see the mischief in her eyes.

“A date, not two friends going for coffee.”

Raleigh nodded and said, “It is nice, yes.”

They walked to Hollis’s car, and Hollis wanted to open the door for her date but thought that might be too much. She’d been right. Raleigh had rushed to the car, opened the door herself, and climbed in. When Hollis joined her, she figured out why.

“I’ll crank the heat up,” she said, shaking her head as Raleigh cupped her hands around her mouth and blew, trying to warm them.

They arrived at the restaurant fifteen minutes later, but it was on the main drag in town, so finding a parking spot hadn’t been easy. When Hollis finally managed to find one a block away, that meant they’d have to walk that far, with Raleigh likely freezing, so Hollis decided to go back around the block and in front of the restaurant and double-parked.

“Why don’t you go inside and tell them we have a reservation? I’ll park and join you.”

“I can walk with you,” Raleigh replied.

“I don’t want you to freeze before we get inside. I’ll find a spot and be right there.”

Raleigh smiled at her and got out of the car, and Hollis drove a little too fast to see if that spot was still available. Sadly, it wasn’t, but she found another one about half a block away and parallel parked; one of her least favorite things to do, but something she’d gotten very good at over the years when she’d been in and out of the city. She then walked quickly and made it to the restaurant, where she found Raleigh waiting for her in the lobby.

“They just needed a minute to get the table ready,” Raleigh told her. “Thank you, by the way.”

“For what?”

“I have this weird thing that I’m usually cold, but when I get nervous, I get extra cold. I don’t know what causes it.”

“You’re nervous?” Hollis asked.

“For my first date in half a decade? Yeah, I’m nervous. Are you not?”

“No, I am,” Hollis said, smiling.

“Right this way,” the hostess told them to follow her as she carried two menus and walked them through the rows of tables.

“Raleigh, hey,” a man wearing a tie and a button-down light-blue shirt with his sleeves rolled up said as he approached them once they’d arrived at their table. “I thought I saw you out front.”

“Hey,” Raleigh replied.

“I haven’t seen you in here in forever.”

“It’s been a while, yeah,” Raleigh said, sitting down.

“I’ll send an appetizer your way. What do you want?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I’m here with someone, so give us a minute to look over the menu.”

“It hasn’t changed much,” he noted.

“I know. But my date hasn’t been here before,” she said, nodding in Hollis’s direction.

“Sorry,” the man said, looking at Hollis. “Taking the hint. It’s good to see you.”

He walked away, leaving Hollis wondering what that had been about. When they sat down, the hostess handed them their menus, wished them a good meal, and left.

“So…” Hollis said.

“I used to work here,” Raleigh explained. “In college, for a couple of years. That’s the owner. I waited tables at first and then moved behind the bar where the tips were better.”

“I’ve managed to take you to a place where you used to work? You’ve probably had everything on this menu a hundred times.”

“I haven’t been here in years.” Raleigh smiled as she opened the menu. “I think the last time was one of those last-chance dates with Millie.”

“Last-chance dates?”

“Oh, you know, the ones where you already know it’s pretty much over, but you put in the effort one more time. We did that a lot. We had last-chance dates all over town.”

“You really wanted it to work,” Hollis said softly, opening her own menu.

“We were together for years – you don’t just give up when you once thought that this person was the person,” Raleigh replied. “Now I know that she wasn’t, but back then, I couldn’t see how our relationship could end. It seemed particularly awful because we still loved each other. Millie was miserable about something neither of us could control or help, and that made me miserable, which meant I wasn’t always nice to her. It was this vicious circle of sadness turning to anger, turning to apologies, and back to sadness and anger.”

“I’m sorry,” Hollis offered in response.

“Don’t be. She’s where she should be.”

“And you?”

“I’m trying to move on,” Raleigh said.

They ordered an appetizer and drinks first before the waiter came back and took their entrée order. Hollis had gone with sparkling water since she’d driven, but Raleigh had ordered wine that she’d offered Hollis a sip of.

“Dylan texted that she was able to eliminate one of the women in the pictures.”

“Yeah?” Hollis asked, looking down at her salad.

“Yeah. She owns a daycare, I guess, and takes kids to the park regularly. I’d never noticed her, but she checked out. Dylan told me she talked to her on the phone, and the woman assured her that no one else, outside of the people who worked at the daycare, came with her to the park when she went. They all have fingerprints on file with the state and have clean background checks.”

“Kenna invited me out for drinks next week with her and Ripley,” Hollis said, changing the subject.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I think she’s turning into a real friend, which I don’t have many of. And I haven’t spent much time with Ripley, but I like her.”

“That’s good.”

“Kenna told me to invite you, too,” she added. “I don’t know if I’m going yet, though. It’s TBD because of my mom.”

“How is she?” Raleigh took a bite of her own salad.

“Making me nervous,” Hollis admitted. “She’s more tired than ever and forgets stuff as well. She told me to pick flowers for you in the back garden.”

“This time of year?”

“Yeah… And that garden hasn’t had any work done on it in years, either; probably since she got really sick.”

“Can I do anything to help?” Raleigh asked.

“Not unless you’re a miracle worker.”

“If I were that, Eden would be home. So would all the other missing people on the planet.”

“Right,” Hollis said with a nod. “How’s work?”

“I haven’t lost another client yet, but I’m picking up projects from other VAs to make up for losing Mr. Roman. It sucks because they get a cut for giving me work in the first place, so I’m making less for the same effort, but it helps when I need the extra cash. It’s now time to replaster fliers, and I’m also thinking about doing a billboard off the highway, which connects everything around here. It’s not cheap, but I can probably afford to do it for a month. Dylan thought it might be a good idea since it’s been over a year, and people have moved on.”

“Well, if Dylan thinks it’s a good idea,” Hollis said, looking around the restaurant.

“John, from group, said that when he did a billboard, they got nine new good leads. Nothing came of them, but there were two kids that people thought might be JJ. They weren’t, but it was something. I don’t know if it’s better to think that I might have found her, only to be told that it’s not her, or to not get my hopes up at all.”

“Hey, Raleigh?”

“Yeah?”

“Can we talk about something else?”

“Something else?”

“We usually talk about this stuff, and… I don’t know. I thought maybe tonight, since it’s our first date, we could talk about something else. Work, friends, even Millie or my exes.”

“Oh,” Raleigh said, placing her fork on her salad plate. “I’m sorry.”

“No, don’t be sorry. I’ve just attempted to change the subject a few times, and then I thought I should just say it.”

“That you don’t want to talk about Eden?”

“Not–” She met Raleigh’s eyes. “Not just that. I don’t want us to talk about what happened to me, my mom, or John from the group, either. I just thought we could get to know other things about each other tonight.”

“Other things?” Raleigh asked.

“Yeah. Like, more about each other; normal first date stuff.”

“Hollis, this isn’t a normal first date.”

“It’s not?” she asked.

“No, it’s not. We met in a support group. We became friends because you were kidnapped, and someone took my daughter.”

“That’s why we became friends?”

“Well, we didn’t meet at a dinner party.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Hollis remarked. “I know how we met, Raleigh. But you’re making it sound like the only reason we became friends was because we have that in common, and I don’t think that makes us friends. I think that’s what we are to the rest of the group we meet with each week, but we don’t hang out with them. I don’t hold them through the night when they’re sleeping.”

“You held…”

“Yeah, you cried in your sleep. I held you until you stopped,” Hollis explained. “And is that how you see me? Someone you only spend time with because my dad decided to get revenge on my mom when I was a kid?”

“What? No. I’m not saying this right. Can we start over?”

“Raleigh, this is a date. So, I’m sorry, but I don’t want to talk about the case all night. I don’t really want to talk about Dylan, or fliers, or John. I just want–”

“That’s my life right now, Hollis. You knew that.”

“I know.”

“So, why are you so surprised that that’s all I have to talk about?” Raleigh asked.

“I’m not surprised,” Hollis said. “But it’s also not all you have to talk about. I didn’t know you worked at a restaurant in college, for example. And you grew up here, but I don’t know much about your life before Eden other than you and Millie were together for a while, and then you weren’t.”

“We’re supposed to talk about my childhood, then?”

“Why not?” Hollis asked.

“Because none of that matters,” Raleigh retorted. “When your daughter is taken from you, nothing else matters, Hollis. Don’t you get that?”

“Why did you agree to this date, Raleigh? You said you wanted to try. Did you think we’d only talk about Eden on every date? What kind of relationship is that?”

“Not a very good one,” Raleigh replied. “This was a mistake, Hollis. I should have trusted my first–”

“Are you kidding me?” Hollis shook her head back and forth as she looked away from her date. “You can’t do this, Raleigh.”

“I’m not ready.”

“You called me. You said no. You said you still wanted to be friends. I said okay. I prepared myself to just be your friend. Then, you tell me that you want to try. We’re here, Raleigh. All I’m asking is one night without–”

“It’s not one night, though, Hollis. It would be every night. It would be all the time. I can’t not think about her or not talk about her.”

“I’m not asking you to do that. Hell, I’ll help you hang the fliers.”

“Can we just…”

“I’ll take you home,” Hollis stated.

“No, Hollis. Just–”

“Just what?” She waved her arm in the air, which made her look like an impatient asshole, but the waiter saw her, gave her a confused expression at first when Hollis mimed signing the check, and then nodded at her.

“Hollis, I… I thought I could.”

“You can. But let’s just go.”

“I wasn’t prepared for your comment,” Raleigh told her.

“What comment?”

“About not talking about Eden.”

The waiter dropped the check and went to leave.

“Here,” Hollis spoke quickly as she slipped her credit card into the padfolio and handed it back to him before he could go.

“Was everything okay? Do you want your entrées to go?”

“No, thank you,” Hollis replied. “Everything was fine. Something came up, though.”

He nodded, took the card, and walked off.

“Hollis, come on…”

“Raleigh, what? I made one request. My whole life right now is about what happened to me, my mom, and my father being in jail for it. I just wanted one night where it wasn’t about all the dark stuff.”

“I know. I’m sorry. It scares me, not to talk or think about her.”

“I’m not telling you not to think about her,” Hollis remarked.

The padfolio was dropped on the table, so she signed the receipt, left a generous tip, and took her card.

“Can we just stay and talk?” Raleigh requested.

“I don’t think I’m in the mood anymore,” she replied.

“So, that’s just it?”

“For tonight, yeah. Can you wait here? I’ll pull the car around.”

“I’ll walk with you.”

“I think I’d like to walk alone.”

Raleigh stood abruptly and said, “Why don’t you drive alone, too, Hollis? I’ll get myself a car to take me home.”

“Raleigh, don’t–”

“No, I think you’re right. I’d like to be alone, too.”

Hollis watched as Raleigh grabbed her purse, turned, and left her there in the restaurant.


CHAPTER 23

‘No new leads.’ That was an expression Raleigh never thought she’d hear on repeat in her life. She wasn’t a sales rep. She didn’t work in marketing. She hadn’t really needed leads to get VA clients – her business had operated mainly on recommendations and referrals, along with good, old-fashioned word of mouth – but as she hung up the phone for her weekly call to the local police, she was given that phrase yet again.

“I’m sorry, Miss Leonard, there are no new leads. As we’ve told you before, we’ll notify you as soon as we have something,” the detective had said.

“Nothing from the FBI, either?”

“No, nothing from them, either, Ma’am.”

“Okay. Thank you,” she’d said and hung up, knowing she’d just call them back the following week, as she always did and always would until she found her child.

Still, she was getting so tired of not having anything new come in. She scrolled through her phone, figuring she was on a roll, and called Dylan, who didn’t answer.

“Hey, Dylan. It’s Raleigh,” she said after the call went to voicemail. “I was just hoping you’d been able to track down those other two women and maybe had an update for me. Feel free to call me back or text me. Whenever is fine. It doesn’t matter how late. My phone isn’t ever on do-not-disturb.” She paused, hearing how desperate she sounded. “Anyway, sorry to bother you.”

She hung up and stared at her computer screen, where she had work waiting. One of her clients had requested a call with her for that afternoon, and Raleigh had been dreading it because this client had been the one who’d recommended Mr. Roman to her, so there was a chance she’d tell Raleigh that she no longer wanted to work with her, either. Still, the appointment had been made, so Raleigh had to dial the number.

“Would you be available for another two to four hours this week, if I needed you?” her client asked right off the bat.

“Oh, sure,” Raleigh replied, surprised.

“Can you wrap up the two projects I have you working on this week instead of next week, then?”

“No problem. Did the deadline get moved up?”

“No, Raleigh. I’m moving into an office in a month.”

“Okay,” Raleigh replied, confused.

“I was going to wait to sign a lease on a place until the end of the year, but a friend of mine found an office space in their building that’s within my price range, and that would make us office neighbors. We’re going to knock down the wall and share the place.”

“Oh, that’s great,” Raleigh said, still not understanding what this had to do with her needing to put in more time this week.

“Raleigh, she has an admin already that I can share for now while I decide if I want to hire another one or if one of the new employees I’m looking to hire can fill in the gaps.”

That was the other shoe dropping.

“I see. So, you need me to finish the two projects this week and send you my final invoice,” Raleigh replied.

“Yes,” the woman on the phone said and sighed. “I’m sorry, Raleigh. You always knew this was temporary, though. I told you I was expanding.”

“No, you’re right. You did.”

“And I talked to Mitch,” the woman continued. “He mentioned that he’d let you go, too. I’m sorry about that.”

Mitch was Mitch Roman.

“No worries. It happens a lot. I want my clients to be successful, so when they expand in office, that’s a good sign. It just sometimes means they don’t need a VA anymore.”

“Exactly. And I’ll still be a referral for you. Mitch said he had some issues, but I never have. You’ve been good for me. So, thank you.”

“Thank you,” Raleigh replied. “I’ll get everything done by Friday end of day and send the invoice over.”

“Great. And good luck, Raleigh.”

“Thanks,” she replied.

This had been her best client for the past year and a half. She was polite and never demanding. She only called during regular business hours and didn’t seem to get stressed. Raleigh also could always count on her for extra work, and the woman paid all of Raleigh’s invoices on time, which had been something that not all of her clients had been able to do. It meant that recently, paying bills by their due dates hadn’t always been a guarantee since she counted on her clients to pay on time, but she’d been getting by. Now, though, things would really get tight, so she pulled up her finance spreadsheet, being a bit old-school like that. Well, old-school with a computer: Raleigh didn’t like any desktop or online software programs to record her bank info, preferring to create and maintain a spreadsheet. She felt closer to the numbers this way anyway, enabling her to keep better track of where her money was going.

A while ago now, right after she’d joined the support group, she’d hired a private investigator, and that had been yet another thing that had cut into her savings. He’d come highly recommended by someone she’d met there, but that person hadn’t shown up to group in a while. Raleigh could guess why. After the PI had taken her money and had hardly done any actual investigative work, Raleigh had cursed the person out before the meeting had begun. They hadn’t been to the group since. She’d known that hadn’t been fair, but the PI charged hundreds of dollars an hour and hadn’t done anything. His notes had been sloppy, and he’d presented her with no leads and only a big bill that she’d paid because she hadn’t known any better.

The current state of the spreadsheet didn’t yet have any red on it, but it also barely had any black, so she’d need to make up this client, and not with extra work from other VAs. She went to her own website and decided to put out an email blast to a few networks. She did this whenever she needed a new client, but this time, she needed more than one. Raleigh could really use three to four new clients to get her savings moving in the right direction again. That college fund she’d started after Eden had been born was gone now, and she wanted it back, even if Eden never got to use it.

Blasting the networks with the exciting news of her availability to take on more clients, Raleigh decided to take a break and go to the kitchen to make herself another cup of coffee. Having done that, she walked back to her office but stopped at Eden’s door. Pushing it open, she looked at her little girl’s bedroom and then stepped inside, staring at the safe space she’d worked so hard to create for her kid. The walls were a pastel green because Raleigh hadn’t wanted a stereotypical pink for a girl. Green, on the other hand, meant rebirth and renewal, so she’d gone with that. It had also worked out that Eden had loved the color green.

“Dinosaurs are green, Mommy,” she’d said once.

“You’re right,” Raleigh had replied, watching Eden color outside the lines.

The bed was a toddler bed, but before, she’d had a crib in there against the side wall with a mobile of the solar system hanging above Eden’s bed, playing soft music to her each night as she’d stared at the planets and the moon. Raleigh sat on the toddler bed now, missing the mobile again. The first time she’d missed it had been when she’d changed the crib out for the bed because Eden had started to jump high enough to touch the planets. Taking it and the crib down all at once had been a hard parenting day for her. It meant her baby was growing up. Raleigh wiped the tears from her eyes as she looked at the floor where Eden had colored that morning.

“This is it,” she said to herself. “This is my life now.”

She knew that to be true; this would be it. She’d work to make ends meet while she spent everything she could to find her daughter. She’d call the cops once a week, check on Dylan’s progress for as long as Dylan was willing to put up with her, and she’d come into Eden’s bedroom and cry. Every so often, some other crime show like Kenna’s would come calling on an anniversary. Maybe it would be a local newspaper next time. Raleigh would do the story because there was always a chance someone would see something.

When she went back to her office, she pulled up the dedicated Facebook page she had for Eden. She checked the posts and comments of people praying for her, finding nothing new in there otherwise. Then, she opened Eden’s website. Nothing new there, either. How had Molly done this for a decade now? Raleigh was miserable, and the only thing that had made her not miserable in over a year had been Hollis.

“You fucked that up, didn’t you?” she said to herself.

God, Raleigh had had a chance to really try to have something she’d never thought she’d get again, and she’d messed it up. She hadn’t been able to sleep well since that night. Well, she didn’t sleep well at all these days, but she’d been tossing and turning constantly for several nights now, wishing she’d reacted differently to a perfectly reasonable request to talk about anything other than what had happened to Eden and Hollis on their first and now, probably, last date. Hollis had been searching for a bright spot for one night, but Raleigh had provided her with only darkness.

Truthfully, she didn’t want any more darkness, either. She wanted everything to be bright again. Eden was brightness and smiles and baby giggles. Raleigh missed those giggles.

Hollis, in her own way, was brightness, too. She represented possibilities and second chances, along with warmth and kindness. She was safety and comfort, but also excitement and calmness at the same time. Hollis was adorable when she couldn’t cook and beautiful when she dressed up for a date by only wearing jeans and a sweater, with no makeup.

Raleigh smiled, just thinking about her. But how could she have this? How could she try to have a relationship with someone when her whole life should revolve around finding Eden? She pulled up one of the documents she needed to finish for a client and rolled her eyes. Her heart just wasn’t in this. Her mind was focused on something else, and for the first time in forever, it wasn’t her daughter.

There should’ve been guilt there. Once the realization hit that she’d been thinking about Hollis, wishing she could take back that first date and do it all over again, there should have been instant guilt because she’d been thinking about that and not her daughter, but the guilt didn’t come. It was just that warmth again at the thought of Hollis cranking the heat in the car because Raleigh was freezing, even though Hollis herself was clearly burning up after five minutes. It was warmth because Hollis had let Raleigh get out of the car at the entrance of the restaurant while she’d walked all the way from where she’d parked.

“Can we talk?” she asked when Hollis said hello into the phone.

“I don’t know. I don’t think I’m ready to talk about being friends after our failed attempt at a date, Raleigh. I’m sorry. I feel like I have whiplash from it, and I need some time,” Hollis told her.

“I’m sorry,” Raleigh said.

“It’s fine. I just should have said no when you told me you wanted to go out. You were pretty clear about not being able to before. I shouldn’t have let myself get excited about the possibility.”

“It’s not fine, Hollis,” Raleigh replied.

“Can you hold on one sec? I need to check on my mom,” Hollis said.

“Okay,” Raleigh replied.

Then, she waited.

“Raleigh, I can’t talk right now. She just threw up on her nightgown. I need to get her cleaned up.”

“Do you want me to come over? I can help.”

“No, it’s okay,” Hollis replied. “I actually have a night nurse coming over.”

“A nurse?”

“Well, it’s her first night. Mom might not like her. She didn’t like the last three I tried.”

“I didn’t know you were doing that.”

“I didn’t try until this week. We haven’t talked since…”

“Right,” Raleigh said.

“It was my mom’s idea. She has one during the day now for when I’m at work, but she said she wanted one at night, too, because she’s waking up at midnight or four in the morning at times, and she doesn’t want to have to wake me up anymore. I told her it was fine, but she’s stubborn, and her insurance will cover it a few nights a week.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Yeah, but I’ve got to go now. The nurse won’t be here for another half hour, so I need to take care of this.”

“Hollis?”

“Yeah?”

“After your mom goes to bed and the nurse is there, can you maybe come over so we can talk in person?”

“I don’t know.”

“I made a mistake,” Raleigh told her. “I don’t want this to be my life, Hollis.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“It means that you are the one bright spot in my life, and I tried to push you away because I haven’t had a bright spot in a while.”

“Raleigh, we tried. You–”

“Messed up big time. Please. Come over, if you can. I just want to talk to you face-to-face about this.”

“I’ll see what I can do. If my mom doesn’t like the nurse–”

“Yeah, okay. I understand.”

They hung up, and Raleigh looked around her office.

“I don’t want this to be my life,” she said to herself. “I want her.”

She closed her computer, made herself dinner in the microwave, and ate it while she looked through her closet for something to wear if Hollis did show up. Choosing a pair of soft jeans and a T-shirt she hadn’t worn in a while, she went to the living room and straightened it up. Then, she opened a bottle of wine just in case and let it breathe. After that, Raleigh went to her bedroom and made the bed for the first time in a long time before she decided to vacuum and wipe some of the dust away. Finally, she opened the curtains, letting in the moonlight, and stared out into the backyard where she’d intended to put a swing set but had never gotten around to it. Maybe a garden would be good in the spring. Planting flowers and some vegetables would be good for her, she decided.

Then, her doorbell rang, and her eyes widened. Her lips formed a smile. Hollis was here. She’d shown up after all to give Raleigh a chance to explain, and Raleigh was determined not to screw it up this time.


CHAPTER 24

“Come in,” Raleigh said after opening the door.

There hadn’t been a hello or an actual greeting, just those two words. Hollis wasn’t sure what to make of that, but she tiredly walked inside Raleigh’s house.

The past week had been a difficult one. So much so that she’d nearly texted Raleigh to say that they would have to do this another night. Hollis wasn’t sure she could take another disappointment. She definitely couldn’t take any more Raleigh-related confusion. The woman had been hot and cold with her and then hot again and cold some more on their first date. Now, she was looking hot. Raleigh was wearing a pair of jeans that were so faded, they almost looked like white pants with tiny streaks of denim sewn into them. Her T-shirt was an old band shirt in gray, with a drum set on the front above the band’s name.

“I don’t recognize them,” Hollis said as a way to break the ice after Raleigh closed the door behind her.

“Huh?”

“The band on your shirt.”

“Oh. You wouldn’t. They were local about fifteen years ago and broke up about fourteen years ago.”

“So, they were a band for one whole year?”

“We started it my junior year of college. We broke up when two of the four of us graduated.”

“We? Us?” Hollis asked as Raleigh walked them into the kitchen.

“I was in a band in college, yes,” Raleigh replied. “Briefly. And we had more issues than original songs.”

“I’m sorry… You were in a band?”

“I was. I played the drums. All-girl band.”

“Wait… You played the drums?” Hollis asked, shaking her head, trying to make sense of all this.

“I did. And I still have them in the garage, but they’re packed up,” Raleigh replied and went to the counter, where she had a bottle of wine breathing. She poured two glasses without asking Hollis if she even wanted one and added, “I haven’t played much since college, but I can’t ever seem to let them go whenever I move. Once I had Eden, though, I’d planned to unpack them when she hit five or six to see if she wanted to give them a try. Of course, to do that, I would have to soundproof the garage because I wouldn’t wish that sound on any of my poor neighbors.”

“I didn’t know that,” Hollis said, taking the glass of red wine from Raleigh, who was now standing in front of her.

“I know,” Raleigh replied. “And there’s a lot more I’d like you to know about me.”

“So, is that what tonight is supposed to be about?”

“A do over, I hope,” Raleigh said, taking a sip of her wine. “I messed up, Hollis. I haven’t stopped thinking about it all week. And that should bother me because it means I’m not thinking about other things, but I realized today that I don’t feel guilty about it.”

“You’ve been thinking about me?”

“With everything going wrong in my life right now, you are the one thing that’s been going right. Until I messed it up, that is.”

Hollis looked down when she felt Raleigh’s soft hand take her own free one.

“I’m sorry. I overreacted. You asking me to talk about something other than Eden wasn’t something I expected. I should have, but I didn’t, so it threw me off, and I didn’t know how to react. It was like a punch to the gut that you, of all people, would ask me to talk about something else because you’ve always been so great about this whole thing. But it was wrong of me to expect that, on our first date, we’d only talk about these things that have happened to us instead of the fact that I was in an all-girl band in college that ended because our lead guitarist broke up with the bassist, and it was one of those awful breakups where people throw things at one another.”

Hollis met Raleigh’s eyes and said, “It’s not that I think we should never talk about this stuff…”

“I know. It was a bad initial reaction on my part, and I am very, very sorry for it. The thought that I’ve screwed this up permanently has been the predominant one in my mind all week. Even when I was working, losing more clients, or checking on Eden’s website, you were in my mind, Hollis. And I think that means something.”

“What?”

“That this could be something, and I’d be so stupid to ruin it. Can I maybe have a second chance at that first date?”

Hollis wasn’t sure what to believe anymore, and she’d never been the person to state her true feelings out loud. Growing up with a father who didn’t exactly open up to her or encourage her to do the same meant that she’d gotten used to pushing her feelings down. Just telling Raleigh that she liked her had been a major achievement. For a minute there, Hollis had thought she deserved a badge for it, but then, things had gone so badly that night, that she’d planned on giving any badge she had earned back to whomever was responsible for giving them out.

“Raleigh, I’m scared,” she decided to say honestly. “I took you at your word the first time when you said you couldn’t. Then, you said yes, and we went out, but that didn’t go well. Now, you’re saying you want this? I don’t know what to believe, and that scares me. What if I put myself out there again, and you change your mind again?”

“I won’t,” Raleigh replied. “I can’t guarantee that this will work or be forever, Hollis, but I know how I feel when I’m with you. This week, I also found out what it was like without you, and you know what I missed the most?”

“What?”

Raleigh placed her wineglass back on the counter and did the same with Hollis’s before she placed both of her hands around Hollis’s waist.

“Laughing with you. Despite everything, we always seem to laugh together. I’ve missed your laughter this week.”

“Laughter also comes with friendship, Raleigh. You don’t have to date me to hear me laugh.”

“No, but my hands are on the small of your back right now, and I’m rubbing your soft skin up and down. It feels amazing, and I don’t do this with my friends.”

Hollis realized that Raleigh’s hands were on the small of her back, sliding up and down her bare skin there, under her shirt. Raleigh leaned in and pressed her forehead to Hollis’s.

“I’ll apologize for that night as many times as you need me to, and I’ll tell you over and over that I want this, if you need to keep hearing it, but I don’t want to live my life in this dark routine anymore. And I don’t just want a friend to help me through it, Hollis. I want you.”

Hollis swallowed and said, “Then, we should go out on another date.”

“What are we doing right now?” Raleigh asked.

“I think this is the conversation before the date,” Hollis replied, wrapping her arms around Raleigh’s neck.

“But there’s wine… I can also make us some popcorn, and there can be a movie,” Raleigh said, moving just an inch closer. “And there can be kissing, if you’re interested at all in that.”

Hollis smiled and said, “That is tempting.”

“Only tempting? I’ve lost my touch, then, since I was in Disgruntled Dolls. I used to get phone numbers left and right,” Raleigh teased.

Hollis pulled back and asked, “You did, didn’t you?”

Raleigh nodded and said, “Drummers get all the girls. You didn’t know that?”

Hollis shook her head seriously and said, “I’m scared, Raleigh.”

“I know, babe,” Raleigh replied. “Just tell me what you need right now.”

“I’m so tired,” Hollis admitted. “Just, like, the most tired I’ve ever been in my entire life.”

Raleigh moved a hand up to Hollis’s cheek and cupped it.

“Sleep?”

“Yes,” Hollis replied. “Not the best date ever, huh?”

“Let’s go to bed early.”

“I can’t. I should get home.”

“I thought there was a night nurse.”

“There is. But it’s her first night.”

“Hollis,” Raleigh began, swiping her thumb tenderly over Hollis’s bottom lip. “Text her and tell her that you’re spending the night elsewhere and that she can call you if there’s an emergency. Then, let’s go to bed.”

Hollis pressed her forehead to Raleigh’s this time and said, “I didn’t bring anything.”

“You can wear my band T-shirt to sleep in, and I can find another shirt for myself.”

Hollis laughed softly and said, “You want me to wear your band shirt? Like a groupie?”

“Well, you’re dating the drummer now,” Raleigh teased. “You are, right?”

“Dating implies more than one date…”

“Then, let’s do that.”

“Okay,” Hollis agreed.

“And you can only sleep in my T-shirt, if you want. I have a shortage of pajama pants. It’s the strangest thing in the world. They all disappeared right before you got here.”

Hollis laughed again and pulled out of Raleigh’s grasp.

“Come on,” Raleigh continued. “I’ll put the wine back in the bottle, and we can go to bed.”

◆◆◆

Hollis couldn’t sleep at first. Raleigh lay there with her head on Hollis’s chest, and it was as if they’d done this a thousand times before. Hollis’s hand played with Raleigh’s hair to soothe her to sleep, but as exhausted as Hollis was, she couldn’t seem to fall asleep herself. Even though her mom had been the one to suggest that they get nurses to help Hollis, Olivia hadn’t liked the first several night nurses the agency had sent over. The first one had no bedside manner. The second one had been late on her very first night and hadn’t offered an explanation. The third one had made her mom wait for over five minutes when she needed to get to the bathroom because she’d taken a call from someone. Hollis could only hope that this nurse would take the job seriously.

The day nurse had been the only winner so far. When Hollis went to work, her mom was only by herself for about an hour before the nurse arrived. The woman also stayed until she got home, so that made Hollis feel a lot better about going to work for eight hours a day. She’d been about to tell Kenna that she either needed to work from home or she’d have to quit because her mother was getting worse and needed her more. Thankfully, Hollis had done research into her mom’s insurance plan, and after several calls where she’d demanded to speak to someone above the idiot who had kept telling her that things weren’t covered, she finally found someone who told her that she could get nurses for a certain number of hours a week covered. That allowed Hollis to cover the rest of the hours herself since she didn’t have to quit her job now.

“Hollis?”

“I thought you were sleeping,” Hollis said softly.

“You’re not,” Raleigh pointed out. “I can feel your heart going crazy. I’d like to take that as a compliment, but I’m not sure it has anything to do with me.”

“I’m sorry,” Hollis replied. “I’m a little tightly wound right now.”

“Do you want to go home?”

“No,” Hollis said quickly. “No, I don’t. I want to be here.”

“But you’re worried about her?”

“Yes, but no. I’m always worried these days, but I’m just thinking too much, and I can’t seem to stop it.”

“Do you want my headphones? You could put your meditation app on.” Raleigh lifted up to look at her.

“I don’t think that’ll work.”

Raleigh nodded and asked, “How can I help?”

“You already are,” Hollis replied. “Just being here with you helps.”

“But you’re still awake.”

“It’s also only ten,” Hollis noted. “I’m usually still awake at this hour. I try to sleep, can’t, and by midnight, my mom needs to go to the bathroom, so my body is just used to staying up now.”

Raleigh slipped on top of her, surprising Hollis, who placed her hands on Raleigh’s hips more on instinct than actual thought.

“Do you want a massage?”

“A massage?”

“Yes,” Raleigh said, smiling. “I’m out of practice, but I give good massages. If you roll over, I can give you a back massage to help with some of that tension.”

“Well, now I’m jealous of anyone you’ve given a back massage to.”

“There were a lot of girls back when I was in–”

“Oh, my God!” Hollis laughed a lot louder than she expected herself to. “I get it. You were the sexy drummer who all the girls wanted.”

“I love that sound. That’s your whole laugh, isn’t it?”

“What do you mean?” Hollis asked, rubbing up and down across Raleigh’s back under her T-shirt.

“I’ve heard you laugh before, obviously, but usually, it’s still like you’re holding something back. That was it, though: that was your whole, perfect laugh.”

“I guess,” Hollis said, smiling up at her. “I don’t think I’ve laughed like that in a while.”

“I want more of that,” Raleigh told her. “I want to laugh like that with you.”

“Then, I can tell you about how I tried to join my high school band once, and they ended up putting me on the triangle because that was all I could play.”

“What?” Raleigh laughed loudly and sat up, straddling Hollis’s hips fully, making Hollis feel all kinds of things she hadn’t felt in a very long time. “Triangle?”

“It didn’t last long – my dad found out and took me out of it – but yeah, I was on the triangle. I’d tried a few instruments and failed, so no girls tried to pick me up.”

“I would have,” Raleigh replied, moving her hands to Hollis’s stomach under her shirt.

“I was fourteen.”

“And I would’ve been almost fourteen, looking for an older woman.”

“Older, gawky teenager with no rhythm”

“Does the no-rhythm part apply to all things?” Raleigh asked.

Hollis looked down then without thinking. Yeah, she was looking at Raleigh’s hips, which were moving a little against her. It wasn’t an obvious movement, but Hollis had definitely noticed.

“I’ve never had any complaints about my rhythm in other contexts,” she said, swallowing hard.

Raleigh’s eyes were on hers now, and they just stared at each other.

“It’s been a long time,” Raleigh shared.

“For me, too,” Hollis replied.

“We haven’t even kissed yet, you know?” Raleigh noted.

“I know,” Hollis said.

“And I look at you, and I just see all the possibilities, Hollis,” Raleigh added. “I haven’t allowed myself to see any possibilities for–”

“I know,” Hollis repeated, pulling Raleigh’s shirt until Raleigh lifted her arms up over her head, and the shirt fell to the side. “Allow for possibilities tonight?”

Raleigh nodded, and Hollis looked at the bare breasts that were now on display in front of her. She moved her hands just below them and waited. When Raleigh didn’t protest, she moved to cup them and felt their weight in her hands.

Were they really going to do this? Hollis hadn’t come over to talk to Raleigh tonight expecting this. She did a quick mental check, wondering when she’d last shaved her legs. It hadn’t been all that long ago. Her mom had been asleep on the sofa, and Hollis had gone to take a shower, deciding to take a few extra minutes in the hot water. She’d shaved for the first time in forever, worried about all that hair collecting in the drain, and then decided to do something else while she was under the spray. It hadn’t felt nearly as good as when someone else touched her, but it was what her body had needed. Her own hand had been the only one to touch her in so long; she worried she wouldn’t even know what got her there anymore when someone else was involved.

Back in the present moment, Hollis sat up, still holding and massaging Raleigh’s breasts with her hands, and looked up at her. Raleigh’s eyes were closed now, like she was taking it all in, and Hollis just stared at her, marveling at how beautiful this woman was and thinking about how someone could ever let her go. Millie had been an idiot, she decided, just when Raleigh opened her eyes, and they were smiling down at Hollis. Raleigh’s hands then moved to cup Hollis’s cheeks, and she pulled Hollis closer and hovered her lips centimeters away until Hollis moved them the rest of the way to connect their lips. The kiss was slow. It said that this was a first kiss that didn’t have to go anywhere unless they wanted it to. Raleigh’s mouth was warm and moved in time with her own, making Hollis wonder what it would feel like elsewhere on her body.

That was it. Just that thought was enough for Hollis to lower her hands from Raleigh’s breasts and pull her body against her own. The kiss moved faster. Raleigh moaned. Hollis grasped Raleigh’s back and worried she might scratch her because now that this had started, she needed more. Raleigh pulled out of the kiss for a second, which was the last thing Hollis wanted, and Hollis’s shirt ended up next to her on the bed. She had a moment where she genuinely had no idea how it had ended up there, but Raleigh must have just pulled it off.

Then, with a little shove, Hollis was on her back again. Raleigh’s breasts were immediately pressed to her own, and Raleigh kissed her with the passion Hollis hadn’t ever been kissed with before. Within minutes, Raleigh’s lips were on Hollis’s neck, and Hollis’s hands were inside Raleigh’s sleep shorts, over her underwear, cupping and squeezing, trying not to tear them off because she wanted this so much, but she didn’t want to rush through it their first time.

“Are you okay?” Raleigh asked into her ear before she nibbled on the earlobe.

“Yes,” she breathed out.

“You stopped what you were doing,” Raleigh noted. “Do you want to slow down? We don’t have to–”

Hollis hadn’t even realized her hands on Raleigh’s ass had stopped massaging. She moved them out of the shorts and onto Raleigh’s back again.

“No, I want this,” she said. “I kind of can’t believe it’s happening, though.”

Raleigh lifted up to look at her and said, “Too many thoughts in that beautiful head of yours tonight?”

“Yeah.” Hollis chuckled.

“Will you let me try to fix that?”

“You can fix it?”

Raleigh pressed their lips together again, and when her tongue slipped inside, Hollis knew that, indeed, she could fix that because Hollis couldn’t even think of anything other than what Raleigh’s tongue was doing inside her mouth. It stroked and licked, played with Hollis’s tongue, and slipped out to glide against Hollis’s lips, one after the other. When Raleigh moved back to Hollis’s neck, the thoughts nearly snuck in, but then, Raleigh’s hand began massaging Hollis’s breast while playing with her nipple, and they disappeared again. Raleigh lowered her lips to Hollis’s chest, and when they sucked on her other nipple, Hollis’s thoughts were all gone. Raleigh’s mouth was on her nipple. Hollis was watching her suck. Raleigh’s head moved up and down first, and then side to side, and Hollis never wanted anything else ever.

That feeling didn’t last long, though, because the pulse she’d gone a long time without feeling between her legs was all but roaring in her ears now, begging to be addressed by something other than Hollis’s own hand. Raleigh’s hand slid down and inside Hollis’s borrowed pajama pants and inside her underwear.

“Oh, Jesus,” she let out as Raleigh continued to suck on her nipple.

Raleigh didn’t say anything. She just started stroking. It was as if she’d just known that Hollis needed this first one to quiet her worried and tired mind. Hollis, somehow, also knew that this wouldn’t be it; that she could allow herself to come quickly now because it wouldn’t be the last time she’d come tonight, and the next time would be slower. She had no idea how she’d pieced this together, but as her hips rose in time with Raleigh’s strokes, she said Raleigh’s name into the safe space of her bedroom and came hard.


CHAPTER 25

Raleigh had always been more of a receiver in the bedroom. She also didn’t have a lot of experience. As much as she’d joked about getting all those phone numbers, she hadn’t had sex with a lot of different women. The majority of her adult life had been with Millie. So, she didn’t have much to go on, but with Millie, at least, she’d been content to receive since Millie loved giving and didn’t always want reciprocation. Raleigh had gotten used to Millie touching her in the mornings before work and taking a shower right after. While Raleigh wasn’t complaining, at the same time, she’d always wanted to give more. On those rare occasions when she had climbed into the shower with Millie and had attempted to reciprocate, Millie hadn’t been interested. That hadn’t been a problem in their relationship, necessarily; it just left Raleigh wanting at times.

Now, she was on top of Hollis, beautiful and kind Hollis, who had already come once for her, and Raleigh was stroking her slowly this time. They were both naked now, no longer a pair of borrowed pajamas or sleep shorts between them. Raleigh’s center was over Hollis’s thigh, and she was rocking it slowly into Hollis, loving the delicious friction but not wanting to focus on coming herself. She wanted to make Hollis come again for her. She’d known it the moment she’d first woken up in Hollis’s arms that she wanted her, and now, she didn’t want to wait any longer. Just being wrapped around this woman had turned Raleigh on in ways she’d never been turned on before, but she also hadn’t thought about pursuing it tonight. Hollis had been tired and needed rest, but once Raleigh was on top of her, staring down at her and seeing Hollis in her own clothes, Raleigh worried she wouldn’t be able to wait much longer. She’d already waited so long for her. That was how Raleigh thought about it when she slid two fingers inside Hollis for the first time: she’d waited so long for her.

“Oh, God,” Hollis let out before Raleigh kissed her hard.

“I love how you’re wrapping around me,” Raleigh said.

“Your fingers, or are you talking… about… how my leg… is wrapped… around–”

“Yes,” Raleigh said to all of that, kissing Hollis’s neck as she pressed her thumb to Hollis’s clit and rubbed in tiny circles.

“Raleigh, I’m–”

“It’s okay,” Raleigh whispered into her ear. “You can let go, baby.”

“God, I–”

Hollis didn’t say anything after that. Her back lifted off the bed. Then, it fell, and her hips lifted up. Raleigh wanted to see. She wanted to watch Hollis’s face as she came. She looked down and saw Hollis open her mouth, her eyes in slits; her cheeks flushed a deep crimson. She was stunning. This was perfect. As Hollis continued to enjoy her orgasm, Raleigh noticed that her own hips were moving faster against Hollis’s thigh. Hollis’s hands were on Raleigh’s ass, and they were pressing down harder than they had before.

“Hollis, I’ll come,” she said.

“So?” Hollis replied, opening her eyes. “That’s kind of the point.”

“I don’t want it like this the first time. I want you to…” Raleigh had to force her hips to stop moving.

“Touch you,” Hollis guessed.

“Yes,” Raleigh replied, sitting up.

“How?”

“Just touch me. I’ll come,” Raleigh said.

“I want to touch you how you want to be touched.”

Raleigh removed her fingers from inside Hollis, wishing she could stay inside her forever, and brought them to Hollis’s mouth. Hollis smirked up at her and opened it. Raleigh slipped the fingers inside and nearly came as she watched Hollis suck her own desire for Raleigh off them. When Raleigh pulled them out, Hollis moved her own fingers to Raleigh’s sex, dipped inside her folds, coated her fingers, and put them to her lips, too, sucking on them as Raleigh watched.

“Oh, my God,” Raleigh let out.

“Do you want my fingers or my mouth?”

“Does it have to be an or question?”

Hollis laughed as she moved then, topping Raleigh quickly. Raleigh laughed, too, loving that they could go from what they’d just done to giggling right after.

“It does not have to be an or question,” Hollis replied.

“Where did this energy come from? You were so tired before,” Raleigh teased, wrapping her arms around Hollis’s neck and pulling her down against herself.

“It came out about the time I had your breasts in my hands.”

“What else do you want in your hands?” she teased further.

“Oh, I want something in my mouth right now,” Hollis told her, lowering herself slowly.

Raleigh closed her eyes as Hollis paid attention to her neck, breasts, and inner thighs, but when Hollis kissed the top of her clit, Raleigh’s eyes shot open. She wanted to watch this. Hollis took her slowly as Raleigh brushed the hair away from what she could see of Hollis’s face over and over because she didn’t want to miss anything. Hollis’s tongue did a swirling thing that nearly carried Raleigh over the edge, but then, she stopped and sucked instead.

“Don’t stop,” Raleigh requested.

Hollis’s head bobbed a little faster, and there was just something so sexy about a woman between her legs, head bobbing because she was sucking on Raleigh’s clit, trying to make her come. And Raleigh would come. She’d known it the moment she’d touched this woman: Hollis would get her there, and it would likely be amazing.

Raleigh’s hips lifted as Hollis slipped inside with what felt like at least two fingers, stretching her a bit because it had been a long time. Then, Hollis curled inside, and Raleigh felt the orgasm right there on its precarious precipice. She knew she could move Hollis’s head just a little, and her tongue would find the spot that would take her over, but she didn’t. Instead, she closed her eyes to enjoy this and let Hollis find it herself. When she did, Raleigh exploded.

“Fuck! Oh, shit! Fuck. God, Hollis. Jesus. I’m– Fuck.”

Raleigh held Hollis’s head between her legs and rode her face, likely making it impossible for Hollis to breathe, but an orgasm had never felt so good in her life. She knew her arousal was likely all over Hollis’s fingers and probably also a little on the sheets because the moment Hollis’s fingers had found her spot at the same time her mouth did, Raleigh had felt the gush of arousal instantly.

“Fuck. Fuck. Yes!”

A minute later, Hollis was kissing the inside of her thigh and looking up at her.

“Well, now I know you’re a sailor in the bedroom,” Hollis joked.

Raleigh let out a deep laugh that she felt like she’d been holding in for years.

“I have no idea where that came from,” she replied. “I’ve never done that before.”

“Which part? The obscenities or the…” Hollis looked down between her legs.

“What?” Raleigh asked.

Hollis moved back up her body, kissed her, and rolled off to the side. Raleigh sat up and noticed a small wet spot that wasn’t all that small, actually, now that she was thinking about it.

“Oh, my God. I…”

“Yeah,” Hollis said. “I believe the technical term is ‘squirted.’ My fingers kind of blocked it, though.”

“I…” Raleigh was mortified. She cupped her hands over her face. “I’ve never… I’m so embarrassed.”

“Hey,” Hollis said, sitting up and pulling at Raleigh’s hands. “It’s a compliment. I’ll take it. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. It’s a good thing. A very good thing.”

“I’ve never done that before.”

“No?”

“No,” Raleigh said, shaking her head. “God, I need to change the sheets. How the hell–”

“Just sleep closer to me. We can change them tomorrow,” Hollis suggested. When Raleigh then looked at her, Hollis asked, “Are you blushing because of that, or are you flushed because you came?”

“Does that have to be an or question?” Raleigh asked, laughing.

“Raleigh, I loved every second of what just happened.”

“You don’t have to say that.”

“I’m not,” Hollis told her. “God, you came all over my fingers, and I wanted more. I still want more of you,” she said, climbing back on top of Raleigh. “Can I?”

“I think I need a minute,” Raleigh replied, wrapping her arms around Hollis’s lower back as she straddled her. “But that was amazing, Hollis.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes. Oh, my God,” Raleigh said, closing her eyes and trying to take in the tingling sensation that was still making her body hum in pleasure. “I’ve never come like that.”

Instead of saying anything else, Hollis leaned down and kissed her slowly. Raleigh knew what she was doing. Hollis was going to kiss her through this break. Then, she would make Raleigh come again. But Raleigh didn’t want another one right now. She just wanted to climb on top of Hollis instead and stroke her until Hollis came again. Then, she wanted to sleep, wake up tomorrow morning, and touch her again.

“Hey,” Raleigh said.

“Yeah?”

“Will you lie down for me?”

“You don’t–”

“Hollis, I just want to lie on your chest and feel you against my fingers again.”

“That’s what you want?”

“I want you again, yes,” Raleigh replied, flipping them over. “Then, again tomorrow, and again after that.”

Hollis stared up at her now and said, “It’s going to get complicated.”

“Tomorrow,” Raleigh replied softly. “We can worry about complicated tomorrow.”

“And tonight, we just have sex until we pass out?” Hollis asked, smiling.

“No, babe. I’m going to give you another orgasm, and then, you’re going to fall asleep for me because you need sleep, Hollis.”

“I can–” Hollis stopped talking when Raleigh touched her clit and started slowly moving up and down. It was still hard and swollen. “Oh, that’s good.”

“Close your eyes,” Raleigh said, resting her head on Hollis’s chest and listening to her heart race for a very different reason than before. “Just think about how good this feels. Don’t worry about anything else.”

When Hollis came, she was almost silent. Raleigh left her hand between Hollis’s legs until she heard slow, even breathing. Still not wanting to move her hand from where it was and also risk waking Hollis up in the process, Raleigh decided to keep it there as she thought about the woman beneath her and how touching Hollis made her feel. She thought about that spot on the sheet that she’d need to change and silently laughed to herself.

Then, she thought about how she should feel bad about what they’d just done. She hadn’t been working or looking for Eden. She’d been having sex. No, she’d been making love. That was what they’d done. They’d made love, and there was nothing wrong with that. There couldn’t be anything wrong with how Hollis made her feel because this feeling was something she’d been missing and wasn’t sure she could be without again.

◆◆◆

She woke the next morning to find Hollis unmoved. Raleigh’s hand had made its way to Hollis’s stomach during the night, and surprisingly, neither of them had rolled away in their sleep. Raleigh smiled at the scent of Hollis’s hair, which had somehow ended up draping a little over Raleigh’s face. It smelled of coconut. And sex. Yeah, it definitely smelled of sex, too. The stirring started in Raleigh’s belly and moved lower. She groaned internally, knowing she’d never be able to get through the day if she didn’t touch this woman again and let Hollis take care of the pulse that was now between her thighs. Raleigh moved slowly, but not slowly enough.

“Where are you going?” Hollis asked, trying to keep Raleigh in place.

“You’ll find out,” Raleigh told her, moving a little quicker now and ending up between Hollis’s legs, which she’s spread just enough. “Good morning.”

“It’s about to be, I think,” Hollis replied.

Raleigh kissed her thighs, licked them, and sucked on soft skin, letting Hollis wake up more before she moved her mouth to her center, spread her with her fingers, and stared at her.

“God, you’re wet,” she said as if she’d never seen a woman’s arousal before.

She couldn’t resist it any longer, though, so she dipped her tongue and licked, causing Hollis to twitch in surprise. She sucked until Hollis writhed beneath her and came hard. Then, Raleigh moved on top of her and kissed Hollis just as hard until she was flipped onto her back, and Hollis was thrusting inside her even harder, taking Raleigh higher and higher, until she called out Hollis’s name… and a few profanities.

“Now, it’s a good morning,” Hollis stated as she breathed fast and hard against Raleigh’s body.


CHAPTER 26

“She called in sick, so I did, too,” Hollis said.

“She’s only been working here for a couple of weeks,” her mom replied.

“She’s a nurse, Mom. I bet she gets sick a lot, dealing with sick people,” Hollis replied, pulling the car into the parking lot.

“You shouldn’t have to take the day off. We could have postponed the appointment.”

“It’s a doctor’s appointment, so no, we couldn’t have. And it’s fine. I’ll work tonight. Kenna said it was okay. She cleared it with my actual boss.”

“We should have Kenna over. And her wife, too. You said she has a daughter?”

“She does, yeah,” Hollis said, unbuckling her own seat belt and then her mom’s.

“I can make dinner,” Olivia offered. “Do they like anything in particular? Maybe we could do a whole thing for them. Kenna’s been so nice to you. The tomatoes out back are looking good. I could make homemade sauce for some pasta.”

Hollis looked at her mother, who was smiling at the idea of making a nice dinner for Hollis’s friends when she’d never been able to do that before. There were no tomatoes in the back garden. There might have been years ago, but not now, and Hollis had been struggling with what to do in these situations. Her mother was sleeping even more now, and sometimes, she’d have these moments where she’d say something like this, something that wasn’t possible. Olivia hadn’t done any cooking in weeks. She hadn’t been able to sit at the table long enough to teach Hollis anymore, either.

“Maybe,” Hollis replied. “I can ask her when they’re free.” She smiled softly at her mother.

“That would be great. Now, let’s get the poking and prodding over with.”

Hollis checked them in, and they waited for a few minutes before a male nurse came out front to help Hollis get her mom into a wheelchair and take her in the back. Olivia could still walk short distances on her own, but she needed to stop and rest more and more. Once her mom was on the bed in the patient room, Hollis sat in the chair designated for family members and waited for the doctor, who did his best to make Olivia feel like a person and not a patient, which Hollis appreciated more than she’d ever be able to convey to him.

“So, here’s where we are, Olivia,” he said, checking her test results. “Hollis tells me you have two at-home nurses now.”

“Yes,” Olivia confirmed. “It was too much for Hollis to handle on her own.”

“I think we’re at a point where we should get you checked into the hospital so that we can keep an eye on you. I’d like to get a few more tests, and it seems you’re still a little dehydrated.”

“They’ve given her IV fluids,” Hollis spoke up.

“It would be better if she just stays on them for the next few days. I’d also like to monitor her.”

“I don’t want the hospital,” Olivia told him.

“I know your opinions. You’ve made them very clear,” he said, chuckling at her. “No more chemo, radiation, new trials, or medication. This isn’t any of that. It would just be monitored pain meds and fluids while we run a couple of tests.”

“I have a day nurse and a night nurse. I’m only without a medical professional for a couple of hours a day. Can’t you give me instructions to give them?”

“I’d still need the hospital to run the tests, Olivia.” He smiled over at Hollis.

“Mom, come on. It’s only for a few days. Right?”

“Two to three, at most,” the doctor replied. “And if I remember right, you said you liked hospital Jell-O.”

“Everyone likes hospital Jell-O,” Olivia said, laughing through a wet cough.

“I’ll take time off work and stay with you,” Hollis told her. “Maybe I can get a cot again so that you don’t have to be alone.”

“Absolutely not. Hollis, I don’t want this to be your life.”

The doctor stood from his rolling stool and said, “Why don’t I give you two a moment to talk it over? I’ll send the nurse in with my instructions in a few minutes. We can talk more, depending on what you decide.”

“Mom, you’re dehydrated. And he wants to run some tests,” Hollis said once the doctor was gone.

“The tests will only tell him that I’m dying,” Olivia reasoned. “And the nurses can give me IV fluids for the dehydration, but I don’t need hospital Jell-O. Honey, I think it’s time we have that talk you keep begging me to put off.”

“No. We’ll get you checked into the hospital, and they–”

“Hollis, I’m dying.”

“We can–”

“Baby, I love you. I know this is hard. But you need to listen to me, okay? I don’t know how much longer I have, but I don’t want to spend two or three days in a hospital with you sleeping on a cot in the corner. If I only get the first five years of your life with you and this time right now before we have to say goodbye, I don’t want that.”

Hollis’s eyes welled with tears, and she said, “What if it could give us two to three more days?”

“We’ve talked about this, Hollis… I know what I’m asking, and I know it’s hard, but I’d like to go home with my daughter. I’d like to sit in bed with her as we watch TV and talk until I fall asleep, okay?”

◆◆◆

“She had her attorney call me,” Hollis shared as she washed a plate and handed it to Raleigh.

“Why?”

“To go over what he called ‘end-of-life stuff.’”

“Oh, babe… I’m so sorry.” Raleigh rested her head on Hollis’s shoulder.

“He’s coming by tomorrow, and I don’t know if I can handle it.”

“Do you want me to be with you?” Raleigh lifted her head and dried the plate, putting it onto the drying rack and wiping her hands on the rag now that they were done.

“You have to work,” Hollis said.

“I can work from anywhere,” Raleigh replied. “But I can also work from home and take a break to come over here. I don’t want to get in the way. It’s a packed house as is, with the nurses here now.”

“The day nurse quit yesterday,” Hollis told her.

“What?”

“Apparently, this is normal. People go through a ton of nurses, I guess. I assumed we’d get one, and she’d be here for the long haul, but the agency said they could send someone the day after tomorrow. I’m working from home tomorrow, and the lawyer agreed to come here, given the circumstances.”

“Where’s the night nurse?” Raleigh asked. “Shouldn’t she be here by now?”

“She had a patient emergency,” Hollis replied.

“What?”

“She works a swing shift and then the night shift. The swing-shift patient went into cardiac arrest, so she was dealing with that, and I told her to take the night off,” she explained. “I’m here. It’s fine.”

“When was the last time you slept?” Raleigh asked, turning Hollis toward her.

“I slept really well the night before last, actually,” Hollis smirked.

Raleigh laughed, moved her arms around Hollis’s waist, and asked, “And last night?”

“Not that well. But the nurse was here, so I got a few hours, at least.”

“What if I stay over tonight and just work from here tomorrow? I can help you with your mom tonight so that you can get some sleep, and then be here with the lawyer tomorrow and help with her, too. You could focus on work when you need to, and it would give you a little break.”

“I can’t ask you to do that,” Hollis said.

“You didn’t. I offered.”

“Raleigh, you already have so much going on. This is the part that’s complicated. I don’t want you to have to take on even more.”

Raleigh leaned in, kissed her sweetly on the lips, and said, “As if you haven’t taken on more of my stuff with Eden. If we want this, Hollis, it has to be all of it. We can’t do it halfway. We can’t not talk about the stuff that’s going on, but we also can’t be surrounded by it all the time, either. You were right that night at the restaurant: we need the moments, the nights where it’s just us, two people who are dating and getting to know each other. Still, we can’t just ignore the fact that your mom is sick while you’re trying to deal with your dad’s trial, and I’m losing work clients at an alarming rate, and my daughter is missing.”

“It’s just so much…” Hollis sighed.

“I know,” Raleigh said. “I wish we were just two people dating and none of this was going on, but we can’t ignore it.”

“Can we ignore it for, like, five minutes, maybe? I haven’t really kissed you yet.”

“You noticed, huh? I got one lousy peck when you opened the door, but then I just got put straight to work drying dishes,” Raleigh teased.

“Please allow me to remedy this immediately,” Hollis replied as she wrapped her arms around Raleigh’s neck and pulled her in. “I missed you.”

“Me too,” Raleigh told her.

Hollis pressed her lips to Raleigh’s and kissed her slowly, missing the taste of her, even though it had only been just over a day since they’d kissed goodbye at Raleigh’s front door. She wasn’t sure how long they’d been standing there, but Raleigh turned them until her back was pressed to the counter, effectively trapping herself between Hollis’s body and the sink. Hollis moved her lips to Raleigh’s neck, breathing her in as she did, and just as she was about to suggest they stop because they couldn’t take things further in her mother’s kitchen, Hollis heard a throat clear. She turned her head and saw said mother standing right there in the kitchen.

“Mom!”

“I just needed more water,” Olivia said. “And hello, Raleigh. It’s nice to see you again.”

Raleigh wiped her mouth and said, “You too.”

“So… I assume there’s something Hollis hasn’t told me?”

“No, it’s not–” Hollis tried and stopped. “It’s new. It just happened. But you had your appointment, and I didn’t want to–”

“Bother me with the news of your new relationship?” Olivia said.

“It’s not– I mean, we haven’t–”

“Yes,” Raleigh interrupted. “It just happened the other night. I was a jerk on our first date. Did she tell you that?” Raleigh moved out of Hollis’s grasp then and over to Olivia, whom she helped to one of the kitchen table chairs. “And I was lucky enough that she forgave me and gave me another chance.”

“Hollis didn’t say anything about you being a jerk.”

“She wasn’t a jerk,” Hollis said before moving to take the empty cup from her mom, filling it with water from the tap, and placing it back on the table. “And I’m getting you that electrolytes drink the doctor suggested. So, drink that when you’re thirsty, okay?’

“Were you a jerk?” Olivia asked Raleigh, who had sat down next to her.

“I was,” Raleigh said. “And your saint-of-a-daughter has allowed me to try to make it up to her.”

“She’s a good one, isn’t she?” Olivia asked.

“She is.” Hollis watched as Raleigh leaned in. “I kind of hope I get to keep her,” she whispered to Olivia as if Hollis couldn’t hear.

“Good.” Olivia nodded slowly. “I want her to have someone.”

“Mom!” Hollis chuckled. “It’s been, like, three days.”

Raleigh smiled at her and then added to Olivia, “I was thinking about staying over tonight, if that’s okay with you. It’s your house.”

“Of course, it’s okay,” Olivia replied.

“And would you mind if I help out so Hollis can get some sleep since the nurse couldn’t come tonight?”

“I would love that. She’s not sleeping well,” Olivia noted.

“There. It’s settled,” Raleigh said to Hollis. “Her house. Her rules.”

“Come on, Mom. Let’s get you back to bed. The drinks I got you are in your bedroom. I’ll put two on the table for you in case you get extra thirsty, okay?”

“They’re blue,” Olivia pointed out to Raleigh. “She got mountain blastoff blue flavor. That’s not a flavor; that’s a color. What the heck is a mountain supposed to taste like when it’s blasting off?”

Raleigh and Hollis both laughed.


CHAPTER 27

“Is she okay?” Hollis asked.

“You’re supposed to be asleep,” Raleigh said, walking back into the guest room Hollis had made her own, closing the door behind her.

“I usually leave the door open a crack in case she yells for me,” Hollis said.

“She just needed me to change the bedpan,” Raleigh explained.

“You should’ve gotten me for that. The nurse suggested a bedpan would be easier for her than having to get out and back into bed whenever she needed to go to the bathroom.”

“Hollis, it’s fine,” Raleigh replied, sliding under the blanket and opening her arm so that Hollis could move into her and rest her head against Raleigh’s chest. “Your mom is sweet. She told me to make sure you get to sleep a night through because she’s worried about you.”

“She’s worried about me?”

“Babe, you’ve been taking care of her and working non-stop since you got here. She knows that.”

“She’s my mom. It’s my job,” Hollis said.

“She’s lucky to have you,” Raleigh replied, kissing the top of Hollis’s head. “Oh, she also mentioned that this is an old house with good, solid walls.”

Hollis looked up at her, confused.

“She also winked,” Raleigh added, smiling.

“Oh, my God… She thinks we’re in here having sex?”

“I told her we would just be sleeping tonight; that we could both use it.”

“My mother is trying to get me laid.”

Raleigh laughed and pointed out, “You didn’t tell her about us.”

“No, I hadn’t told her yet,” Hollis said, resting her head on her hand and propping her elbow up to look at Raleigh now.

“Why not? Should I be worried? Or am I just being paranoid because I don’t really know how to do this dating thing anymore?”

Hollis cupped Raleigh’s cheek then and replied, “You shouldn’t be worried. And you’re not being paranoid. I told her we’d gone on a date and that it hadn’t gone well but that I hadn’t been ready to talk about it. She’s pretty good at respecting my boundaries and privacy. I know she wants to ask more, but I’m an adult in my mid-thirties, so I think she feels like she needs to give me space, too. I hadn’t gotten around to telling her that we’d connected the other night and were now dating.”

“Connected, huh?” Raleigh smirked.

“Shut up,” Hollis said, laughing softly. “She had her appointment, and the doctor wanted to check her into the hospital for more tests, but she refused. I thought having the nurses here would help because they could administer–”

“Hey, it’s okay,” Raleigh said as Hollis continued to ramble off every worry she had these days. “Babe, it’s okay. I’m not upset with you for not telling her. I was teasing. Now, I think you could use a full eight hours tonight, so let’s get some sleep. I’ll be on Mom duty tonight, okay? If she needs something, I’ll get it. You stay asleep.”

“I can’t guarantee that will happen.”

“Can you at least try for me?” Raleigh asked.

“Yes. But as tired as I am, it’s just hard. I’m used to waking up now, so it just happens.”

“Can I help you get to sleep, at least?”

“How do you plan on doing that?”

“Same way I did the other night,” Raleigh said, lifting an eyebrow. “It worked so well the first time.”

“My mom is in the other room,” Hollis reminded, her cheeks flushing adorably.

“A quick one, then,” Raleigh replied. “Remember the first one? It was fast, and you just relaxed after that.”

“I remember all of it,” Hollis said as Raleigh climbed on top of her. “And we can just fall asleep. I don’t expect sex just because you’re staying over, Miss Leonard.” Hollis wrapped her arms around Raleigh’s neck.

“But I’m happy to offer my services to exceed your expectations, Miss Richardson,” she replied, leaning down and kissing Hollis slowly, just like they’d done in the kitchen before they’d gotten caught. “I love kissing you.”

“I love it, too,” Hollis replied right before Raleigh’s hand slipped into her shorts and underwear.

“And I love touching you,” Raleigh added, closing her eyes and pressing her forehead to Hollis’s.

“God…” Hollis let out softly. “I didn’t even know I needed this until you did.”

Raleigh stroked slowly as Hollis closed her eyes and opened her mouth. When her breathing grew faster, though, Raleigh took the hint and sped up her touches.

“Will you come for me?” she asked.

Hollis nodded, and Raleigh moved her fingers even faster. Hollis came then. She wasn’t loud in bed, that much Raleigh already knew. Raleigh, for her part, had never been as loud as she’d been the last time they’d been together. Her sore throat the next morning had been a welcomed surprise. As she watched Hollis come and then come down, though, she knew she liked the fact that Hollis was a quiet lover. There was something very peaceful in it for Raleigh about watching Hollis’s orgasms. Hollis was releasing everything in her body, and Raleigh got to be the one to help her do that.

“You’re so beautiful, babe,” she said, pressing a kiss to Hollis’s nose and then cheek. “So beautiful.”

“I want to touch–”

“Not tonight, okay? Sleep, Hollis.”

“But you–”

Raleigh kissed her and smiled down as she took in the now-tensionless face beneath her.

“I love what we just did. That’s all I need tonight, okay?”

“Okay,” Hollis said softly.

◆◆◆

The lawyer had come and gone, and Raleigh had held Hollis’s hand through the very tough conversation while he’d done the best he could to help Hollis understand all of her mother’s wishes. Olivia had given pretty explicit details to the attorney way in advance, so she’d slept through the whole meeting, as Hollis hadn’t wanted to wake her. Raleigh had been the one to check on her once during the night and then to get her breakfast ready in the morning because both she and Olivia had wanted Hollis to sleep in. When Hollis had finally woken up around ten, she’d looked so cute in her mussed hair, sleepy expression, and wrinkled sleep clothes that Raleigh had kissed her right there, in Olivia’s bedroom, because she couldn’t not. Hollis’s mother had teased them, of course, but then they’d all sat together and talked for a bit until Olivia had fallen asleep and the lawyer had arrived.

After that, Hollis had gone into her room to change and get some work done on her laptop, and Raleigh had decided to make the living room her office for the day and had made hourly checks on Olivia, who had been in and out of it often.

“Hey. You’re up. Can I get you anything?” Raleigh asked, walking into Olivia’s room.

“No, I’m all right. I hate that the medicine makes me sleep this much,” Olivia replied, coughing a little as she tried to sit up.

“Let me help. And I’ll get you some water,” Raleigh said, helping Olivia sit up and holding the cup with a straw in it to her lips so she could take a sip.

“How is she?”

“Hollis? She’s fine. She’s in her room, working.”

“I don’t mean right now, Raleigh. I mean, how is she?”

“Oh,” Raleigh said. “I can get her for you. Maybe you two should–”

“I’m asking you. Hollis will only lie to me.”

“No, she won’t. She–”

“She will because she thinks it’s her job to protect me, when it’s always been my job to protect her. And I failed her once. I don’t want to fail her again.”

“You didn’t fail her,” Raleigh replied, sitting on the side of the bed carefully, avoiding touching Olivia. “He took her.”

“Other than our love for Hollis, there is one thing you and I both have in common, so I know you know how this feels, Raleigh.”

Raleigh picked up on the word ‘love’ used by Olivia in reference to her feelings for Hollis but decided it wasn’t the time to correct her. Things were still new between her and Hollis. They’d only just gotten together. Love was definitely possible, but it would come later. It was something for later, right?

“I lost Eden, too,” she said, choosing to focus on that part of Olivia’s statement instead.

“Someone took her from you. Are you really telling me you’ve never thought that you failed to protect your daughter?”

“Of course, I feel that way. But your situation is different. I actually failed Eden. You didn’t. You planned to pick Hollis up from school as usual, and her father drove off with her. I went to a park. One second, she was there, and the next, she was gone.”

“You can’t watch them every minute of the day, can you?” Olivia asked.

“No,” Raleigh said, shaking her head. “Even when we were at home, I’d swear she was sitting on the floor next to me, playing with her toys, and she’d be in another room, terrifying me with her silence. I always prepared to walk into a tornado or colors all over my walls from her crayons, but she’d just be coloring quietly or looking through a picture book, talking softly to herself.”

“She sounds like a good little girl,” Olivia said with a smile.

“She is,” Raleigh replied, trying to hold back the tears.

“If there’s anyone you can let those out in front of, it’s me.”

Raleigh wiped her cheek when one fell and said, “And Hollis.”

“She’s a good woman, isn’t she?”

“She’s the best,” Raleigh replied. “She’s been so good to me. And even when I tried to push her away, she let me back in, when she didn’t have to.”

“I won’t ask you to take care of her for me when I’m gone,” Olivia said and then paused for a moment as if to gather herself. “I know things are still new with you two, and I don’t want to put that pressure on either of you, but I want my daughter to be happy, Raleigh. He took her and made her so lonely. He kept her from having friends and participating in things that kids should get to participate in. She’s been all alone, and just when she finds me, I won’t be around long enough to make sure she’s okay.”

“She’s okay,” Raleigh said. “She’s okay, I promise. I’ll take care of her. You don’t have to worry.”

“She won’t stop putting me first, but she needs to be put first, too.”

“I know,” Raleigh replied, putting a hand on top of Olivia’s. “She’s amazing.”

“She likes you.”

“I know,” Raleigh repeated. “She’s the one who asked me out.”

“She did? Oh, that’s great,” Olivia said with a wide smile.

Raleigh looked at her, confused, and said, “Yeah. You knew that, though.”

“I did? Did she tell me? The medicine makes me so tired sometimes. If she tells me something after I take it, sometimes, I forget.”

Raleigh nodded and said, “Right. Yeah, we’re together now.”

“But she just asked you out,” Olivia noted. “You’re together?”

Raleigh squeezed her hand gently instead of response and said, “Let me get you another sip of water, okay?”

“Sure, sweetie.”

Raleigh tucked Olivia back into bed, waited for her to fall asleep, which didn’t take long, and then walked to the guest room to check on Hollis. Seeing her leaning back against the pillows, with her eyes closed and the computer open in her lap, only made Raleigh want her that much more. No, she wasn’t ready to say the words yet, but Olivia had been right: she was in love. And while that was scary and overwhelming, she wouldn’t have it any other way.

Raleigh walked to the bed and closed the computer, putting it on the table next to Hollis instead and kissing her on the forehead. It was close to the end of the day anyway. Hollis could work more later, if she needed. Raleigh would go cook them dinner and let her sleep.


CHAPTER 28

“I saw your car in the driveway,” Hollis said when she walked into the house and noticed Raleigh sitting on the sofa with her laptop.

“Hey. How was work?” Raleigh asked, looking up and giving Hollis a smile.

“Fine,” she said, sitting down next to her after dropping her stuff by the door. “A girl could get used to this, you know? Coming home to her girlfriend on the sofa like it’s a totally normal thing.”

“I know I said I was leaving by lunch, but your mom asked if I could stay. The new day nurse is okay, but she’s still new. I told her I’d just work from here the rest of the day and order in something for us all to have for dinner. I got her the chicken noodle soup from the deli and a couple of sandwiches for you and me. I hope that’s okay.”

“Of course, it’s okay. But you don’t have to work from here. If she doesn’t like the new nurse, I could have come home early from work. Or, you could at least work out of the guest room or something.”

“I’m good out here. There’s a TV. I’ve been watching daytime television while I work. It’s a guilty pleasure I don’t usually allow myself.”

“Yeah? What guilty pleasures do you allow yourself?” Hollis asked with a sexy eyebrow lift.

“Oh, I don’t feel guilty about those,” Raleigh told her.

“You don’t?” she asked seriously. “Really?”

Raleigh leaned over, kissed her on the lips, and said, “No, I don’t. I can’t live how I was forever, babe. You’re too important to me to give up because of guilt. And I’m going to call the doctor Molly recommended.”

“You are?”

“I think it’s time. It’s been over a year. While group helps, I don’t want to not get help, and I don’t want to risk ruining this because I do something like what I did at the restaurant.”

“Hey, we’re good. You don’t have to worry about that,” Hollis said.

“If I go, the doctor might ask you to join me for a session because we’re together and you’re working through this with me.”

“Sign me up. Whatever you need,” Hollis replied.

“Miss Richardson,” the nurse said as she walked into the living room. “Your mother is sleeping. I just gave her a round of fluids because she hasn’t been drinking much today, and she had her last dose of meds for the night. She might sleep all the way through, but she might wake up in four to six hours. If she does, can you make sure she drinks something? Preferably, something with electrolytes.”

“Of course,” Hollis said. “Thank you. The night nurse comes at ten, so I’ll pass it along.”

“Oh, great. I wrote everything down but wasn’t sure if you had someone for the night.”

“Thanks again.”

“I’ll just get my things,” the nurse replied.

Then, she left.

“Would it be very selfish of me if I asked you to stay over again? I know I’ll have the nurse here, but I’d feel a lot better if–”

“I just need to go home and get some stuff,” Raleigh interrupted. “Want me to drive there now? You can deal with the food when it arrives, and I’ll be back by dinner.”

“I don’t know if she’s going to wake up for dinner.”

“That’s okay. We can reheat it for her if she’s hungry when she wakes up,” Raleigh replied, kissing her on the cheek. “Thirty minutes, tops.”

“I’ll clean up the kitchen while you’re gone.”

Raleigh closed her laptop, placed it on the table, leaned over, and kissed Hollis again.

“Why don’t you take a nap while I’m gone?”

“What about the food?” Hollis asked.

“I’ll message in the app and tell them to leave it at the door. I can get it when I get back,” Raleigh told her. “Get some rest, babe. I’ll wake you up when I get home.”

Hollis smiled.

“Yeah, I heard it, too,” Raleigh said, standing up.

After kissing Raleigh goodbye at the door, Hollis went to her mother’s room to check on her. Unfortunately, it looked more like a hospital room than a bedroom these days. The day nurse was pretty clean, but Hollis still straightened it up a little, making sure it wasn’t a mess when her mom woke up. She lay down next to her mom in bed and pulled out her phone, checking her emails and messages. The prosecutor had called again, and there was a missed call and a voicemail she hadn’t noticed earlier. The number was unknown, so she clicked into the voicemail message and put the phone to her ear.

“Heidi, I know you’re mad at me,” her father said. “I know you think that I took you away from your mom, but you’re not even letting me explain. My lawyer is letting me use his phone because you won’t accept the calls from the jail. Honey, I love you. You need to know that, okay? I’ve loved you since before you were born; since the moment your mom told me we were pregnant.” He sighed. “I hated having to do what I did, but she left me no choice. I know she’s sick now, and I feel bad about that, but don’t let that cloud your judgment, okay? Will you please visit me or, at least, return my lawyer’s calls so we can figure out how to handle this trial? I need you there as a witness and sitting in my corner, Heidi.” He paused. “Sorry, I know you’re going by Hollis now. Anyway, please return his calls and visit me. Bye.”

Hollis deleted the message without any hesitation and turned to her dying mother, who was paler than she had been a week ago. A tear ran down Hollis’s cheek, and she wiped it away and thought about her father’s message. She still hadn’t decided what to do about the trial and hated that everyone was putting pressure on her to make a decision. All she wanted to do was spend time with her mother and explore this new thing with Raleigh. She didn’t want to have to worry about anything else. Hollis closed her eyes and thought of her mother handing her that balloon in the park when she was little. Then, she fell asleep.

“Hey, babe,” Raleigh whispered. “I don’t want to wake you, but dinner’s here.”

Hollis felt a soft hand running through her hair.

“Hi,” she said softly.

“Your mom’s still out. Should I wake her?”

“No, let her sleep,” she said, standing up and pulling Raleigh in for a long, tight hug.

“Are you okay?” Raleigh checked.

“I just needed a hug,” she replied.

“Come on. Let’s eat, and you can hug me all night long, if you want,” Raleigh told her.

“That sounds nice,” she said.

◆◆◆

“I like taking baths with you,” Hollis said as she lay her back against Raleigh’s front.

“If your mom wakes up and finds us like this, though, it’s on you. I’m just hiding my face behind your back and pretending like you forced this upon me,” Raleigh joked, kissing Hollis’s bare shoulder.

“I needed this,” Hollis said. “I love having you here when I get home. Is that wrong?”

“No, I think we’re supposed to like spending time together,” Raleigh replied, running her hands up and down Hollis’s arms. “Now, want to tell me what you were avoiding telling me at dinner?”

“No, because you’re not supposed to know me this well yet, so I should have more time before you figure out that I’m not telling you everything,” Hollis replied, resting her head back against Raleigh’s shoulder.

“Too late, I think,” Raleigh said, kissing Hollis’s cheek. “But you don’t have to tell me.”

“It’s my dad. He called and left a message.”

“What did he say?”

“He wants me to visit and decide if I’m going to help him or not.”

“He’s pressuring you?”

“I won’t talk to his lawyer, so this is the next step, I guess.”

“I think it’s important you know something,” Raleigh said.

“What?”

“That whatever you decide is the right decision.”

“How is that even possible?”

“Because it’ll be what you need; what’s right for you. You’re the only person who matters here.”

“My mom matters. My–”

“She’s already told you what she thinks, Holl. And she’s an amazing mother. She understands you’re her first priority always and that whatever you need here should come first.”

“You called me Holl.”

“Yeah?”

“You’ve never called me Holl. No one has, I guess.”

“Your name is a mouthful.”

“And ‘Raleigh’ just rolls off the tongue?” Hollis said, giggling.

“Now, we’re talking about my tongue? Are you sure you want to be in the bathtub right now? My tongue rolls pretty well somewhere else.” Raleigh wrapped her arms around Hollis’s middle and squeezed.

“You know I wish we could just go to your place and have sex on every surface, right?”

“I know,” Raleigh said. “And ditto. But we need to be here, and that’s okay.”

“Are you sure? You have work. You have Eden.”

Raleigh kissed Hollis’s shoulder again and said, “Would you like to be introduced to my normal nightly routine tonight?”

“What does it entail?” Hollis asked.

“Her Facebook page and the website. I also make weekly calls to the cops and the FBI, and I’ve been bugging Dylan too much already.”

“Can I help?’

“You can just be there next to me,” Raleigh replied.

“Deal,” Hollis said, looking up at her. “And anything else you need.”

“You. Just you,” Raleigh told her, leaning down and kissing Hollis on the lips.

“You have me already.”

After finishing their bath and changing for bed, Hollis went into her mom’s room and woke her up, wanting to make sure she had something to eat before the night nurse arrived. Raleigh heated up the soup and brought it in for Hollis to help Olivia with.

“You both have wet hair, and I don’t think either of you took a shower in my bathroom,” Olivia said between bites.

“Mom!”

Raleigh just laughed and sat on the bed next to Olivia, telling her about her day with her client calls. Hollis filled her in on the research she was doing for the show. When Olivia was done eating, she asked if they’d stay and watch some TV with her before they went to bed, and they squeezed into bed beside her. Hollis felt her mom’s hand in one of her own and then Raleigh’s in the other as Raleigh’s head went to her shoulder. That nearly made her cry, but she managed to hold it in. When the night nurse arrived, they gave her the details from the other nurse, and Hollis made sure her mom had a few good sips of water before they left the room so that the nurse could take her vitals.

“So, I usually start with Facebook. It’s basically just people sending me prayers and well-wishes. I reply to all of them and thank them, but we don’t get leads from here. The website has a contact form, but there’s also a little community where people can post anonymously without having to provide an email. I had some tech guy set it up for me. It’s supposed to make it more likely that people will share if it’s someone they know and they feel bad about turning them in. If I get a lead, it usually comes from here. I also have to call the billboard company back because they told me they’d give me an extra month for free because it’s a missing child. I’m hoping I can afford two months on my own and their free month, but I need to call them back to arrange it.”

They were on Hollis’s bed now, with Raleigh sitting between her legs. Hollis was looking over her shoulder at the laptop, wishing she could just bring Eden home to her.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, moving Raleigh’s still-damp hair away from her neck.

“Me too,” Raleigh replied.


CHAPTER 29

When Raleigh woke up, it was to an unfamiliar sensation. It wasn’t unwelcome, but it wasn’t something she was yet accustomed to. She opened her eyes, finding Hollis trying to move slowly down her body while applying kisses to Raleigh’s bare stomach. Hollis had pulled her shirt up, but if she was planning on doing what Raleigh thought she was planning on doing, she’d somehow have to get Raleigh’s shorts and underwear off without waking her, which wasn’t likely because Raleigh was already awake.

“What’s your endgame there, dear?” Raleigh teased.

“Shit. You’re up?” Hollis spoke.

“Kind of hard not to wake up when my girlfriend is kissing me.”

Hollis smiled up at her and said, “I was just trying to figure out how to get your clothes off so that I could wake you up with my tongue.” Then, she looked down at Raleigh’s pants, adding, “And I realize now, I wasn’t ever going to do that.”

Raleigh laughed and lifted her hips off the bed. Hollis looked at her as if in silent request. Raleigh nodded, and her pants and light-blue bikinis were tossed onto the bed.

“You’re not worried about your mom?”

“Raleigh, my mouth is inches from your clit. Mom? Really?”

Raleigh laughed and said, “I’ll just try to be quiet, then.”

“Yeah, good idea. The night nurse is gone, and the day nurse isn’t here yet.”

“So, this is a quickie?” she asked.

“This is you shutting up so I can go down on you,” Hollis replied, lowering her mouth to Raleigh’s center and licking her hard.

“Oh, fuck,” Raleigh let out.

She hadn’t been turned on until that very moment, but now, she wanted to watch. Hollis’s blonde hair was a little messy from sleep and looked perfect between Raleigh’s legs.

“That’s good,” she said as Hollis dipped her tongue inside. “Oh, wow.”

Hollis moved it in tight circles at her entrance, causing every nerve in Raleigh’s body to snap to attention all at once. She wasn’t prepared for Hollis to move up to her clit and slip her fingers inside her.

“How do you feel this good?” she asked.

And Hollis did feel good. She felt amazing. She might even be Raleigh’s perfect match in the bedroom. Hollis’s long fingers fit inside her perfectly, finding a spot which, if Raleigh was being honest, no one, including Millie, had ever found before, making it very hard to focus on what Hollis’s mouth was doing because when she rubbed that spot with the pads of her fingers, Raleigh nearly came all too quickly.

“Wait. Babe, wait,” she said.

Hollis glanced up at her, confused.

“It’s too fast,” Raleigh told her.

“Slow down?” Hollis asked.

“No, don’t slow down. It’s so good.”

“Okay. Slow on the inside, fast on the outside?” Hollis guessed.

“Fuck, yes,” she said, loving that Hollis quickly figured out exactly what she needed without any further explanation.

“Done,” Hollis replied, lowering her mouth back to Raleigh’s clit and sucking hard.

“God, yes,” Raleigh managed out, breathing hard.

Hollis’s fingers remained inside but hardly moved. As Raleigh’s hips rose and fell, Hollis would slip them in deeper and pull them out again, driving Raleigh higher. Her tongue flicked at Raleigh’s clit before she pressed it flat against it and thrust her fingers deep inside.

“Hollis, yes,” Raleigh moaned, gripping the back of Hollis’s head and pressing her down. “Don’t stop.”

Hollis alternated, sucking hard and then softly, before her fingers went back to that spot that she could always find. Finally, she rubbed it from side to side and pressed so hard that Raleigh felt it on the outside, too. Then, Raleigh came. Her wetness coated Hollis’s fingers. Of that, Raleigh was sure, but she couldn’t bring herself to care if it also coated the sheets. She’d clean them later for her, if needed. Right now, she could only feel, and when the tears hit her eyes, they were tears of release, not tears of sadness.

“Hey, are you okay?” Hollis asked when Raleigh came down and she climbed on top of her. “Babe, did I hurt–”

“No, no,” Raleigh said quickly, cupping Hollis’s cheeks and staring into her blue eyes. “No, you didn’t. I just don’t come like this, and you always make me.”

“Sorry?” Hollis joked.

“Never apologize for that,” Raleigh told her.

“I like waking up with you,” Hollis said, kissing her softly.

“I like it, too,” Raleigh replied, kissing her again and slipping her thigh between Hollis’s legs, rubbing it over her sex.

“Oh.”

“You’re soaked,” Raleigh noted. “Sexy.”

“It won’t take much,” Hollis replied.

“Well, how about I give it much, just to make sure,” she teased.

“Yes,” Hollis said.

“Slide up my body, babe,” Raleigh told her.

Hollis understood exactly what she meant, and within minutes, her center hovered over Raleigh’s mouth.

“Don’t grip the headboard. Hands on the wall,” Raleigh said.

“What?” Hollis asked, looking down between her legs at Raleigh’s face.

“If you shake the headboard, you might wake your–”

“Raleigh, please,” Hollis let out, lowering herself.

Raleigh took her in her mouth, gripping Hollis’s thighs and sucking until Hollis began rocking her hips fast. Raleigh could barely breathe, but she loved every minute of it. When Hollis came, it was with a soft gasp followed by a whimper. Her hips slowed before they stopped altogether. She backed up until she was straddling Raleigh’s hips, and Raleigh took that as an opportunity to slip two fingers inside, watching as Hollis began moving those hips again.

“There,” Hollis said after a few minutes, and Raleigh watched her come for a second time. “That is just the best way to wake up.”

Raleigh laughed and asked, “Shower before work?”

“That sounds good,” Hollis replied and then wiggled her eyebrows. “Any chance you’ll…”

“Whatever the question is, the answer is yes,” Raleigh stated.

Hollis laughed.

Then, while they showered, Raleigh touched her again and watched her come for the third time that morning. It was still so peaceful, and Raleigh could move everything out of her mind and just watch Hollis come like that forever. Hollis went to work after getting dressed, leaving Raleigh there to decide if she was going to work from her own house that day or stick around Hollis’s. With the day nurse already there, Olivia was in good hands, but Raleigh had gotten used to working from there over the past couple of days and liked having people around for once. She plugged in her laptop to charge, checked on Olivia, who was eating breakfast, and chatted with her for a bit before she went back to the living room and got to work.

“How is she?” she asked the nurse when she emerged from the bedroom later.

“Her vitals are good this morning, and she ate a little more than yesterday. We want to keep her hydrated, and I’ll check her vitals again in an hour.”

“Good,” Raleigh said.

“She’s awake if you want to spend some time with her,” the nurse added.

“Yeah? I’d like that,” Raleigh replied before she closed her computer and stood.

“How long have you been married?”

“Sorry?” she asked.

“You and Hollis. She told me to call her that,” the nurse said.

“Hollis? Oh, no; we’re not married.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I just assumed. Olivia said you and her daughter loved each other very much yesterday.”

“She did?” Raleigh smiled and shook her head. “No, Hollis and I are just dating,” she explained but didn’t like how that sounded. “Actually, we’re not just dating; she’s my girlfriend. But we’re not even close to marriage.”

“Technically, I shouldn’t be telling you things about Olivia’s condition if you’re not family,” the nurse stated.

“Oh, right,” Raleigh said. “I didn’t even think.”

“But if she’s okay with it, I can.”

“We can ask her, if you want. I don’t want you to get in trouble,” Raleigh said.

They walked down the hall and into the bedroom.

“Hi, honey,” Olivia said sweetly when she saw her.

“Hey. Your nurse and I were just talking, but I was rude and asked her how you were doing. She can’t tell me because we’re not family. I can check with Hollis, too, but I was–”

“What are you talking about? You’re family,” Olivia stated.

Raleigh smiled and said, “I appreciate that, but the law–”

“She’s family,” Olivia repeated in the nurse’s direction. “You’re going to marry my daughter one day, aren’t you?”

“Oh, wow,” Raleigh said. “We only just got together, Olivia. I don’t think we should be talking about marriage.”

“Why not? You love her.”

“I’ll leave you two alone,” the nurse said, closing the door behind her.

“Traitor,” Raleigh whispered. “Olivia, you know I care about Hollis, but she and I have only been doing this for–”

“I know. That doesn’t answer my question, though.”

Raleigh smiled wider and said, “I can’t tell her that this early.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s too soon. And things are crazy enough already for us.”

“When you feel something, you say something.”

“I know, but–”

“But nothing. Tell my daughter how you feel, Raleigh. You both deserve so much happiness,” Olivia said, sounding a little drowsier than she had a second ago.

Then, Raleigh’s phone rang in the living room.

“I have to get that, but we’ll talk more later, okay?”

“Tell her,” Olivia repeated as Raleigh left the room.

Raleigh rushed to the phone, thinking it was a client or maybe a potential client, but was surprised to find that it was Dylan.

“Hello?” she said.

“Hey. I thought I’d get voicemail.”

“Sorry, I left the phone in the other room. I was with Hollis’s mom.” Raleigh sat on the sofa.

“Can you swing by the station today?” Dylan asked.

“The police station?”

“Yeah, we might have something.”

“Something about Eden?” she asked, her heart racing.

“Raleigh, it’s a lead, but you can’t get your hopes up. It could be nothing.”

“But it’s something new?”

“Yes,” Dylan said.

“I’ll leave right now.”

“I’ll meet you there.”

“Okay,” Raleigh said before she disconnected the call and called Hollis immediately.

“Hey. Everything okay?”

“Your mom is fine, and the nurse is here,” she said quickly, knowing Hollis would be nervous. “Can you leave work? I hate to ask, but I need you.”

“Raleigh, what’s wrong?”

“Dylan just called. There’s a lead. She wants me to meet her at the police station.”

“I’m leaving now. Stay at the house,” Hollis replied.

“I need to go,” Raleigh argued.

“No. I don’t want you to drive right now, Raleigh. I’ll get there, and we’ll go together, okay?”

“Hollis, I can’t wait.”

“Ten minutes, okay? Please. I can’t lose you in some car accident because you were racing there.”

“Okay.” Raleigh sighed. “But, please, hurry.”

“I’m already at the elevator. Do you want me to stay on the phone with you?”

“Yes, please,” she replied.


CHAPTER 30

“So, what did Dylan say exactly?” Hollis asked as soon as Raleigh climbed into the car.

“Just that she has a lead,” Raleigh replied.

Hollis backed out of the driveway and said, “Did you make sure the–”

“The nurse knows you’re with me. I checked on your mom. She’s sleeping and won’t even know we’re gone.”

“Thank you,” Hollis replied, going ten miles over the residential neighborhood speed limit. “Wait. I don’t know where we’re going.”

“Directions,” Raleigh said, placing her phone with the map already loaded in the cup holder of Hollis’s rental car.

“West,” she said. “Got it.”

“It’s midday. We should be there in, like, ten minutes,” Raleigh added.

“I’ll try to get us there in five,” Hollis said, taking Raleigh’s hand over the center console and squeezing it. “How are you?”

“My heart is racing so fast; I feel like I might have a heart attack soon.”

“It’s going to be okay. No matter what, it’ll be okay,” Hollis told her, trying to find calming words to say and only finding those.

“Dylan sounded like it was a good thing. She wouldn’t have told me there was a lead and to go to the station if it had been something bad, would she? If she found a bo…” Raleigh faded out. “A body.”

“Hey, there’s no body. It’s going to be fine.”

“Hollis, it could be. There’s always a chance – a big chance – that that’s what they’ll find.”

“Let’s just see what Dylan has to say before we worry about that, okay?” Hollis suggested, her own heart racing now because she couldn’t stand to see Raleigh in that kind of pain.

“Was it really okay that you just left work?”

“Probably not. But I texted Kenna on my way to the parking garage and told her why I had to go. If they have to fire me for this, so be it.”

“Hollis, I don’t want you to lose your job because of me,” Raleigh said.

“There are two things that matter to me right now.” Hollis pulled up to a red light and turned to Raleigh. “You and my mom. That’s it. Nothing else matters in the end.”

Raleigh nodded, and they drove the rest of the way in silence as Hollis repeatedly squeezed Raleigh’s hand. When Hollis parked in the lot at the station, she lifted Raleigh’s hand to her mouth and kissed it.

“I’m here. No matter what, I’m here.”

Raleigh nodded nervously and let go of Hollis’s hand long enough so that they could get out of the car. Then, Raleigh pulled it back into her own, and they walked inside together. Hollis let the door close behind them on its own and looked around for Dylan.

“There she is,” Raleigh said, pointing behind the large wooden desk that blocked them off from the rest of the station. “Dylan!”

Dylan looked up and nodded at them. She moved to the desk and said something to the officer there, who then held open the half-wooden door for them to walk through. Hollis felt Raleigh practically grip the life out of her hand, but she didn’t let go, despite the pain. She’d wear a cast for a month if it meant Raleigh needed to break bones for comfort right now.

“Tell me,” Raleigh requested.

“Let’s go in here. I got us a room,” Dylan said, motioning for them to walk into what looked like an interview room Hollis had seen on every cop TV show.

The walls were concrete. The table was metal and had clearly seen better days, having scrapes and dings all over it. The chairs were metal as well and looked uncomfortable. It reminded Hollis of the room she’d last seen her father in when he’d been handcuffed to a table like this. She tried to shake herself out of thoughts of her dad because today and this moment, in particular, were about Raleigh. For some reason, Hollis felt like this would change things. She wasn’t sure how yet, but whatever Dylan was about to say, it would make things different for Raleigh and, likely, for them, too, as a result. So, she let Raleigh take her hand and put it in her lap when they sat down next to each other.

Dylan sat across from them, clasped her hands on the table, and took a deep breath.

“Dylan, you’re killing me here,” Raleigh said.

“I have to start off by saying that we don’t know anything yet. There are a lot of questions we still need to answer, and we–”

“I don’t need a disclaimer. I need to know what you know,” Raleigh interjected.

“Okay. You’re right. Sorry, cop habit.” Dylan cleared her throat. “Do you remember those women in the pictures you took of Eden?”

“Yes. There were two you were trying to find.”

“I still haven’t found one of them, but I did find the other. She was in town visiting family.”

“She took my daughter?”

“No, I don’t have any reason to think that,” Dylan replied. “When I talked to her, though, she mentioned that her brother had rented a house to a woman in your neighborhood a few blocks away. Apparently, he had some questions about why she left so quickly, so I went to see him.”

“What did he say?”

“The woman had rented a house for six months when she up and left. He had to do the final inspection with her before she drove off, and he said he saw a little girl in her car.”

“Eden?”

“I don’t know that, Raleigh,” Dylan said.

“The woman had a daughter, too, and she would have been about Eden’s age, according to the landlord, anyway. What was interesting, though, was that he thought the woman’s daughter had passed away. A month before Eden went missing, the renter had missed a payment, and he’d had to reach out to get the money from her. She’d told him she’d lost her child and had forgotten about the rent. He had her information, so after I talked to him this morning, I looked her up, and he was right. It looks like she had a three-and-a-half-year-old daughter who’d passed suddenly from an illness. The kid looked a lot like Eden, which meant the woman could probably pass Eden off as her to people. And she looks enough like Eden to be her mom, so–”

“She took my child because she lost hers?” Raleigh asked, and Hollis could feel the anger pouring off her in waves.

“I don’t know. We’re looking for her. She didn’t leave a forwarding address and paid the landlord everything she owed for the rest of the lease term and then some extra to cover any cleaning costs, likely to avoid him trying to track her down. He said he saw a little girl, but he didn’t think it was Eden. He thought maybe the woman had lied to him about losing her daughter in a way of getting out of paying a late fee. It never dawned on him to mention it to anyone until I came around asking questions.”

“That’s stupid,” Hollis chimed in.

“I know. But that’s all I’ve got right now,” Dylan said.

“That’s it?!” Raleigh asked. “What’s being done to find her?”

“I’ve notified the FBI, and we’ve got a new Amber alert out on Eden with this new info. There hasn’t been a trace of this woman since that day.”

“What about her family?” Hollis asked.

“I’ve got local officers stopping by her cousin’s house right now, but that’s all we’ve got. Her parents are both long gone. She has a brother, but he’s in the military and has been in Germany for the past two years. I’ve already reached out to his commanding officer, but with the time difference, we haven’t heard back yet.”

“So, she’s basically gone underground like my dad did?” Hollis asked.

“It seems like it, yes,” Dylan replied. “She also doesn’t have any credit cards, any bank accounts, or property in her name.”

“She changed her name,” Hollis concluded.

“And probably her appearance as well,” Dylan added. “She might have even cut or dyed Eden’s hair so that she wouldn’t be recognized. But, Raleigh, it’s been over a year. Even if she’s done that in the beginning, she’ll get lazy or make a mistake. Eden’s four now. People will wonder why she’s not in school soon, wherever she is. Maybe she’ll mess up and put her in daycare. Eden might say something that makes people think or question.”

“Do you think she remembers me? It’s been over a year,” Raleigh said.

“I don’t know,” Dylan said honestly.

“Hollis didn’t remember her mom until she was older,” Raleigh reasoned.

“Hey, my dad told me my mom was gone, and–”

“Lied to you, I know. Eden’s probably been told this crazy woman is her mom so many times that she doesn’t even remember who her real mom is,” Raleigh said, tears forming in her eyes.

“Raleigh, we’re not sure this is Eden yet,” Dylan tried to caution.

“But if it’s her, this is good news,” Hollis suggested. “She’s with a woman who wanted her own child so badly that she was willing to take someone else’s. She’s probably taking good care of her, babe.”

“What do I do now?” Raleigh asked.

“Nothing. There’s nothing you can do right now. We don’t want to spook her into picking up and moving by doing any press. She’s probably feeling okay right now, like she’s safe, and that’s what we want. We want her guard down because it’ll make it easier to find her. Once we do, we’ll surveil first to learn what we can. Like I said, we don’t even know if this is Eden yet. If it’s not, we don’t want to scare the little girl.”

“Dylan, is it her? Do you think it’s really her?” Raleigh asked, wiping the tears from her cheek.

“I can’t…” Dyland sighed. “I made a promise once, and it really hurt someone, so I don’t make promises anymore.”

“But you found him; you found Noah. And you found Oliver,” Raleigh replied.

“And caused Ada a lot of pain before that,” Dylan remarked, shaking her head. “I don’t know if it’s Eden, Raleigh. Her daughter did die, but she could’ve been babysitting for someone else the day she moved or something. I don’t know. This is the best lead, and it’s the only lead I’ve got right now, so we’ll follow it until we find this woman. We’ll see if it’s Eden.”

“Once you think you’ve found her, though, she’ll be brought back to Raleigh, right?” Hollis checked.

“First, we would do a DNA test to confirm, but yes,” Dylan replied.

“She’s my daughter; I just need to see a picture of her, and I’ll know it’s Eden,” Raleigh argued.

“We would still need to do the test,” Dylan replied. “This woman could make the same claim. The DNA results would need to confirm that it’s Eden before we can get her back to you.”

“Hollis, what do I do?” Raleigh asked, catching Hollis off guard.

“I’d love to get a DNA sample from you right now,” Dylan said instead, saving Hollis from having to answer. “We have one on file, but I don’t want this woman or her potential attorney claiming that we have an old sample that could’ve gotten contaminated or–”

“Whatever you want,” Raleigh interrupted. “Take my arm. I don’t care. I just want my daughter back.”

“I’ll get the technician to come in and take a cheek swab. Then – and I hate to say this – but then, you’ll have to wait until we find her. I should hear from her brother no later than tomorrow. And her cousin might know where she is, but we’ll still have to–”

“I get it,” Raleigh said.

“This is still good news, Raleigh. It’s something.”

“I know. Thank you, Dylan. Hundreds of people were looking for my daughter, and you might have actually found her.”

Dylan nodded politely, stood, and left them alone in the room. Hollis could hardly feel her hand, so she pulled it out of Raleigh’s and wrapped it around her shoulders just as Raleigh crashed into her side and began to sob against Hollis’s neck.

“Oh, baby,” Hollis said softly. “This is good news.”

“I could get her back,” Raleigh said between sobs.

“I hope so,” Hollis replied, kissing her temple. “God, I hope so.”

“I don’t know how I can just sit and wait.”

“You can because you know this is the best chance of getting Eden home. We’ll wait because Dylan told us not to scare this woman into moving Eden somewhere else. We’ll wait, Raleigh, because we want her back.”

Raleigh looked up at her and asked, “We?”

“We, babe,” Hollis said, kissing her on the forehead.


CHAPTER 31

Hollis had practically insisted Raleigh sleep over, which was fine with her because she was getting used to falling asleep next to Hollis, but she knew she wouldn’t be sleeping tonight.

She stared up at the ceiling, with its streaks of light coming in through the slits in the blinds, and she turned her head to see that the streetlight was the cause. She counted the lines of light on the ceiling, revealing nine, and then counted again in case she’d miscounted the first time. Satisfied that there were only nine lines of light after all – as if that information even mattered to anyone in the world, including her – she rolled onto her side away from Hollis, who was sound asleep, thankfully.

Even though Olivia had the nurses now, Raleigh knew that Hollis still felt a responsibility to be awake twenty-four hours a day for her mother. She smiled because Hollis was just that good of a person. She always put others ahead of herself, often to her own detriment, but Raleigh had been trying to put Hollis first to balance things out a bit.

As she lay there, facing the window now, with new things to stare at and count, Raleigh thought about Eden again and how, earlier, Hollis had said that she wanted her back, too. Raleigh hadn’t doubted that, but it was the way Hollis had said it when, prior to that, neither of them had brought up what might happen if Raleigh actually got her daughter back. It had seemed like such a remote possibility that it hadn’t been something that required addressing so early on in their relationship. On top of that, Raleigh had been to so many group meetings now, where all of these family members spoke about their still-missing children, sisters, parents, and friends, that she assumed she’d remain among them forever.

Now, though, if Dylan and the FBI actually found her little girl, Hollis, Eden, and Raleigh would all have to adjust. And Eden might not even remember her. That part really terrified Raleigh. It also made her incredibly sad, but she pushed back the tears, knowing that if she cried now, Hollis would hear her, and it would wake her up. She’d gotten so good at recognizing Raleigh’s moods in their short time together. Raleigh loved that.

In fact, she’d always wanted someone who understood her without her having to constantly explain things. Millie had done her best, and, in the beginning of their relationship, she’d been good at picking up on whether or not Raleigh was happy, sad, or angry, but that had been her limit. Once the fighting had started, though, Millie had pretty much given up, and Raleigh had given up on getting that part of their relationship back because other things had seemed so much more important at the time.

Still, at the back of her mind, Raleigh couldn’t help but worry about how Hollis would handle having a four-year-old in their lives. Maybe she should just keep Eden away from people for a while and focus on the two of them rebuilding what was lost for over a year? Would Hollis understand if Raleigh asked for some time to be with her daughter and not in a relationship?

“Can’t sleep?”

She heard Hollis’s soft, soothing voice and smiled, turning to face her.

“How did you know?”

“Your foot is tapping. Shook the bed a little,” Hollis said with a smile back at Raleigh.

“I’m sorry. I’ll stop. You can go back to sleep,” Raleigh replied, cupping her cheek. “Maybe I should just go home so that you can get real sleep tonight.”

“No way,” Hollis said before she reached for her and pulled Raleigh close. “I’m okay. I’m just worried about you.”

Raleigh knew then, as she breathed Hollis in, that she wouldn’t be able to let her go. She wanted Eden to know her. She hoped Eden would get to see how Hollis took care of her mom and wished for Eden to one day find someone like Hollis, who would hold her like this when she couldn’t sleep or when something bad happened.

“I’m going to run to the bathroom, okay?” she said. “I’ll be right back.” She pressed her lips to Hollis’s. “Go back to sleep.”

“Okay,” Hollis replied.

As much as Raleigh didn’t want to leave this embrace, she knew she’d keep Hollis awake all night, so she slipped out of bed and walked down the hall to the bathroom, where she splashed cold water on her face and stared at herself in the mirror. She looked like she’d been crying for hours, which, technically, she had been. Knowing that they might have found Eden was the best news in the world, but the waiting-and-not-knowing part was the hardest part, and it had taken a toll on her. Hollis had held her and soothed her, as always, but Raleigh’s eyes had bags under them the size of the reusable grocery ones, and the eyes themselves were a shade of pink she’d gotten used to seeing.

Done in the bathroom, she intended on going back to Hollis’s room but saw the night nurse in the hallway, coming out of Olivia’s room.

“How is she?” she asked of Olivia, thinking she’d relay the update to Hollis, if she was still awake, and it might help her sleep.

“She’s up, if you want to check. She’s having a good night,” the nurse replied. “Seems she slept most of the day away, so she’s a little restless right now.”

“Can I talk to her, or should she get more sleep?”

“She’ll fall asleep soon, but her next round of meds isn’t for a while, so now is probably a good time to chat with her while she’s up and lucid.”

“Thanks,” Raleigh replied and walked past the nurse and into Hollis’s room to find her asleep. Then, she went into Olivia’s room. “Hi there, night owl,” she greeted with a smile.

“Well, what on earth are you doing up? I know why I’m up: I pee every thirty minutes when they pump me with those fluids.”

Raleigh laughed softly and walked to the bed.

“Couldn’t sleep.”

“Hollis?” Olivia asked.

“She’s asleep. I’ve been tossing and turning for a while, and I was waking her up, so I thought I’d come talk to you.”

“Thank you for not saying that you wanted to check on me,” Olivia said, sounding so much better tonight than she had recently. “I’m getting tired of everyone checking on me. It’ll be nice to talk to someone.”

“She just worries,” Raleigh said of Hollis.

“And I worry about both of you, so fill me in.”

Raleigh’s heart warmed at the thought of Hollis’s mom worrying about her when she already had so much to worry about. Olivia had been asleep when they’d gotten back from the station, but when Raleigh had gone home to unpack, start laundry, and pack new clothes in a bag to return to Hollis’s for the night, Hollis had told her mom the basics. Truthfully, Raleigh hadn’t needed a new bag. She could’ve done laundry at Hollis’s place and borrowed anything she’d needed, but she’d wanted space. She hadn’t stayed long at her house, though, because twenty minutes in Eden’s room had brought on another round of full-on sobs, and the silence of the house just made her crave being back with Hollis and Olivia and the nurse who sometimes stopped to chat with them.

“No new updates,” Raleigh shared with Olivia now. “Well, Dylan texted that the cousin said she hadn’t seen or heard from the woman who might have taken Eden in five years. They weren’t a close family, I guess.”

“I’m sorry, honey,” Olivia replied. “What about the brother?”

“He’s out on a training thing. His commanding officer said he was out of reach for the next two days, at least, but that he’d try to get in touch with him, if possible, and have him call. If not, he’ll just have him call when he gets back.”

“They’ll find him, and he’ll tell you something that’ll help you find her,” Olivia said.

“I hope so. But if they’re not a close family, and he’s been over there for years now, he might not even know anything.”

“Let’s just pray that you’re wrong and I’m right, then,” Olivia replied. “Now, how are you doing?”

“I’ve been worse, but I’ve also been better,” Raleigh told her. “I just don’t know how you did this for so long.”

“Day by day,” Olivia replied.

“I tried that.” Raleigh sighed. “I even tried hour by hour and minute by minute until I just tracked them in my head, and it didn’t help. At first, it was one hundred and forty-two hours without my daughter, but then I tried the minutes, and those were way higher, so I went back to days. Those stretched so long, though; it seemed like an eternity to get through one.”

“I tried to focus on other things,” Olivia shared. “I’d spend weeks searching for the perfect birthday or Christmas gift for her. I didn’t know what she liked, so I’d just search in stores for hours. I’d look online much later, but at first, it was just me inside a toy or department store, walking up and down aisles, thinking about Hollis as if she were at home, waiting for me to cook dinner, and I were just getting a head start on finding her a gift. I think these fantasies and delusions helped a little. They took my mind off the fact that I didn’t know where she was for at least a while. Then,” Olivia paused and took a much-needed breath. “I’d sob in the car because I needed to let it out.”

“I think I’ve done more of the sobbing and less of everything else,” Raleigh replied. “But Hollis, she’s such a gift.”

“She is, isn’t she?” Olivia said with a smile.

“I don’t want you to think that I’m just saying that because she’s taking care of me right now. I’m so crazy about her beyond how she’s been there for me. She’s really funny when she lets it come out, and she–”

“I know.” Olivia patted her hand. “I know. I see you two together, so I know.”

“If I get Eden back, do you think Hollis and I will be okay?”

“I don’t see why not.”

“We haven’t talked about it; what happens if a four-year-old suddenly appears in our relationship.”

“Well, I think you should talk about it,” Olivia told her. “But Hollis knows that Eden will come first. She knows that you’ll need time to readjust and that things might be strained for a bit.”

“She does?”

“She and I actually talked about this before your first date.”

“You did?” Raleigh asked, surprised.

“She was nervous about asking you, and I was trying to convince her to go for it. Hollis didn’t want to get in the way of your search for Eden, so she thought it might be better to wait a while.”

“What if I never found her?”

“I don’t know. That’s a question for Hollis, really. But we talked about what would happen if you did and you two worked out.”

“And?” Raleigh asked.

“And you two are adults who can have this conversation together,” Olivia replied, winking at her. “But I don’t think you have anything to worry about, dear.”

“What’s going on in here? No one told me there’s a party,” Hollis spoke.

Raleigh hadn’t heard the door, but when she turned, Hollis was standing there, looking so cute and sleepy. That made her want to kiss her like she had the other day, when Hollis had walked into this room looking the same, but she decided to sit on the edge of the bed instead.

“No party, but we were talking about you,” Raleigh said. “Come in and join us?” She held out her hand to her girlfriend.

“Me? Should I be worried?” Hollis asked, taking her hand and pulling Raleigh off the bed in one swift motion.

“Hollis!” Raleigh laughed as Hollis pulled her in for a hug and kissed her forehead.

“You shouldn’t be worried, but you should grab that deck of cards off the other table. I feel pretty good right now and think a game of cards might be fun,” Olivia said.

“No way. You cheat,” Hollis replied but walked over to the other side of the bed anyway, pulling Raleigh with her as she grabbed the deck of cards.

“I do not cheat. You’re just terrible,” Olivia replied.

Hollis and Raleigh climbed onto the bed next to each other, and Hollis dealt the cards as they talked a little and laughed at Olivia’s sometimes snarky comments. It was so good seeing her like this, but as Raleigh took in Hollis next to her, it was even better seeing Hollis so happy. She was wide awake now and had no bags under her eyes to match Raleigh’s heavy ones. She was smiling at her mom when her mother definitely tried to get away with cheating.

Raleigh rested her head on Hollis’s shoulder, giving up on playing the game herself just to take this in, and she hoped. For the first time in a long time, she hoped that she might have her daughter back one day, that she’d be able to make this work with Hollis regardless, and that, somehow, Olivia would miraculously recover from her cancer and be around for decades to come. She hoped for herself, too, and she didn’t feel guilty about any of it as she laughed when Olivia won the first hand, and Hollis accused her of putting a card up her imaginary sleeve. Raleigh kissed Hollis on the cheek and then looked at Olivia, who had watched her do it. Olivia smiled and gave her that wink again.


CHAPTER 32

Hollis stared at the crime scene photos that hadn’t been blurred out like they were on TV. It made sense: someone had to do the blurring first. But when the images first got to the show, they were in their original, awful versions of blood and dead bodies, with knives on the kitchen floor. She minimized the image that was currently making her stomach lurch and wondered how police officers and others who worked in law enforcement did this job. Hollis was researching a homicide that Kenna had put her on specifically, and it had been the worst crime she’d worked on since joining the show.

“How’s it going?” Kenna asked. “Figure out who did it yet?” she teased.

“No, but I don’t think that’s my job,” Hollis replied.

“It’s not, no. But if you do figure it out, we get to solve the crime and we get the scoop.” Kenna leaned against Hollis’s desk.

“So far, I’m just trying to stop myself from throwing up on my computer,” Hollis told her.

“Crime scene photos?”

“Yeah. They got sent to me in a zip file with everything else. I clicked on one by mistake just now, and that’s enough for me.”

“And to think, those are just the ones they let the show have. There are worse ones out there.”

“God, how do people do these things to each other?” Hollis asked, leaning back in her chair.

“I don’t know.” Kenna sighed.

“And you surround yourself with this?”

“If people out there do these things, other people have to stop them. I’ve never wanted to be in law enforcement, and I love reporting, so this was the only way I could help,” Kenna explained.

“I get that, but I’m a librarian,” Hollis said.

“And a damn fine researcher because of it, Hollis. You’re good at this job.”

“I miss my books, Kenna.”

Kenna smiled and said, “No time to read these days?”

“No. But I meant that I miss working at the library. It’s quiet there, and no one makes me look at crime scene photos of a murder.”

“I can move you off this one,” Kenna offered. “Not all of them are this bad.”

“No, I’ll do it. You’ve already bent over backwards for me, with my mom and Raleigh.”

“How’s that going, by the way?” Kenna asked, lifting an eyebrow. “I mean Raleigh. I know how things are with your mom.”

“It’s great,” Hollis said, unable to hold back her smile. “I’m kind of crazy about her.”

“That’s great, Hollis,” Kenna replied.

“Yeah. And Dylan’s got this major lead about Eden that sounds really promising.”

“Really?”

“We’re still waiting on an update. They think Eden was taken by a woman who lost her own daughter.”

“Shit. Really?” Kenna asked, her reporter brain kicking into high gear.

“I’m telling you this, not my boss. Is that okay? I don’t want you calling Raleigh and asking her for a story right now, Kenna.”

“Dropping the idea from my mind,” Kenna said.

“Yeah, right…” Hollis laughed. “But you’ll leave it for now?”

“Of course.”

Hollis filled Kenna in on what Dylan had discovered. Dylan had called Raleigh the night before to let her know that the call with the brother hadn’t been useful, as it had turned out that he also hadn’t talked to his sister in years. After their parents had died, the family had fractured. He’d known that she’d had a daughter, but he’d never met her, and his sister hadn’t told him anything about her little girl’s death. He didn’t even have a picture of his niece. That had put a damper on the attempt at a romantic dinner Hollis had made for them while the day nurse bathed Hollis’s mom.

“You had candles?”

“And I made my mom’s recipe, which Raleigh said she liked, but I could tell her brain was elsewhere. I understand, but it’s like, every time we have a moment where it’s just two people in a relationship, something else comes up, and one or both of us can only talk or think about that other thing.”

“Once they find Eden, things will get better,” Kenna reasoned. “She won’t be worried about and looking for her daughter anymore.”

“Assuming it is Eden. I don’t even want to think about how much this will hurt Raleigh if it’s not her. She’s trying not to get her hopes up, but it’s not going well.”

“Have you guys talked about what you’re going to do if it is her, though?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you started dating Raleigh when she didn’t have Eden in her life.”

“Oh. Yeah. I mean, honestly, I didn’t think I’d ever fall in love, let alone get married or have kids. I guess a part of me has always hoped for those things, but I haven’t been in a serious relationship in a long time. I just sat at my desk, checking books in and out. So, it wasn’t at the top of my list. But I want Raleigh.”

“And Eden?”

“Unfortunately, I’ve never met her, but I hope I get the chance to. I want her, too.”

“A whole family,” Kenna said, giving her a half-smile.

“I hope so,” Hollis replied. “And I hope my mom is around long enough to meet her, but that depends on when they find her.”

“They will,” Kenna said, patting her shoulder. “And I’m happy for you two. I think it’s great that you’re able to be together and support each other in all you two are going through.”

“Me too,” Hollis replied.

“Hey, you left your phone at home.”

Hollis turned to see Ripley, Kenna’s wife, approaching them.

“Shit. I did?” Kenna said.

“Yes. And now, I’m late for an appointment,” Ripley replied. “I called your office.”

“I’ve been out here and on stage before that. Sorry,” Kenna said. “And thank you for bringing it here.”

“We have Aaliyah’s game tonight, so if I didn’t, you’d have no GPS to get you there,” Ripley said. “Hi, Hollis.”

“Hi,” Hollis greeted.

“I could’ve printed directions,” Kenna replied, tucking the phone into the pocket of her dark-green pants. “And I’m sorry I’ve made you late. I’ll walk you out?”

“Fine. But you’re taking her for ice cream after, and I’m going home to soak in a bath for, like, an hour before you both run into the house.”

Kenna laughed and said, “We’ll pick up dinner and ice cream, and I’ll even get one for you.”

Ripley’s expression softened before she replied, “Two scoops.”

“Yes, dear,” Kenna said. “I’ll be right back, Hollis.”

“Bye, Ripley,” Hollis spoke.

“Bye, Hollis.”

◆◆◆

“Ice cream?” Hollis offered when she walked into the house later, finding Raleigh on the sofa, working.

“Ice cream?”

“Yeah. I decided to stop off and get some. I got two different kinds since I don’t really know what kind you like.”

“I’m not picky. It’s ice cream,” Raleigh replied. “And she’s awake, if you want to say hi.”

“Yeah?”

“No ice cream for her, though,” the nurse said as she peeked her head out of the kitchen. “And I’ll be heading out soon.”

“None for Mom. Got it,” Hollis replied, sitting on the sofa next to Raleigh.

Raleigh leaned over then, kissed Hollis, and said, “You know you can kick me out, right?”

“What?” Hollis placed the white paper bag with two containers of ice cream on the coffee table.

“I’ve been staying here a lot.”

“So?”

“So, we just started dating, Hollis. I–”

Hollis’s phone rang, so she said, “Hold that thought.” When she looked at the screen, she saw the number she’d saved from the last time. “It’s my dad’s lawyer.”

“Should I give you some–”

“No, stay. I’ll just tell him the same thing I always do,” Hollis said, placing a hand on Raleigh’s thigh. “Hello?”

“Heidi?” her father said.

“Dad?”

“Finally,” he said. “How are you?”

“How am I?” she asked. “I’m just trying to put the life you stole from me back together piece by piece. So, I’m perfect. How are you?”

“Heidi, I–”

“Hollis,” she stated, interrupting him. “I’ve told you. My name is Hollis. I’m not Heidi anymore.”

Raleigh closed her computer and took Hollis’s hand on her thigh.

“Fine. Hollis. If that’s what you want me to call you, fine.”

“Dad, I haven’t decided what I’m doing yet. I don’t really want–”

“I’m taking a plea,” he interrupted.

“What?” she asked.

“I get it, Hollis. I’ve been delaying this whole thing because I thought you’d come visit me. I thought if it went to trial, you’d at least have to be there, and I’d get to see you and try to make things right.”

“How can you make anything right when you’ve yet to admit that you did something wrong?”

“Because it wasn’t wrong to me then,” he said. “You were my daughter, and all I could see was people trying to take you away from me.”

“You were angry with Mom.”

“Yes, but that wasn’t– I love you, Hollis. I’m sorry I’ve been making things worse with this whole trial. But I’m taking the plea deal, and I’ll have to confess, so maybe you’ll show up for that, and it’ll give you what you want.”

“What I want is a normal father who didn’t have to kidnap me to show me he loved me,” she replied.

“Well, I can’t turn back time, can I?”

Hollis sighed and asked, “How long?”

“Seven years. Out in three and a half with good behavior.”

“Three and a half years for taking me away from my mother?!”

“Hollis, I want to be able to see you when I get out.”

“Honestly, I don’t really care what you want right now, Dad.”

“Can we at least talk about it?”

“Not now,” she said.

“Fine.” He sighed loudly. “I can accept that. And I hope that you visit me, but I won’t pressure you.”

“Good,” she said. “I’ve got enough going on. Also, I’m going to block your lawyer’s number. This isn’t okay, Dad. You can’t just call me from his phone because you think I’ll answer.”

“You wouldn’t answer my calls from the jail.”

“And you wouldn’t take the hint,” she argued.

“I have to go. They’re taking me back to my cell. I just wanted to give you the news myself.”

“You made the right decision,” she replied, calming down enough to deliver the message. “You’ve saved Mom and me from having to testify. So, that’s one good thing, at least.”

“Yeah, I guess,” he said.

Then, he was gone.

“Are you okay?” Raleigh asked.

Hollis dropped the phone beside her, placed her head on Raleigh’s shoulder, and said, “Rocky Road or plain vanilla?”

“How about I mix them together and we have a little of both?” Raleigh suggested, kissing her forehead.

“That sounds amazing,” she replied.


CHAPTER 33

“So, how are you?” Raleigh asked.

“That’s about the tenth time you’ve asked me that since we left the house.”

“No, I think it’s ten times in total. I asked you at least three times last night over ice cream and once before bed. Then, I asked in the middle of the night when I rolled over and noticed you were still awake. I think I asked once or twice before you went to work, and then a few times since you got home, but it hasn’t been ten times since we left the house.”

Hollis laughed, took Raleigh’s hand, and moved it to her lap, entwining their fingers.

“I’m sorry. I just haven’t figured out how I am yet, so I don’t know that I have much to update you on.” She glanced out the side window. “How are you, though?”

“Can I just tell you that I cannot wait until we’re just driving down a street because we’re, I don’t know, going to the grocery store or out to eat or something, so that when we ask these kinds of questions, we’re just asking about how our days were at work and not how we’re both dealing with all of this other stuff?”

“Yes, you can tell me that,” Hollis teased and brought Raleigh’s hand to her lips to kiss.

“And I want to have sex, Hollis,” Raleigh stated as she turned the car into the parking lot and parked.

“What?” Hollis laughed, surprised. “We have sex, Raleigh,” she added once Raleigh turned off the car.

“I know. But we’re not in that having-sex-constantly phase that new couples usually get to have.”

“Oh,” Hollis let out.

Raleigh turned to her and said, “I’m not–”

“No, it’s okay. I get it.”

“Hollis,” Raleigh began to explain. “I just mean that I really, really love our sex. You can tell how much: it’s an embarrassing amount of love for the sex we have. We had to clean the sheets because of it.”

Hollis laughed again.

“But babe, we’re–”

“Having sex in the guest room at my mom’s house?”

“Yes. And don’t get me wrong; I’m not complaining. I love your mom. She’s amazing, and she needs you. And I will have sex with you anywhere.”

“But we’re not able to do it as often or as loudly, if we’re being honest,” Hollis added, winking at Raleigh.

“Can you stay over at my place tonight?” Raleigh asked.

“So that we can have loud, marathon sex?”

“Yes. And it would also be nice for me to be home for the night, but I understand if you can’t. I just need to get some stuff from my office, and I can–”

“No, it’s fine,” Hollis replied. “I’ll text the night nurse to let her know, and I’ll call Mom. She’ll understand.”

“Really?” Raleigh checked.

“I just need to make sure the nurse tells me she thinks Mom will be okay because I can’t trust my mother to admit it if she wants me there. She’ll lie because she wants me to live my life.”

“We can stay at your place. I don’t want to take you away from her.”

“No, it’s okay. And you’re right: we need this, Raleigh. The past few nights have been about my mom, and then my dad calls, and… There’s not been any new news on Eden, and I thought maybe there would be by now… So, let’s just take the night to be a normal couple.”

“A normal couple going to a support group right now?”

“Let’s go to the meeting, and after that, maybe we can go to the diner and have shitty coffee and that pie you like before we go back to your place and make use of the kitchen island, that chair in your living room, your shower, the–”

“Hollis!”

“What?” Hollis asked, laughing.

“I can’t think about all of that right now,” Raleigh said.

“You brought it up,” Hollis argued, still laughing as they got out of the car.

◆◆◆

“Hollis, anything to share tonight?” Molly asked.

“Oh, no. I don’t think so,” Hollis said.

Raleigh leaned over and whispered, “It’s okay if you want to say something.”

“I haven’t even shared with you yet. And we have plans later. I don’t want to take you out of the mood,” Hollis whispered back.

Raleigh took her hand and softly said, “I’ll still want you. I want all of you, Hollis. This part included.”

Hollis nodded and said to the room, “Actually, can I say something about my dad?”

“Of course,” Molly replied.

Raleigh and the other members of the group listened as Hollis talked about the phone call from her father and the plea deal.

“There’s a part of me that’s glad he’s taking the deal, but there’s this other part of me that’s pissed he could get out in less than four years. He said he wanted to be in my life then. Meanwhile, my mom is dying and won’t even get to be in my life for that long, but he thinks it’s his decision somehow.”

Raleigh held on to her hand as Hollis spoke, wishing she could punch her father in the face and then knee him in the nuts because he’d done this to her.

“Raleigh, anything from you tonight?” Molly asked her after Hollis finished sharing and was offered encouraging words by the group.

“No, I’m okay,” she replied.

And it was true; Raleigh didn’t need to share tonight. They’d come for Hollis tonight, and Hollis seemed to feel a little better now, so the meeting had served its purpose.

“Are you sure?” Hollis asked.

“Yeah, I’m good, babe,” Raleigh said, smiling at her.

◆◆◆

They’d gone to the diner after the meeting and shared a piece of apple pie. Hollis had ordered the terrible coffee as well, more out of tradition than anything else, and Raleigh had laughed when she’d taken a sip. They’d held hands as they walked back to Raleigh’s car, and when they climbed inside, she’d taken Hollis’s hand back in her own, and they’d driven to Raleigh’s house. Hollis had texted the nurse, and when she called her mother right after, Raleigh had been able to hear Olivia through the phone as she told Hollis to have a good night. There had definitely been something in her tone that had led Raleigh to believe that Olivia knew what they’d be doing tonight.

Inside the house, Raleigh poured them both a glass of red wine and went in search of Hollis because she wasn’t in the living room, where she’d left her.

“Hollis?” she asked, finding her standing in front of the closed door to Eden’s room. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Hollis replied, smiling. “You can take me back to the house tomorrow morning, right? I wasn’t planning on staying over, so I would need to change and get my car to get to work. Well, it’s not my car; it’s a rental. But if you can’t, it’s fine. I can call a–”

“I keep forgetting those things,” Raleigh said, handing Hollis her wine and then leaning against the wall opposite Eden’s room.

“What things?” Hollis leaned against the wall next to Eden’s door.

“That the bedroom at your house isn’t really yours, and the car you drive is a rental.”

“Oh. Well, yeah,” Hollis replied, taking a sip of the wine.

“What does your bedroom look like in Vancouver?” Raleigh asked, taking Hollis’s hand and pulling her down the hallway toward the bedroom.

“Pretty standard bedroom.”

Raleigh chuckled and said, “Hollis, come on.”

“What? I have a bed, there’s a table next to it and a dresser. The table and the dresser match, but the bed is just a frame. The blanket is gray. The sheets are, too. I don’t even have curtains.”

“Why not?”

“Pain in the ass to hang,” Hollis explained when they arrived at Raleigh’s bedroom. “You have a nice bedroom, though. Can I see more of it?”

Raleigh smirked at her and said, “You’ve seen all of it already.”

“I don’t know that I’ve seen enough of you lying naked on your burgundy sheets yet.”

“We can arrange that,” Raleigh smirked and placed her wineglass on the dresser next to her before taking Hollis’s and doing the same with it. “What about your car?”

“It’s ten years old and runs,” Hollis said.

“That’s all I get?”

“It’s a car, Raleigh. What’s going on?”

“Nothing. I just haven’t seen anything of your life, really. It’s strange.”

“Strange?”

“Your life was in another country until recently.”

“And now, I’m here.”

“But you’re driving a rental car. I mean, I know why you’re living with your mom, but you’re not going to buy a car here or drive yours down?”

“My car in Vancouver would barely make the trip. And I don’t know about buying one here. The rate on this car is good, and I have the long-term rate, which is even better, so as long as I don’t get into an accident and they try to tell me that I didn’t get the right insurance or something, I should be fine for a while.”

Raleigh reached for Hollis’s hips and pulled her closer.

“You don’t want a car of your own down here?”

“Raleigh, it’s a car. I would just as easily take a train or a bus to work, but I got the car in case I needed to get my mom somewhere. Besides, no train gets me to work easily here, and the buses are unreliable. What’s really going on?”

“Nothing. I was just asking questions,” she lied. “Are you still liking work with Kenna?”

“With Kenna, yes. What I do, no. I hate it,” Hollis told her.

“What?” she asked. “I thought you said it was fine.”

“It is fine. It’s a paycheck. And I’m okay at it, apparently, but I don’t like researching crimes and the criminals who commit them. I’ve had enough of this stuff in my life recently, so I’d love to go back to work at a library.”

“They let you go,” Raleigh noted, reaching for Hollis’s belt and undoing the buckle.

“A library, not the library,” Hollis replied.

“A library here?”

“No libraries are hiring here. Are you trying to take my pants off while you grill me about this stuff?” Hollis looked down just as Raleigh unzipped her jeans.

“Yes.”

“Raleigh, I don’t know if I feel like having marathon sex right now.”

“You still need your pants off to sleep, babe,” she said, thinking that she no longer felt like having marathon sex, either.

Hollis took Raleigh’s hands away from her pants and put them against her own cheeks, kissing the inside of one of Raleigh’s palms.

“You’re worried I’m leaving?”

“I’m not worried. It’s just not something I’d thought about until now. That’s all.”

“Until now?”

“I don’t know why,” she said.

“But now you’re worried?”

“There’s a lot going on, Hollis. Finding out that my girlfriend doesn’t want to buy a car here, doesn’t even like the job she has, and can’t find the one she wants just makes me think that things are temporary. I don’t want things to be temporary.”

“I don’t, either,” Hollis replied.

“But you don’t know if you’re staying yet?”

“I want to,” Hollis told her. “I just know that I need to find a job that’s not researching homicides, kidnappings, rapes, and just about every other horrible thing people do to one another. I’ve been looking, but nothing has popped up. I can save up and get a car, but I don’t feel like I need to rush to do that. I’m here at least while my mom’s–”

“I know,” Raleigh interrupted her softly, lowering her hands from Hollis’s face and moving them around Hollis’s neck instead. “You don’t have to say that part.”

“I don’t know how I’m going to feel when she’s gone, Raleigh. It might be–”

“Too much,” Raleigh finished for her. “I get it. This house is too much for me, too, sometimes. I can still hear Eden’s baby giggle echo in this place.”

“But you stay because this is her home, and you want to be here in case she comes back.”

“And your mom won’t come back,” Raleigh said.

Hollis shook her head, and Raleigh placed a gentle kiss on her lips.

“It’s okay. Let’s just get some sleep tonight.”

“Raleigh, I want what you want. I want a normal adult relationship with passionate honeymoon-phase sex and–”

“I know. And that’s enough for tonight, isn’t it? That we both want those things? The timing is just off.”

“I don’t want the timing to be off,” Hollis replied.

“Neither do I. But we can’t change that. We just have to keep talking to each other like this and get through the tough stuff so that the good stuff that comes after feels even better.”

“The marathon sex?” Hollis asked seriously.

Raleigh burst out laughing because the expression on Hollis’s face was so damn cute.

“Yes, babe; the marathon sex.”


CHAPTER 34

Hollis knew that this would be something they’d have to deal with eventually, along with everything else, but when she got the email from her Vancouver apartment complex asking if she intended to re-sign her lease, eventually came a lot sooner than she’d expected. Time wasn’t normal for Hollis these days. Sometimes, a day felt like a month, and other times, it felt like a minute. With only thirty days left on the lease, she had to either vacate or sign again, and paying rent on an apartment she wasn’t living in for another year seemed like not only a waste of money but also just a waste, period.

She’d woken up at Raleigh’s around one that morning, and it was as if fate just knew they’d had the conversation the previous night about whether Hollis would stay after her mom died or return to Vancouver.

There were benefits to both, staying and leaving, but Hollis wasn’t sure she’d be able to handle being around this town after her mom died, which could happen in a day or in a year. The time they had together before her mom got worse had been spent talking, driving around, and visiting all the places that had been important to them when Hollis was young. They’d gone to her elementary school, spent time at the park, and gone to the grocery store together, where Olivia had told her that Hollis had always loved the deli counter because sometimes, they could catch them slicing meats. Hollis had laughed at that at the time, but she also knew that after, she’d have a really hard time driving past those places without thinking of her mom and all the time they missed and their feeble attempts to make up for it.

On the other hand, there was nothing for Hollis in Vancouver. Her job was no longer hers since she’d stayed here past the initial leave they’d given her, and she wasn’t sure she’d find another if the whole area was cutting back. She’d have to move anyway if she wanted to find a librarian job. Her apartment hadn’t ever been a home. When she’d described her bedroom to Raleigh, the word Hollis wanted to use was drab. The whole place felt drab and unloved to her. There were her books, of course, shelves and shelves of books in the living room and some on the floor of the bedroom because she didn’t have space for more shelves in there, but the small round table in the eat-in kitchen was a dozen years old and wobbly. She had two chairs that went with it that could easily be donated or tossed. The sofa was comfortable but also old and likely wouldn’t fetch much if she tried to sell it. Her TV was small and not fancy because she didn’t watch much television. That was it. Outside of her clothes, those were her only possessions. The coffee table she’d bought a few years ago was the newest piece of furniture in the place, and she had no need for it, either. Her car could possibly make the drive down, but she wasn’t sure it was worth it. She could always take it to one of those places that would sell it for her and just make less on it but not have to deal with it. That was when Hollis turned, put her phone down, and looked at Raleigh.

What was here for her? This beautiful, caring woman, who deserved so much more than what Hollis had been able to give her so far. Hollis had love here. She smiled as she realized it: she had love in this town. In Vancouver, she had stuff, but here, she had people. She had a friend in Kenna and even Ripley. She had her mom for however long she’d get to have her. And she had Raleigh. She had love.

“Why are you awake?” Raleigh asked in her gravely sleepy voice.

Hollis loved that sleepy voice.

“No idea,” she replied. “I just am. Go back to sleep, though.”

“If you’re awake, I want to be awake,” Raleigh said, rolling onto her back and opening her arm for Hollis, who slid into it and placed her head on Raleigh’s chest. “Is everything okay?”

“I just woke up, but I’m okay,” Hollis replied and ran her fingertips along the skin between Raleigh’s pants and shirt. “I got an email from my apartment.”

“Why are you checking email at dawn?”

“I was trying to occupy myself and didn’t want to wake you up.”

“What did they want?” Raleigh asked.

“Apparently, I’ve only got about thirty days left on my lease. I hadn’t even realized. I need to either re-sign or give them notice and get my stuff out.”

“Oh.” Raleigh stiffened.

“Would you possibly be able to take care of my mom while I’m gone? The nurses will be there most of the time, but there are a couple of hours where she’d–”

“Gone? You said you’d be here at least–”

“Just for a couple of days, Raleigh,” she interrupted, realizing she’d said it wrong. Then, she lifted her head to look at Raleigh and added, “I can leave tomorrow and come back in a couple of days.”

“You’re not going to re-sign?” Raleigh asked.

“No. I’m giving them my written notice today, and I’ll get my stuff out of there. Most of it, I can sell or trash. The rest, I can pack to bring back or ship to my mom’s. I don’t have anyone up there to do this for me. I’d wait until the end of the lease, but it’s already risky, going now, with how sick she’s been lately.”

“You’re staying? Permanently or just while…”

“There’s nothing in Vancouver for me anymore,” she replied.

Raleigh smiled at her so softly; Hollis knew she’d made the right decision.

“You’ll return the rental car?”

“Not just yet,” she said, laughing lightly. “I’m selling my car up there, so I’ll need something down here, but I’m keeping it until I buy something used here.”

Raleigh nodded and asked, “And this is really what you want? It’s not just because I had a mild freak-out last night?”

“It’s what I want. I was worried I wouldn’t be able to live here after my mom dies. We toured the town together, talking about all the things we missed and the few memories we had, so I already knew I wouldn’t be able to drive by the park without thinking about her, and I wasn’t sure I could stand that kind of pain. I realized just now that I want to think about her. It’s going to hurt, yes, but it’s also going to make me think of this time we had together. If it were up to my dad, I never would’ve had another second with her, so in a way, it’s like she’s dying twice. Once, when he lied to me about it when I was little, and someday soon, she’ll be gone for real, and it’s going to hurt like hell, Raleigh.”

“I know,” Raleigh said, cupping Hollis’s cheek. “I’ll be here, though.”

“I know,” Hollis replied. “And so will I.”

“I’ll stay at your place while you’re gone,” Raleigh said.

“Thank you,” Hollis replied.

“Please, it’s totally selfish: I want you back here.”

“I should get up and book a flight,” Hollis said.

“Can you wait, like, an hour?” Raleigh requested.

“I guess. Why?”

“We should celebrate,” Raleigh smirked at her a little.

“Celebrate?” she checked, climbing on top of Raleigh and looking down at her. “You always look so beautiful in the morning. How do you do that?”

“Shut up,” Raleigh said, laughing, but blushed at the same time.

“I know I ruined last night with my uncertainty, but I’m certain now, Raleigh,” Hollis told her.

“And you’re fully clothed, which is unfortunate,” Raleigh replied, tugging on Hollis’s shirt.

◆◆◆

The library smelled the same as the day she’d left. The scent of old books would always be a comfort to Hollis. She hadn’t planned to stop here – she had way too much to do – but on the way from the donation center, where she had dropped a bunch of stuff, she’d passed the library that had been the only home she’d ever really had, and she’d turned around. This time, she’d parked in the patron parking and not the more limited employee parking in the back. It was strange, but she no longer worked here and didn’t have the right to take up a spot.

When she’d walked in, Hollis had been met with the silence, save the beeps of the scanners checking out books, and the scent of those old friends of hers. She smiled as she made her way down aisle after aisle, sometimes touching a book or two along the way and, other times, just taking in how the sun from the large windows hit the patterned carpet.

“Heidi?” Sandy said.

“Hi,” she replied, feeling strange at hearing the name she’d been called for most of her life.

“You’re back?” Sandy asked, walking around the counter to give Hollis a hug.

Hollis hugged her back and said, “Just for today. I’m leaving tomorrow.”

“Oh? How are you? How have you been?”

“Those are hard questions to answer.”

“I bet,” Sandy said. “Hey, I’m sorry about the job. It wasn’t my decision.”

“I know. It’s a blessing in disguise, actually. I need to be down there with my mom.”

“How is she?”

“Not great,” Hollis said, keeping it brief. “I’m packing up my stuff and leaving. After I drop my car off at a lot tomorrow so that they can sell it for me, I’m heading to the airport.”

“Wow. A lot of change. How are you handling all that?”

“I have people in my life who help,” she replied, thinking of Raleigh, her mom, and even Kenna.

“That’s good. I’m glad,” Sandy said. “So, what brings you in today?”

“I just wanted to see the place one more time before I go.”

“I hope this isn’t the last we’ll see of you,” Sandy said.

“I don’t know. I’ve moved a lot in my life, and I never really went back to where I lived before, so…” Hollis faded when she realized that she’d never had a choice in that before. Her father had always moved them because they’d been running, and she hadn’t been allowed to look back. “Maybe,” she added now that it was her own choice.

“Want to come in the back and say goodbye to everyone?” Sandy offered. “There are only three of us and the volunteers, but–”

“No, if it’s all right with you, I think I’d like to keep a low profile.”

“No problem,” Sandy replied.

“Oh, and I want to give this back,” Hollis added as she removed the book from her messenger bag.

“A book?” Sandy asked.

“It’s the book I found that day that led me to figure it out,” Hollis explained.

“The book on lost children,” Sandy noted, taking Kenna’s book from Hollis.

“Yeah. I’m not lost anymore,” she replied.

After a few more minutes, Hollis left the library and drove to her apartment. Packing didn’t take long since she only had clothes and books to worry about, and books were pretty easy to pack. She loaded boxes of them into her car and went to the local shipping place to have them delivered to her mom’s house before she went back and packed her clothes into her suitcases. With her flight being tomorrow, she had one more night in her apartment, and as she stared around into the empty space, with nothing in it save an air mattress she’d bought to sleep on for the last night, she wished for nothing more than to be back with Raleigh and her mom.

“Hey, babe,” Raleigh said when Hollis called.

“Hi,” she replied.

“How’s it going there?”

“Almost done. Just have to drop the car off tomorrow and do the final inspection with the landlord, and I’m on my way to the airport.”

“That’s great. How are you feeling?”

“Like I miss you,” Hollis said.

“I miss you, too. Your mom says hi.”

“She’s up?”

“Yeah, she’s right next to me. We were playing cards. And by playing, I mean she was kicking my ass.”

“She cheats,” Hollis replied.

“I do not cheat,” Olivia said loudly enough for Hollis to hear.

“Tell your daughter,” Raleigh said.

“Hey, honey. How are you?” Olivia asked, having been handed the phone.

“Better than Raleigh, it sounds like,” Hollis teased.

“She’s just bad at cards,” her mom told her. “You two have that in common. I didn’t cheat this time.”

“This time?” Hollis laughed.


CHAPTER 35

“Babe?”

Raleigh heard a voice but wasn’t sure if it was a dream or reality.

“Raleigh, babe,” Hollis said a little louder.

Raleigh opened her eyes slowly and saw her girlfriend lying next to her in bed, dressed in a T-shirt and a pair of sweats.

“You’re home?” Raleigh said, smiling up at her.

“I am,” Hollis replied.

“Your mom is fine. I–”

“I know. I just checked on her.” Hollis ran her hand through Raleigh’s hair. “I sent the night nurse home.”

“Why?”

“I slept on the plane, so I’m good to stay up,” Hollis said. “And I really missed you.”

“I missed you, too. Come here.” Raleigh pulled Hollis in for a kiss. “I’d ask how the flight was, but it seems like you slept through it.”

“I did. So, I’m pretty much wide awake. I was a little disappointed to see that you were already asleep.” She lifted an eyebrow.

“Oh, yeah? Why’s that?”

“Well,” Hollis said, climbing on top of her. “It’s still early yet. I was thinking we could maybe…”

“Is that why you sent the nurse home?” Raleigh chuckled.

“Maybe,” Hollis replied, pressing her lips to Raleigh’s forehead. “But if you’re too tired…”

“I missed you,” Raleigh repeated. “And I’m not too tired.”

“No?”

“Did you wear this on the plane?” Raleigh asked, pulling at Hollis’s white T-shirt. “Hollis, there’s no bra under this shirt.”

“I changed when I got home,” she explained.

“I didn’t hear you?”

“Nope,” Hollis replied, lifting the shirt up and off her body before straddling Raleigh’s hips.

“I’m glad that you woke me up,” Raleigh said, taking in the full breasts on display and Hollis’s already-hardened nipples. “God, what has gotten into you? You’re, like, really ready, aren’t you?”

“I put things in my rearview mirror,” Hollis replied. “Well, metaphorically speaking. My actual rearview mirror is in a lot in Vancouver, waiting to be sold.”

“And that’s got you feeling…”

“Happy and ready to start trying to move on,” Hollis replied, lifting Raleigh’s shirt and touching her stomach. “And maybe a little horny.”

Raleigh laughed and said, “Just a little?”

Hollis lifted Raleigh’s shirt higher then, revealing her breasts, and said, “Okay, I’m a lot horny.”

“Let me see if I can do something about that.”

Raleigh sat up, gripped Hollis’s hips, and pulled a nipple into her mouth.

“I have all the confidence in the world in you,” Hollis said, holding Raleigh’s head to her breast.

Raleigh sucked on Hollis’s nipple until Hollis started to pull at her shirt, silently demanding it off. When Raleigh pulled away, Hollis removed the shirt, and Raleigh’s mouth moved to Hollis’s other breast, kissing and sucking as Hollis’s hips began to rock into her.

“I don’t think I’ve spent nearly enough time worshipping your body,” Raleigh said, pulling back just to take Hollis in. “You’re so beautiful, Hollis.” She tugged at Hollis’s pants. “I want to see all of you.”

Hollis got up and removed her sweats and underwear, leaving herself bare to Raleigh, who motioned for Hollis to lie on her back. Hollis did, and Raleigh removed the shorts and panties she’d been sleeping in. She spread Hollis’s legs and licked her lips as she took in how wet Hollis already was for her. When she ended up staring for probably a little too long for Hollis’s liking, Hollis gave her a hint by lifting and lowering her hips quickly. Raleigh met her blue eyes, and they were definitely darker than they’d been a moment ago.

“What would you have done if I’d said I was too tired?” Raleigh asked.

“Gone back into the shower and taken care of it myself,” Hollis replied.

“What?” Raleigh asked. “You took a shower, too?”

“A quick one. I was on an airplane. I didn’t wash my hair, though, so should this turn into something sweaty, you can feel free to take me back to the shower and join me.”

Raleigh moved on top of her, settling between Hollis’s legs and rocking into her slowly.

“I think there’s a chance this could definitely get sweaty,” she said.

“The whole flight, Raleigh; that’s all I could think of: you touching me like this.” Hollis grabbed Raleigh’s ass and pressed it into herself.

“This?” Raleigh teased, rocking a little harder.

“Yes,” Hollis let out, closing her eyes.

Then, Raleigh watched Hollis’s expression change as she moved rhythmically against her, fast first and then slow before she sped up again. Hollis was already breathing hard and was ready for more, but Raleigh just wanted to live in this moment with her. She kissed her, moved her lips to Hollis’s neck, and sucked on her pulse point before lowering her lips again to her nipples, which she gave equal attention to. When Hollis was about to tell her to touch her finally and make her come, Raleigh smiled and kissed her to shut her up instead.

“I know,” she said. “You want more.”

“Yes,” Hollis replied in a sexy husk.

Raleigh smiled at her again and reached between them. When she touched her, Hollis jerked, and it was so sexy that Raleigh had to move her sex over Hollis’s thigh to rub her own clit along Hollis’s skin as she stroked her girlfriend. When Hollis seemed like she was about to come, Raleigh moved her fingers inside her and curled them.

“That’s so mean. I was almost–”

Raleigh didn’t let her finish, though. She kissed Hollis and rocked her own sex against Hollis’s leg as she thrust inside her. Before Raleigh knew it, she was coming herself, unable to contain her own orgasm.

“Oh, fuck,” she said as quietly as she could manage as she thrust herself harder against Hollis’s thigh.

“So sexy,” Hollis said to her.

Then, before Raleigh could even come down all the way, Hollis flipped them. Raleigh’s fingers were still inside her somehow, so Hollis began lifting and lowering herself on top of them, allowing Raleigh to watch her take what she wanted. Raleigh moved her thumb to Hollis’s clit and sat up, using her free hand to hold Hollis against her as tightly as she could.

“Yes, baby,” Raleigh whispered to her. “Don’t stop until you come for me.”

“I’m almost…”

“I know. I can feel you. You’re so tight, babe,” Raleigh said, nibbling on Hollis’s shoulder. “I love you like this. You’re so sexy, Hollis. Let go. Let go, babe.”

Hollis did let go then, and Raleigh pressed her body to hers even tighter, wanting for them to always be this close, although knowing that wasn’t possible. She ran her hand up and down Hollis’s back, whispering to Hollis that she was so beautiful when she let herself go like this.

“Raleigh?”

“Yeah?”

“I love you,” Hollis said.

Raleigh looked up at her then. Hollis’s eyes were still just as dark, indicating that they weren’t done doing what they were doing, but there was something new there, too, and now Raleigh knew what it was.

“You do?”

“Yes,” Hollis said softly as she nodded. “I think I’ve known for a while now, but when I was in my now-old apartment, sitting on the floor because all the furniture was gone, all I could think about was how much I wanted to get back to you because I love you. I know things are complicated, and we’re… I just wanted you to know. I’ve left everything there behind. I’m here with you, and you’re what I want.”

Raleigh knew she should just say it back. She felt it. She had for a long time, too. But there was something else she needed to say first.

“Hollis, what about Eden?”

Hollis cupped her cheek and said, “I’ll love her, too.”

“You say that now, but if I get–”

Hollis covered Raleigh’s mouth with her hand and said, “You asked me a long time ago if I wanted kids, and I think we got interrupted, so you never got my answer.”

“You remember that?”

“Raleigh, I remember everything with you,” she said with a small smile. “And I never thought I’d get to have kids. The way I was raised, I didn’t want that for a child. But I also didn’t know anything else, so I thought it would be better if I didn’t bother.”

“Babe, your dad–”

“I know,” Hollis interrupted. “And I know we’re still new, and there’s a lot to figure out, but if you let me, when we find her, I’d like to be in Eden’s life however you want me to be.”

“Yeah?” Raleigh asked, smiling up at her.

“I bought her a coloring book at the airport,” Hollis shared.

Raleigh swallowed and felt the tears well up.

“You’re not supposed to cry,” Hollis added.

“I love you,” Raleigh said.

“You can’t have the coloring book. It’s for Eden,” Hollis teased.

Raleigh laughed just as a couple of tears fell from her eyes.

“I think I can be okay with that,” she replied.

“Lay back, babe,” Hollis said.

“No, I like it here,” she replied, finally remembering to pull her fingers out of Hollis’s tight sex. Then, she wrapped her arms around Hollis, pulled her in closer, resting her head on Hollis’s shoulder, and said again, “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” Hollis said. “But I can’t do what I’d like to do to you if you don’t let go of me.”

Raleigh eventually relented and let Hollis have her way with her, and it was even better somehow, which Raleigh hadn’t thought possible, but Hollis found that spot inside her again, causing Raleigh to cover her mouth so that she wouldn’t yell expletives and wake up Olivia. When she finally came down, Hollis just held her, and Raleigh closed her eyes. A shower would have to wait because there was no way Raleigh was getting up now.

Minutes later, she heard Hollis’s even breathing, indicating that she’d fallen asleep. Raleigh hadn’t slept all that well when Hollis had been gone. She’d tried and had actually managed to fall asleep, but staying that way had been difficult. She’d wanted to stay awake as much as she could in case Olivia had needed something, but now that Hollis was here, and it was well after two in the morning, Raleigh felt like she could finally fall asleep. Then, she heard it and lifted her head, knowing that sound well by now.

“Mom?” Hollis asked, waking up likely for the same reason.

“I’ll check on her. Go back to sleep,” Raleigh told her.

“No, I’ve got it,” Hollis replied, kissing Raleigh’s forehead. “Just need to put on some clothes.”

A minute later, Hollis was dressed and walking out of the room. When she returned ten minutes later, though, she stripped her clothes off, which surprised Raleigh.

“Is she okay?”

“She just needed help with the bedpan,” Hollis said.

“Why are you naked again?” Raleigh asked, laughing as Hollis climbed back on top of her.

“Round two, obviously,” Hollis replied.

Raleigh chuckled and pulled her down for a kiss.


CHAPTER 36

“Look at me: I’m sitting upright at the kitchen table,” Olivia said.

Hollis smiled at her mom as she placed the glass of water in front of her. Her mother hadn’t been able to eat solid foods for a bit now, so the nurses had been feeding her through a tube, and Hollis and Raleigh had learned how to do it as well. Because of that, though, and her worsening condition, Olivia hadn’t been in the kitchen in a while, so they’d decided to have a bit of a field trip today. Hollis sat down next to her and looked out the kitchen window into the backyard.

“Do you want me to clean up the back garden and plant things this spring? I’m no green thumb, but I can at least put some flowers back there.”

“That’ll be up to you,” Olivia replied.

“What did you have back there before?”

“Oh, this and that,” she said. “I had a good bunch of tomatoes a couple of years in a row, and I did some herbs that worked out.”

“Any particular flowers?” Hollis asked.

“Not really. If something didn’t grow back in the spring, I just went to the nursery in town and picked up whatever I thought was the prettiest that season. I liked having the variety back there. I had rose bushes about ten years ago, but those are a pain to keep up with, so I didn’t bother after that.”

“I can do roses for you, if you want them,” Hollis offered.

“What do you want, Hollis?” her mother asked, smiling that motherly smile at her.

“Me? I don’t know anything about flowers or gardening.”

“I don’t mean the garden, sweetheart.”

“Oh,” she said, realizing the conversation had shifted. She leaned forward and added, “I don’t know.”

“I think you know at least some of it.”

Hollis smiled and said, “She told me she loves me.”

“And did you say it back?” Olivia asked.

“I said it first,” Hollis told her proudly. “When I was in Vancouver, Mom, all I could think about was getting back here.”

“I’m just glad that you had something positive to think about instead of worrying about me the whole time.”

“I worried about you, but I knew Raleigh would take care of you. I only worried that if something happened, I’d be hours away, but I knew she was here with you, so that made me feel a little better.”

“I’m glad you found someone,” her mom said.

“I never thought I would, but she’s here, and it’s like all the stuff I’ve gone through basically led me right to her. I know how that sounds, and it’s not that I wish–”

“I know,” Olivia interjected, nodding a little. “I had no real luck at love myself, but I did fall for your father once, and things were good for us for a while, so I can understand what you mean.”

“I don’t know what happens with us from here. We’re still waiting to hear back from Dylan or the FBI, but they haven’t found this woman to tell us if it’s Eden or not. And, Mom, I’m worried that if it’s not her, Raleigh won’t make it through this.”

“Of course, she will,” Olivia said confidently.

“How can you know that?”

“Because as much as she doesn’t seem to think so, Raleigh is strong. She’s made it this far. And the first year, honey, is the worst. In a way, it’s the best because more people are still paying attention to your kid being missing before other kids go missing and take up their time, so it’s the best chance you have of getting your child back, but it’s also the worst. You have to adjust to them not being around. I used to walk by your room in the morning to start my coffee before I walked back to wake you up, and you weren’t there anymore. Raleigh’s made it through that. Plus, she’s got a support group, which I never had and most people don’t take advantage of, and she has you.”

“I’m not sure how much help I am right now. I’ve had my own stuff going on,” Hollis argued.

“Hollis, she’s told me numerous times that you are supportive, caring, and kind. She knows she’s lucky to have you.”

“I am,” Raleigh confirmed.

Hollis turned to see Raleigh, wearing Hollis’s T-shirt and an old pair of jeans, standing in the open archway of the kitchen.

“Morning,” Hollis said. “I didn’t want to wake you.”

Raleigh walked in, leaned down, gave Hollis a quick kiss on the lips, and said, “Good morning.” Then, she turned to Hollis’s mom and added, “Morning, Olivia. Glad to see you up and about.”

“Thank you. I’ve got about five more minutes in me before I need to go back to bed, but it’s nice, taking the tour and seeing what you’ve done with the place. I really like the dirty dishes in the sink that need to be put in the dishwasher.”

Raleigh sat on Hollis’s other side and laughed.

“Those are mine,” Hollis explained. “I got in late last night and was starving, so I dropped them into the sink. I’ll take care of them after I get you back to bed.”

“We were just talking about the back garden. What do you think Hollis should plant back there?” Olivia asked Raleigh.

Raleigh was now massaging the back of Hollis’s neck, instantly releasing any stress that had built up in her muscles.

“I don’t know. I have a client who runs a gardening blog. I could actually read it for once and see if she has any recommendations for our climate,” Raleigh suggested.

“I was thinking roses,” Hollis said.

“You can’t even put a dish in the dishwasher, and you want to take care of roses?” Raleigh asked, laughing.

“Hey!” Hollis exclaimed, placing her hand on Raleigh’s thigh.

“Maybe start her off with something basic,” Olivia suggested.

“Basic. Got it,” Raleigh replied.

“And don’t overwater. A lot of people make that mistake.”

“Don’t overwater,” Raleigh repeated after her, nodding.

Hollis watched as her mom kept giving Raleigh instructions for the garden and how to make sure Hollis didn’t ruin the plants, and it scared her. It didn’t scare her because her mom was giving Raleigh the instructions. Hollis knew Raleigh would still be around in the spring. She hoped Raleigh would be around forever, actually. It scared her because she wasn’t sure her mother would be around in the spring.

“And give them space to grow. Fewer plants the first attempt is always a good idea. You’ll need to make sure you know what you’re doing to take care of them, and you don’t want to overcrowd them.”

“We won’t,” Raleigh promised.

“It’s time for breakfast,” the day nurse, who had a key and had just arrived, said to Olivia. “Good morning,” she added to Hollis and Raleigh.

“Morning,” Hollis and Raleigh said at the same time.

Hollis helped the nurse get Olivia back to bed and met Raleigh in the kitchen afterward.

“Do you really think I don’t know how lucky I am to have you?” Raleigh spoke.

“What? No, that’s not what I said,” Hollis told her as she sat down in the same chair. “I just worry.”

“About us?”

“No. About a lot of other things, though.”

“I’ll make the coffee,” Raleigh offered, standing up.

“I have to get ready for work,” Hollis replied.

“Okay. Then, I’ll make myself coffee, and you can tell me while you get ready.”

“How about I tell you over dinner tonight?”

“Are you sure?” Raleigh checked.

“Yes.”

“You’re not cooking, are you?”

“I’ll spare you,” Hollis replied, standing up and pulling Raleigh in for a hug. “I know you have work to do, too, and I kept you up most of the night, so instead of you cooking, let’s order in.”

Raleigh kissed Hollis’s shoulder and said, “Okay.”

“I do want to run something by you before I leave, though.”

◆◆◆

“What’s this?” Kenna asked her when Hollis handed her the piece of paper over her desk.

“It’s my resignation letter,” Hollis replied.

“What?” Kenna looked from the paper to Hollis and back to the paper. “You’re quitting?”

“Not right away. I’ll work until you find someone else. I’ll even help train them, if you want.”

“Hollis, sit,” Kenna told her before she stood and walked over to the sofa, where Hollis joined her. “Is everything okay?”

“Not yet. I’m working on it, though,” Hollis replied.

“But you don’t want to work here anymore?”

“Kenna, you’ve been amazing and so kind with the situation with my mom – I’ll never be able to repay you. You gave me a job when you didn’t have to–”

“I got you an interview,” Kenna argued. “You got yourself the job.”

“Still. I wouldn’t be here in more ways than one if it wasn’t for you, so I’m incredibly grateful for everything you’ve done for me and for my mom. But she’s getting worse. She has moments where she seems fine, but she’s starting to tell me about things to do like she won’t be here to do it with me. She walked Raleigh and I through how to garden this morning. She’s also told me how to do laundry properly so that my colors last longer, and when I tell her she can just show me, she changes the subject. She knows, Kenna. She knows she doesn’t have long, and she’s trying to teach me everything she can. I just can’t be in an office for eight hours a day and then fight traffic right now.”

Kenna nodded in understanding and said, “I’m sorry, Hollis.”

“Me too,” Hollis replied.

“And you don’t have to stay on until we find a replacement. We can get by with the two researchers we have. Your mom’s health is more important,” Kenna told her.

“I don’t want to just leave you.”

“We’ll be fine,” Kenna said. “But if you would like an extra paycheck for the next couple of weeks, you can work from home and help pick up their slack. We can keep you on payroll, and you’ll still have your benefits as long as you can do thirty-two hours of work a week or, at least, tell us you’re doing that.” Kenna winked.

“You don’t have to do that,” Hollis replied.

“I want to. It’s a good compromise: I get your researching skills, and you get to be at home, get a check, and you don’t have to worry about being away from your mom.”

“That would be amazing.”

“I’ll work it out with HR,” Kenna said. “And I’m sorry to see you go, but I hope this doesn’t mean we won’t hang out.”

“You know, I’ve never really had friends before. Now, I feel like I finally do.”

“Good,” Kenna replied. “Maybe when things…” She stopped herself. “Maybe one day, we can double date.”

“Maybe one day, we can all hang out, and you can bring Aaliyah and we can bring Eden.”

Kenna smiled and said, “God, let’s hope so.”

Hollis finished up her workday at her desk, checking in on her mom a few times. Raleigh had continued to work out of Hollis’s living room, even when the nurse was there, and Hollis used to worry that it was too much too soon, but working around people seemed to help Raleigh as much as her being there for Hollis’s mom helped Hollis.

With the day done, Hollis got into the rental car she knew she’d need to return soon. If she wasn’t working, she wouldn’t be able to afford it and would have to figure something out as far as money went. Deciding she needed to do something else to help her move on from her past, she picked up her phone and dialed.

“Hello?”

“This is Hollis Richardson,” she said to her father’s lawyer. “Or, Heidi Ramsey, depending on what my dad told you,” she added.

“Miss Richardson, hello,” he said.

“I’m thinking about visiting my dad, but I don’t know how to go about it.”

“I see. Well, I can help you with that,” he replied.


CHAPTER 37

It had been days with no updates. Raleigh was growing restless. She knew she needed to be patient, but she’d been patient for over a year now. It was too much to ask that she keep being patient. With Hollis working from home and then no longer working, that enabled Raleigh to go home, if she wanted to, but she’d grown accustomed to being around Hollis, Olivia, and the nurses taking care of her. She knew she should go home, though. Their relationship was still relatively new, and they’d essentially been living together due to their circumstances, so she’d told Hollis that she would spend the night at her own place, which would give them all a little space.

She hadn’t wanted space, but Hollis could use some time alone with her mother, and Raleigh being there meant that they couldn’t have that. So, instead, Raleigh had worked from her office for a few hours, cleaned the place, and had done some laundry before she grabbed her car keys and hit the road.

The therapist Molly had recommended was over thirty minutes away without traffic, so it took a while to get there. Once she’d signed in, she put her phone on silent, which she never did, but she didn’t want to be disrespectful. Then, she sat and waited her turn. The first time was more of a consultation than an actual appointment, and it would be a chance for the two of them to get to know one another and see if there was a good match. She’d been told that therapy could only really be effective if one had the right therapist for them, so she wasn’t holding out hope that this doctor would be the one for her.

The appointment itself had been fine, but since her benefits didn’t cover it, she had to pay out of pocket. Watching the receptionist swipe her card had about given Raleigh a panic attack. She wouldn’t be able to afford this once a week, which was the schedule the doctor had recommended in the beginning. Raleigh would have to move some money around or put these appointments on credit cards and hope she’d be able to pay them back with more client work. Scheduling the next appointment had been the last step before she left, and when she got into the car and needed her GPS to get home, she remembered that she’d put her phone on silent.

“Shit,” she said, noticing two missed calls from Dylan and a text message asking Raleigh to call her.

◆◆◆

“Shouldn’t we be at the station?” Raleigh asked once she was inside Dylan’s home office.

“My place was closer to where you were,” Dylan said.

“Right,” Raleigh replied, sitting on the sofa next to Dylan. “So? There’s news?”

“There is. But before I begin, there’s still no concrete evidence that it’s Eden. I just want to–”

“Dylan, I get it, okay? When you know for sure that it’s her, I assume you’ll lead with that.”

“I will.” Dylan nodded. “But we do have good news.”

“Tell me.”

“We have two really good leads. There’s a possibility that she moved to a small town in Alabama.”

“Alabama?”

“Yes. But I’m not putting my eggs into that basket. It’s a very small town of only about a thousand people. We have to follow the lead, so officers are working it now, but it’s not likely she’d want to hide in a place that small. The only way I could see that happening would be if she was truly delusional and believed herself that Eden was her daughter. She wouldn’t really be in hiding then.”

“So, she might be in Alabama?”

“Or, she might be in San Antonio,” Dylan added.

“Texas?”

“Much larger city. And, it turns out, her family spent time there during a few summers. Her brother remembered and gave us the lead yesterday.”

“How can we find her in a huge city?” Raleigh asked.

“Just keep working it,” Dylan replied. “We’ve notified San Antonio PD, the Texas Bureau of Investigation, and the FBI is sending a team there. It’s a good lead, Raleigh. I spoke with her cousin again this morning, and it’s much more likely, according to the cousin and her brother both, that she’d go to San Antonio than a small town in Alabama that she has no history in.”

“What’s the name of the town?”

“In Alabama?”

“Yes, Dylan,” Raleigh said, pulling out her phone and unlocking it. “I can see how long it’ll take me to get there.”

“Raleigh, you can’t go there.”

“Watch me. You said it’s a small town. I can drive there and find her before you guys can.”

“Raleigh, you can’t. We have to do this the right way. Remember, there’s a chance it’s not Eden.”

“No other girls of Eden’s age disappeared a week before or a month after Eden did in this state or the surrounding ones. I know. I checked. If she has a little girl, and her own daughter died, this is my daughter,” Raleigh said, feeling her blood begin to boil. “I’m tired of waiting, Dylan. Let me go find her myself.”

“If you go there, and we don’t do this the right way, it could cause more problems. Think about Eden, Raleigh. What if you show up, and she doesn’t know who you are? You’ll take her from the woman she thinks is her mother?”

“I am her mother!” Raleigh argued.

“I know,” Dylan replied. “Raleigh, I promise you, I don’t think she’s there. By the time you drive all that way, the officers there will have concluded the same thing. Or, they’ll at least know more.”

“Then, I’ll go to San Antonio.”

“And what will you do there? Drive around until you find her? We’ve got detectives, unis, and agents looking for her,” Dylan reasoned. “I’m reviewing school records for all daycares and preschools I can find in San Antonio to see if there’s anything there.”

“I’ll help,” Raleigh volunteered immediately.

“I can’t release the records to you. You’re not in law enforcement, Raleigh.”

“This is bullshit, Dylan!” Raleigh stood up, dropping her phone on the sofa.

“Hey, what’s going on?” Ada asked, walking through the still-open door. “Everything okay in here?”

“It’s fine,” Dylan said.

“You sure?”

“Dylan, she’s there,” Raleigh said, tears forming in her eyes.

“I know this is hard…”

“You can’t know how hard this is!” Raleigh said louder than was necessary.

“Hey, she’s trying to find–”

“Ada, it’s okay,” Dylan interrupted her wife, who was likely about to defend her.

“I’m sorry,” Raleigh said to them both. “God, I’m so sorry. You’ve done nothing but try to help me. You’ve asked for nothing, and we’re so close to finding her. I’m sorry. I’m just freaking out.”

“I know,” Dylan said calmly.

“Dylan has this calming tea she makes me drink when I get a little heated. I’ll make a cup for you,” Ada offered, giving Raleigh an empathetic smile. “Okay?”

“Thanks, but I’m okay,” Raleigh replied. “I just don’t know how to do this.”

“Water, then. I’ll be right back,” Ada said, turning to go.

“Babe, can you just give us a minute?” Dylan requested.

“Yeah, sorry. I heard yelling, so I came running.”

“I’m sorry,” Raleigh said again.

Ada reached for her hand, took it, and gave it a squeeze.

“It’s okay. I just don’t like it when people yell at my wife. Only I’m allowed to do that.” Ada winked at her before she let go of her hand and left them alone in the office.

That moment of levity allowed Raleigh to gather herself, and she said, “Dylan, thank you.”

“It’s just going to be a little longer, okay?”

“What if it’s not her?” she asked, allowing herself to really think about that question for the first time.

“We’ll keep looking until we find her.”

Raleigh sat back down and said, “You’re the only one who’s found any leads so far. And I can’t expect you to work on this forever. You’re not even getting paid.”

“I worked Noah’s case until we found him.”

“He’s your wife’s brother,” Raleigh said, wiping tears from her cheeks.

“And Eden is your daughter. Everyone who’s missing out there belongs to someone in some way. I can’t help them all, but I can help you find your daughter.”

“So, what do I do, then?”

“Go home,” Dylan told her. “There’s nothing you can do to help. That’s me being honest, Raleigh. Just wait for me or the FBI to call, and we will call. I’ll tell you what we find in Alabama as soon as I know, and I’ll keep you updated on San Antonio.”

“Okay,” Raleigh relented. “I guess there’s nothing else to say, then.”

◆◆◆

Raleigh didn’t call Hollis on the way home nor once she got there. She knew that if she did, Hollis would just tell her to come over or that she’d go to Raleigh’s house and spend the night with her there. Hollis needed to be alone with her mother, though, and Raleigh needed to be alone in her misery, impatience, and tears. She cooked herself a dinner for one and sat in the living room eating it, trying to focus on anything other than her daughter. When a commercial advertising an upcoming episode of Kenna’s show came on, she turned the TV off. Hearing about someone else’s tragedy was the last thing she needed right now. Being reminded of her own was up there on that list, too, so she just did the dishes and went into her office to work. Thankfully, while she was out, she’d gotten two messages from possible clients requesting a meeting to talk about her services. She sent them her calendar to book times and closed the computer, unable to do anymore.

Hollis texted right before Raleigh was about to take a shower, and she replied that everything was fine, but that she was about to shower and would call her later. Then, she took a long, hot shower and emerged feeling just as miserable as when she’d climbed into it. Walking down the hall, she entered Eden’s room and fell onto her daughter’s bed. Despite Raleigh having not washed the bed set since before that day, Eden’s scent wasn’t there any longer; it just smelled a little of dust now. She cried into Eden’s pillow as she contemplated packing up, getting into her car, and driving straight to San Antonio, but she talked herself out of it because, unfortunately, Dylan was right, and she just had to wait.

“Hey. You sound like you’ve been crying,” Hollis noted when Raleigh called her back while still lying on Eden’s bed.

“I’m fine,” she lied.

“Babe, what’s going on? Did therapy not go well?”

“I forgot I even went to therapy,” she said, laughing a little.

“You forgot? What–” Hollis paused. “What happened? Did something come up with Eden?”

Raleigh told Hollis everything she knew then, which wasn’t much.

“I’ll head over.”

“No, it’s okay,” Raleigh said. “Stay with your mom.”

“The nurse is–”

“You and I both know it has nothing to do with the nurse being there, Hollis. I’ll be fine. I think I’m just going to sleep in Eden’s room tonight, and there’s not really room for you in this toddler bed.”

“I miss you,” Hollis said.

“I miss you, too,” she replied.


CHAPTER 38

Olivia had been asleep for a few hours already, so when Hollis went in to feed her, she thought it would be okay to wake her up. The nurse should be doing this, but Hollis didn’t mind, and it gave her a few minutes with her mom before she would inevitably fall asleep again.

Hollis had missed Raleigh the previous night, and she hadn’t thought it possible to miss someone after only a few hours away from them. In her previous relationships, she’d never missed them like this. In fact, she’d enjoyed having some space at times. When someone was there, wherever they were, there was an expectation that they would do something together or make conversation, and sometimes, Hollis just wanted to read or be alone. Now, she was in love with a woman whom she’d struggled to spend a few hours apart from.

“Do you think I’m too clingy?” she asked her mother after she finished feeding her.

“What?” her mom asked back softly.

“With Raleigh. It was hard, being away from her last night. And when I was in Vancouver, I hated not sleeping next to her.”

“Oh, honey. It’s new.”

“I know. But she needed to be alone last night, and I was so tempted to go over there…” Hollis sat on the bed next to her mom.

“That’s normal.” Olivia smiled. “And I’m sure Raleigh would have wanted to be with you, too.”

“She said she did.”

“Then, she did,” Olivia replied.

Hollis took in her mom’s color, which was paler than usual.

“Should I let you sleep?”

“No, I want to talk to you,” Olivia said, moving her hand slowly to place on top of Hollis’s. “And if you’re worried about wanting too much of Raleigh’s time, I’d suggest you just talk to her. Then again, she’s been here nearly every hour of every day since you two started dating, Hollis. She has…” Olivia needed a minute to catch her breath. “She has her own house. She could’ve been there every day.”

“I know.” Hollis sighed. “I guess what I’m really worried about is what happens when she gets Eden back. I’m saying when now because I’m trying to be optimistic.”

“That’s good. Raleigh needs some optimism,” Olivia said.

“She knows it doesn’t change anything for me; I can’t wait to meet Eden.”

“You’re worried it will change things for Raleigh?”

“It has to. I know I’ll understand, but I also know that Eden’s her daughter, and kids come first. I don’t want to be jealous of a four-year-old, especially one that’s been through so much. I want to be there for Raleigh and make sure she knows she can take whatever time she needs.”

“But you’ll miss her,” Olivia replied.

“I’ve gotten used to her being around all the time.” Hollis shrugged a shoulder.

“One thing your father and I never had was good communication,” Olivia shared. “I had no idea he was struggling with things at first. He never confided in me. When we finally did…” Olivia took a breath. “Talk about it, it was too late. Our marriage was… too far gone.”

“Let me get the nurse to get the oxygen,” Hollis said, noticing her mom was breathing harder than usual.

She didn’t wait for a reply, left the room, and returned with the day nurse, who hooked Olivia up to the oxygen cannula.

“Let’s get this turned on for you,” the kind nurse said, adjusting the canister next to Olivia’s bed. “Is that better?”

“Yes, thank you,” Olivia replied.

The nurse turned to Hollis and said, “She should be on this all the time.”

“She doesn’t like it,” Hollis replied.

“She can hear you,” Olivia stated. “And I’m stubborn. Don’t blame my daughter.”

The nurse just smiled in Olivia’s direction, squeezed Hollis’s arm, and left the room.

“Hollis?”

“Yeah?” she asked, sitting back down on the side of the bed.

“Will you remember something for me?”

“What?”

“Whenever this thing takes me, you remember that none of this is your fault.”

“Mom…”

“You feel guilt for going to work, for being with Raleigh, for taking time for yourself, for hiring nurses to help take care of me, and you shouldn’t. I’m sick. There was nothing more you could’ve done for me. I need you to remember that.”

“Mom, I–”

“Hollis, I’m serious, honey.”

Hollis nodded, knowing that her mother needed to see her agree.

“You don’t take any of your anger or guilt and use it to stop… what you’re doing now,” Oliva added.

“What? I don’t understand.”

“Don’t be mad at Raleigh because you blame her for showing up when I was sick. She showed up for a reason. And you love her. Don’t take any anger out on her.”

“I won’t. Why would–”

“Because people do it. Don’t do it with her. She will be there after I’m gone. She loves you. She showed up at just the right time because I got to see you so happy with someone, and I’m so grateful, Hollis. I can’t believe I got to have you back, and I get to see you so happy with Raleigh. You’re supporting each other through the hardest times, and that’s important. Never forget that.”

Hollis’s eyes filled with tears, and she said, “Mom, I won’t. But you should rest now.”

“When you visit your father, you tell him that I forgive him.”

“What?” Hollis wiped at her eyes.

“You tell him that, Hollis. And you remember that too: I forgive him.”

“Mom, he–”

“I know what he did. But it’s too hard to hold on to the anger and the sadness. I want to let it go.” She gripped Hollis’s hand.

“I don’t think I can forgive him,” Hollis said honestly.

“You can and you should, but that’s for you to decide on your own.”

“He barely takes responsibility,” Hollis argued.

“He will. And when he does, it will be… up to you to decide then if that’s… what you needed to forgive him. Just don’t let what he did inform how you… spend the rest of your life.”

“I’m trying not to, but it’s hard,” Hollis said.

“I know, honey.”

“What do I even say to him?”

“You tell him how you feel, how what he did changed you, and you let him have it if you need to, Hollis, but don’t hold on to that anger. It will tear through your life if you let it. I don’t want you to let it. Raleigh is a good person, and she deserves the real you. Eden will, too.”

“I don’t know how much I’ll be in her life at first,” Hollis replied.

“You’ll be there. Raleigh will need some time with her up front, I’m sure, but she won’t forget about you. I have a feeling that one day, Eden could be calling you her stepmom.”

“That’s a long way off if it–”

“Allow a mother to dream, Hollis,” Olivia interrupted.

Hollis smiled and said, “Okay. Let’s dream. What else do you think?”

“That you’ll be a great mom. You’ll read to Eden all of your favorite books until she starts reading them on her own. You’ll color with her and be with Raleigh when you two teach her how…” Olivia coughed. “How to ride a bike. You’ll be proud when you take the training wheels off and watch her get a ribbon for the first time at school.”

“You never got to do that with me,” Hollis said softly, letting the tears fall.

“In my mind, I did,” Olivia replied, looking skyward. “In my heart, I was always with you, Hollis. I was always watching out for you, there for your accomplishments, holding you when you fell and skinned your knee and when you had your heart broken for the first time. I taught you how to cook and how to garden. You told me all about the books you read and left them on my table to read when you were done. We had all of those moments together.”

“Mom…” Hollis held onto her mother’s hand tightly.

“You do all of that for Eden, okay?”

“She’s Raleigh’s daughter, Mom. I–”

“And if you two have another child, you do that for them.”

“Mom…”

“Hollis, don’t plant the roses. You won’t be able to keep up with them. Sunflowers. Plant sunflowers. They’re my favorites, and you can handle them. You just need to remember that they’ll bring bees, so try to keep the kids away from them.”

“Mom, I don’t have kids,” Hollis reminded.

“You should support them.”

“What? Who?”

“The sunflowers. They need supports.”

“Okay. I’ll remember that.”

“Hollis?”

“Yeah?”

“Baby, I need you to go now.”

“You’re tired? You want to sleep?”

“No, baby. I’m tired, and it’s time to go.”

“What?” Hollis stood up. “Nurse!” she yelled.

“I don’t want you to be here when I go, Hollis.”

“I’m not leaving you.”

The nurse rushed into the room.

“Something’s wrong,” Hollis told her quickly because she didn’t know what else to say.

“I love you,” her mom said. “I love you, baby.”

Hollis knelt by the side of the bed and held on to her mom’s hand with both of hers. The nurse tried to move around her, but Hollis didn’t budge.

“You remember…” Olivia said and closed her eyes.

“Do something!” Hollis yelled at the nurse who was taking vitals.

“There’s nothing to do, honey,” the nurse replied, placing her hand on Hollis’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

“CPR.”

“Hollis, she has a DNR,” the nurse explained.

“Mom, come on…” Hollis said, shaking her hand. “Wake up.”

But her mother didn’t say anything, and she didn’t wake up. Hollis could see her chest rising and falling, but even with the oxygen, she knew it was beginning to slow, and it wouldn’t be long before it stopped altogether.

“No, we were supposed to have more time,” Hollis managed out, letting the tears fall. “Mom, please.”

“I’ll leave you alone,” the nurse said and quietly left the room.

“I don’t want to be alone. I’ve been alone my whole life,” she stressed. “Mom, don’t leave me alone yet. I need to know about sunflowers,” she said and kissed the hand she was holding, knowing there was nothing else to be done.

“Mom, I’ll remember, okay? If you can hear me, I’ll remember everything you taught me.” Hollis began to sob. “You don’t have to worry anymore. I’m going to be okay.” She kissed her mom’s hand again and added, “And I’ll dream for you now, okay?”

Then, she watched as her mom’s chest fell and didn’t rise again.

“No!” she let out, watching and waiting for her mom to take a breath. “Mom?! Mom?!”

When nothing happened, Hollis lowered her head to the bed and cried until she felt someone behind her, hugging her as they stood and Hollis knelt.

“I am so sorry,” Raleigh said. “I’m so sorry, baby. I’m here.”

And Hollis cried harder.


CHAPTER 39

Raleigh had helped Hollis however she could, offering to make the necessary calls for her, help with the choices for the arrangements, and, most importantly, just be there to hold her when she broke down. Hollis had moments where she’d appear to be fine, and she would walk around the house, trying to figure out where her mother had stored important documents and keep her mind focused on that task until it was complete. Then, she’d go catatonic and would stare into space, not moving. At first, Raleigh had let her remain that way for as long as she needed to. After a couple of days, though, she’d noticed a pattern: right after the staring came the uncontrollable sobbing, and after that, the anger would appear. So, Raleigh would just sit with her, and when the tears started to form, she’d pull Hollis into her and hold on as the woman let go. By doing that, she’d managed to help – or, at least, she hoped she’d helped – Hollis through the tears and the feeling that she’d missed out on so much with her mother.

The funeral was supposed to be a small one, but it was anything but. Olivia had had a book with names and addresses, but it hadn’t looked touched for years, so Raleigh hadn’t been sure any of the people in it would show up. The obituary had run in the paper, though, and they’d made a few calls. Apparently, either people still read papers, or they’d just called each other about Olivia’s death because over one hundred people had shown up for her. Dylan and Ada were among them, which surprised Raleigh, but she was so grateful. Kenna and Ripley, along with their daughter Aaliyah, were there as well. Even Sandy from Vancouver flew in for Hollis, which only showed Raleigh that while Hollis hadn’t felt all that connected to the people around her, she’d still managed to make friends.

The funeral was in the church Olivia had gone to for years when she’d still been able to attend, and people had to stand because it was so small. Detectives who had tried to find Hollis were there to pay their respects, as were all of the support group members, including Molly, who had likely arranged for all of them to be there. People had shown up for Hollis and her extraordinarily strong mother, and Raleigh would forever be grateful in a way she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to express.

“How’s she doing?” Ada checked after the service. “Ridiculous question; I know.”

“She’s doing the best she can,” Raleigh replied, looking over at Hollis, who was talking to some people Raleigh didn’t recognize.

“We’re here for you if you need anything,” Dylan said.

“Thank you. I think she’s just going to need time.”

“In the obit, it mentioned that she loved sunflowers. I hope that’s true because that’s what we sent,” Ada told her.

“It is,” Raleigh replied, smiling warmly. “Thank you.”

“Well, we should get going,” Dylan spoke again and took Ada’s hand. “We just wanted to pay our respects.”

“Thank you. This means a lot to me and to Hollis.”

Dylan and Ada both nodded and left the cemetery they’d gone to after the church service. Hollis hadn’t wanted a showing or anything back at her mother’s house. Raleigh had offered to host at her own, but Hollis had been insistent, so Raleigh had backed off. Now, people were saying their goodbyes and condolences at the cemetery.

Raleigh walked back over to Hollis just as Kenna, Ripley and Aaliyah approached her.

“We’ve got to hit the road,” Kenna said to Hollis.

“Thank you for coming. I really appreciate it.”

“Of course,” Kenna replied. “Even if you and I hadn’t formed a friendship, Hollis, I loved your mother. Olivia had the kind of strength I only hope I can possess half of. She was an inspiration to parents going through the same thing, and I’ll always be grateful for knowing her.”

Hollis was doing a good job of holding in her tears, likely feeling like she needed to put on a brave face, but Raleigh knew they’d fall later, and she’d be there to hold her.

“I’m sorry about your mom,” Aaliyah said as Ripley stood behind her with both hands on her daughter’s shoulders.

“Thank you, sweetie,” Hollis said, smiling at the little girl.

“Mom said she was awesome,” Aaliyah noted.

“I did say that,” Kenna added, laughing a little at her daughter.

“She was awesome,” Hollis agreed.

When the three of them left, Hollis stood still and waited. More people came up to her to pay their respects, including Sandy, until finally, it was just Hollis, Raleigh, and Olivia.

“What do you need?” Raleigh asked, taking Hollis’s hand.

“I need to go. I can’t watch them put her in the ground,” Hollis replied.

“Okay. Let’s go home, babe.”

“I can’t go to her house,” Hollis told her.

“My place, then?” Raleigh suggested.

“Yes, please.”

“Can we stop by your mom’s house to get you some stuff? You don’t have to go in, but I think there’s something you should see.”

Hollis nodded reluctantly and they drove in silence over to Olivia’s house. The church service had been lovely, and there had been arrangements along with an enlarged photo of Olivia taken before the cancer next to the casket, but Raleigh had made a request of the church, and they’d been able to accommodate it.

“Will you trust me?” she asked Hollis when they arrived.

“It’s okay, Raleigh. I’m fine. I just don’t want to spend the night here yet.”

“Okay. Let’s go.”

They got out of the car, made their way to the house, and Raleigh unlocked and opened the door. Hollis walked in first and then stopped. Raleigh knew why.

“Oh, my God,” Hollis said.

Raleigh moved in beside her, letting the door close on its own.

“People wanted to pay their respects, so they sent her favorite flower,” she explained.

In the living room alone, there were over thirty potted sunflowers or bouquets of them that Raleigh had put into water that morning while Hollis had been sleeping at her house. Hollis had been taking sleeping pills to get through the tough nights, so Raleigh had known she wouldn’t wake up if she left for a bit. When the flowers had begun pouring into the church, they hadn’t had enough room for them, but knowing they’d be sent home with Hollis anyway, Raleigh had asked that they be taken to the house the day before since Hollis was staying with her.

“There are more in the kitchen, and I put some in her room, too.”

Hollis turned to her and asked, “How many are there?”

“I counted over a hundred,” she replied. “Most are from people who’d been at the funeral, but some are from the ones who couldn’t make it. Some of the cards weren’t in envelopes, so I was able to read them. Your mom helped a lot of people, Hollis.”

“What do you mean?”

“I think you should read the cards when you’re ready, but she helped people who went through what she was going through. They’re very grateful to her.”

“I didn’t know that,” Hollis said, tears welling in her eyes.

Raleigh took her hand and asked, “Do you want to see the rest of them?”

“Yeah,” Hollis said.

After they walked around the house, with Raleigh pointing out some of the ways she had to get creative with water vessels for the plants, they left with more clothes for Hollis and the stack of cards for her to read when she was ready to take it all in.

“You used the toothbrush holder?” Hollis said, laughing a little.

It was the first time Raleigh had heard her laugh in a week.

“I leaned the flower against the wall. You didn’t have enough vases, and I’d already used the pots and pans.”

Hollis laughed again, and this time, as they drove to Raleigh’s house, she took Raleigh’s hand instead of it being the other way around recently. Hollis had stayed over since that day. Raleigh preferred it. She wanted to keep an eye on her. The conversation that they’d had weeks ago with Olivia’s lawyer had been beneficial because it meant that Hollis didn’t have to deal with legalities just yet; she already knew that her mom had left the house and the old car that sat in the garage to her. Hollis would have to sell the car for parts because it hadn’t run in years. The house, though, Raleigh knew, Hollis wasn’t sure what to do with yet.

“They’ll need new water,” Hollis said.

“I bookmarked an article on sunflower growth and maintenance for you, if you want to take a look at it.”

“Maybe later,” Hollis replied.

“Can I fix you something to eat?” Raleigh asked when they pulled into her garage.

“I’m not really hungry.”

“People cooked for you,” Raleigh revealed. “I have casseroles for days in my freezer.”

“They did?” Hollis asked, looking over at her. “Mom must have told them I’m not a cook.”

“I think it’s the human way of saying that there are no words to express sorrow like this, so we send flowers and food and hope they help in some small way.”

“They sent her sunflowers, Raleigh.” Hollis gave her a half-smile.

She smiled back at her, and they went inside. Raleigh pulled out a piece of one of the pies she’d been given for Hollis in hopes that Hollis would at least eat this if nothing else. Then, she also made her a cup of tea that would help her sleep and headed to her bedroom, where she found Hollis curled up on her side, facing away from the door. Raleigh walked around to check on her and was surprised to find her not coiled up in tears but actually asleep. The first couple of nights had been rough. Hollis hadn’t slept at all, despite the sleeping pills the nurse had suggested Raleigh pick up at the drugstore. Exhaustion had finally taken her, though, and Raleigh was happy for it. She returned to the kitchen, rewrapped the pie for later, and decided to sip on the calming tea herself as she tried to get some work done.

Her office was a mess because she’d been helping Hollis with arrangements in it instead of working there, so she decided to take her computer to the living room and reach out to her clients at least, thanking them for their patience while she dealt with a loss in the family. That was all the information she’d given them, but it was important to her that she begin to share these things with them. Financially, she needed all of her clients and a couple more, but they were also good people, and she was starting to wonder if she should’ve told them about Eden from the beginning. They likely would’ve been understanding and even supportive, but it had been such a shock to her; she hadn’t known how to tell them that her work would likely suffer because her daughter was missing without making it sound like an excuse. And Raleigh didn’t want to ever use her daughter’s disappearance as an excuse.

She sent the emails she needed to and checked on Hollis, who was stirring, meaning she’d wake up soon. Raleigh unwrapped the pie, made new tea, and went back into her room, where she found Hollis with her tired eyes open.

“I brought you pie and tea, not shitty diner coffee.”

Hollis smiled at her and said, “Thank you.”

“Will you at least eat this for me?”

“Yeah,” Hollis said, sitting up.

As Raleigh passed Hollis the small plate and put the tea on the bedside table, she heard her phone ring from where she’d left it on the table in the living room.

“I’ll be right back, okay?” She kissed Hollis’s forehead.

“Raleigh?”

“Yeah?”

“I love you,” Hollis said.

Raleigh smiled wide and replied, “I love you, too.”

Then, she went to the living room, where she picked up her phone, which showed that Dylan was calling.

“Hi,” she said into the phone.

“Raleigh?”

“Yeah?”

“Are you sitting down?”

“What?” she asked, her body moving to sit on the sofa of its own accord. “Why are you asking me that, Dylan?”

“Because we found her. We found Eden. It’s her.”

“What?” she said and cupped her hand over her mouth in disbelief.


CHAPTER 40

Hollis watched Raleigh get ready. Hollis was already dressed in a pair of jeans and a comfortable green sweater. She had her shoes on, her purse over her shoulder, and she was holding on to Raleigh’s jacket to put it on her, but Raleigh had gone back into the bedroom to change her shirt for the fifth time. At this rate, they’d be late, but Hollis didn’t want to rush her. How was one supposed to dress when they saw their four-year-old daughter for the first time in over a year?

“Is this okay?” Raleigh asked, wearing a cream-colored long-sleeved sweater now.

“Babe, you look perfect,” Hollis told her, hoping this was helpful. “Can I put this on you now and we go?”

“Yeah, we can go. I used to wear this shirt a lot. Do you think she’ll remember?”

“Yes, I do,” she replied as she put Raleigh’s jacket on for her. Then, she wrapped her arms around Raleigh from behind and rested her chin on her shoulder. “Let’s go now so that she can see you in it.” She kissed Raleigh’s cheek.

“Okay.”

It had now been a week since Olivia’s funeral and the phone call from Dylan. Hollis had snapped out of her grief the moment Raleigh came rushing into the bedroom asking if they could go to the police station. She’d both welcomed the good news and the distraction. Today, she was driving them to the psychologist’s office, which was where Dylan and the FBI agent they’d talked to had recommended they meet with Eden because seeing Raleigh for the first time in a police station would’ve been difficult for the little girl who had already been through so much.

Thankfully, Hollis had been at every meeting and on speaker for every call, because Raleigh had been difficult to understand when she’d given Hollis news about Eden of any kind. Raleigh’s words would run together a lot, or she’d leave important information out in retelling, so Hollis had to be the one to act, which made her feel useful and was a good thing because waiting a whole week from the phone call to this moment had been torture for Raleigh and she’d needed Hollis to be there for her.

They’d found Eden outside of San Antonio. First, they’d found the woman who had taken her due to some city records that had her using her first and middle name as her last name. It was a common name, so there weren’t any guarantees, but they’d followed up and surveilled, and when they saw her walking with Eden to a park, they’d taken the chance and grabbed up a popsicle stick the woman had discarded for Eden. The DNA had been rushed, and it came back with a match.

Then, they had to find a way to arrest the kidnapper with as little confusion and trauma for Eden as possible, so they’d waited until it was likely that Eden was asleep and arrested the woman, taking Eden to a hospital to have her checked out first. She was healthy. She’d been taken care of and, thankfully, seemed to have no medical problems they needed to worry about. That had been two days ago. Then, Eden had spent time with a child psychologist in Texas who’d done her best to explain what was happening to a four-year-old who was confused. She’d be present with Eden as they’d brought her to meet with Raleigh to help with the transition.

Now, Hollis and Raleigh were sitting in Raleigh’s car in the parking lot of a different psychologist’s office that they were borrowing for the day.

“What do I say to her?” Raleigh asked softly, and this wasn’t the first time she’d asked Hollis this question. “She’s inside there right now. I haven’t seen her in over a year, but I’m sitting here, frozen, because I don’t know what to say to my own daughter.”

Hollis took her hand and said, “Babe, everything is going to be fine. You don’t have to say a perfect thing. You just have to give her time. Remember what the psychologist said on the phone?”

“Yeah, that I have to be patient.”

“So, that’s the most important thing. Everything else will fall into place.”

Raleigh nodded.

As they exited the car, Hollis worried for her, though. The psychologist had asked Eden questions about her mom, but the girl had only referred to the woman who’d stolen her, so there was a good chance Eden wouldn’t remember Raleigh. Hollis wasn’t sure how any mother would handle their own child not recognizing them, but she resolved herself to that possibility and to helping Raleigh however she could.

She held the lobby door open for Raleigh, who walked immediately to the elevators and pressed the button for the third floor. There were no officers or agents there. This was just for Raleigh and Eden. Raleigh took Hollis’s hand when they climbed inside and started moving.

“I am so in love with you,” Raleigh stated.

Hollis turned to her, surprised at the comment.

“I just want you to know that,” Raleigh continued. “Nothing will change that. This will be hard, and we’re already going through hard with your mom, Hollis. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” Hollis said, pressing her lips quickly to Raleigh’s as the elevator doors opened.

There was an empty desk at reception, with no one else but them in the room. Then, a door to their right opened, and a woman with a wide smile greeted them.

“Hello. You must be Eden’s mom.”

“Yes,” Raleigh replied. “This is my girlfriend, Hollis.”

“Hi, Hollis,” the woman replied. “I’m Dr. Terry McGraw. Eden is inside the playroom. She’s coloring and is in good spirits, considering everything.”

“She’s coloring?” Raleigh asked, smiling.

“She stole the green crayon from me,” Dr. McGraw replied, laughing a little.

“Green,” Raleigh said softly.

Hollis squeezed her hand.

“She understands somewhat of what happened, but not everything,” Dr. McGraw shared. “And while I’ve tried to make mention of you, you need to know that there’s a chance she won’t remember you or that she might not understand that you’re her mother.”

“I know,” Raleigh replied, nodding.

“Hollis, would it be all right if I requested you to stay out here at first?” Dr. McGraw asked.

“Of course,” Hollis replied.

“I want you in there with me,” Raleigh said, pulling Hollis into her side.

“Babe, it’s not about what we want. It’s about what Eden needs. I can wait out here. You yell for me, though, and I’ll come running, okay?”

Raleigh nodded reluctantly and said, “Okay. What do I do?”

“I need to go to the bathroom, Dr. Terry,” a small voice said then.

The doctor turned, and Raleigh and Hollis both moved to look beyond her. Standing there, in the open doorway, was Eden Leonard.

“Hi, Eden,” Dr. McGraw said warmly. “We can get you to the bathroom. Would you maybe like to say hello to my friends first?” She motioned to Raleigh and Hollis.

Hollis worried. This was clearly not part of the plan. Would it be too overwhelming for the little girl? Should Hollis back up and move behind Raleigh so that Eden could focus on her mom and not a stranger?

“Mommy?” the little voice said, surprising them all.

Raleigh’s hands went to cover her mouth, but she managed a nod. She removed them quickly, realizing she needed to say something.

“Yes, baby,” she said as tears rolled. “It’s Mommy, Eden.”

“Mommy?” Eden said again, but this time, a little smile broke on her face.

While Raleigh stood still, Hollis marveled at her strength because she knew Raleigh wanted to rush toward her daughter and pull her into the tightest hug.

“Eden, you remember your mommy?” Dr. McGraw asked.

Eden nodded rapidly and said, “She told me she was my mommy. I cried.”

“Oh, baby,” Raleigh let out, and Hollis watched her kneel on the floor and hold out her arms.

It took a moment, maybe the longest of Raleigh’s life, ever since she couldn’t find Eden in the park, but Eden walked to her and stood in front of her for another second. Then, she moved into Raleigh’s now-outstretched arms.

◆◆◆

“I should go, Raleigh,” Hollis said once they’d arrived at Raleigh’s house with Eden in the kid’s car seat in the back. “I’ll call a car to take me home.”

“What? No,” Raleigh objected. “I don’t want you to go.”

“You need to have time with just her,” Hollis replied. “You can call me tonight.”

“Hollis, I…”

“I know,” Hollis said, taking her hand over the center console. “I know. It’s okay. I’ll be here when you’re ready.”

◆◆◆

Raleigh had called her that night, and they’d talked for over an hour about Eden’s first night back at home. It would be hard for the little girl to readjust. Appointments would be made with a local child psychologist, time would be spent just mother and daughter, and Eden’s bedroom would be updated for a four-year-old who liked to read now as well as color. Eventually, Eden would also be enrolled in preschool to get reacclimated, but for now, Raleigh would keep her at home with her, and they’d get to know one another together again.

Hollis had returned to her mother’s house, which was no easy task, but she knew she needed this, too. Most of the sunflowers had been given to an assisted living facility for their residents, but Hollis had kept a few of them for herself as well. She’d spent the week after Eden had returned home in the backyard, clearing the garden to make room for them, and she’d cleaned the house from top to bottom, with the exception of her mother’s room. All of the reminders of Olivia’s sickness had been removed, but Hollis hadn’t touched anything else. As she lay on her mom’s bed, breathing in her scent on the pillow, she let her tears fall, wishing Olivia had made it just two more weeks because she could’ve met Eden. When Hollis then caught a glance of a photo on the dresser of herself with her mother – one of the few they’d taken with Hollis as an adult – she saw her mother’s smile and knew something she hadn’t known before.

“You sent her back to us, didn’t you?” she asked the room, knowing that somehow, her mother had helped bring Eden back to Raleigh. “I’ll remember, Mom,” she added.

Later that day, she decided to attempt her mother’s chicken recipe and planned to go shopping for the ingredients she’d need. As she looked at the recipe card in her mom’s handwriting, she smiled, and then her phone rang.

“Hey,” she said to Raleigh.

“Hi, beautiful,” Raleigh said, sounding so very happy in just that one word. “What are you doing tonight?”

“I was going to take this new old car that I bought two days ago to the grocery store and pick up something to eat. Why?”

“Can you bring that new old car over here instead, and I’ll cook for you?”

“Really?” Hollis checked. “I’m not pressuring you, Raleigh. You two can take–”

“I want you to spend time with her, Hollis,” Raleigh interrupted. “I already told her about you. I’m not sure she understands what ‘girlfriend’ means, but she at least knows you’re an important person in my life.”

“I can come over?”

“Oh, babe… You can come over anytime. Will you tonight, though?”

◆◆◆

“Your name is funny,” Eden said.

“Eden!” Raleigh laughed.

“It is funny,” Hollis replied to the little girl as they sat at Raleigh’s table and ate dinner.

“My name was Emily,” Eden shared. “But I knew it wasn’t.”

Hollis couldn’t help but admire this four-year-old – she understood more at this age than Hollis had at thirty-five.

“Eden is such a pretty name,” Hollis told her.

“Can I go read?” Eden asked Raleigh out of the blue.

“Are you done eating?”

“Yes,” the girl said.

“Okay,” Raleigh replied, shaking her head.

Eden rushed off to her bedroom, leaving the two of them alone in the kitchen.

“She’s doing so well. Her therapist told me this week that he’s surprised but that I should just encourage her to be herself and tell me things when she’s ready. We knew the Emily thing, obviously, but then she told me about it herself yesterday.”

“Raleigh, it’s amazing. She’s amazing,” Hollis replied. “She’s a little you.”

Raleigh smiled as she leaned back in her chair and stared at Hollis.

“Will you stay over tonight?”

“It’s too soon, isn’t it?”

“I talked to her doctor about it yesterday. He said I should try to be as normal as I can around her. And you’re part of my normal, babe.”

“If you’re sure, I’d love that,” Hollis replied.

“I’m sure,” Raleigh said.

“I have a new book.” Eden came back into the kitchen, holding up a picture book for Hollis. “Mommy bought it for me.”

“She did, huh?” Hollis asked.

Without warning, Eden put the book on the table and climbed into Hollis’s lap. Hollis looked at Raleigh in fear. Raleigh smiled and shrugged.

“She’s precocious. Always has been,” Raleigh explained.

“It has dinosaurs,” Eden said, picking the book back up.

She opened it, and Hollis held on to her as Eden started to read and sound out some of the words she didn’t yet know. Raleigh watched them read together for a few minutes before she stood and started taking the plates to the sink to wash. She returned just as they finished the book, placing one hand on Hollis’s shoulder and the other on the back of Hollis’s neck, which she then started to massage.

“Can you go get ready for your bath?” Raleigh asked Eden.

“Can I read another book with Hollis?” Eden asked instead.

“After,” Raleigh replied, leaning down to kiss the top of Eden’s head and then Hollis’s cheek. “And one for you, too.”

Hollis blushed and said, “Thank you.”

After Eden’s bath, Hollis read a book to her this time, and Eden fell asleep with Raleigh sitting on the end of the bed, watching them. Managing to get out without waking the girl was a minor miracle, but they did it, and then it was time for them to talk. That was what Hollis thought, at least.

“So,” Hollis began. “I’ve been reading some articles on dating someone with a kid because I want to try to do–”

“Hollis?” Raleigh interjected softly once she’d closed the bedroom door.

“Yeah?” Hollis turned to her.

“Take a shower with me. Then, just hold me, okay? We don’t need articles; we just need each other, my love.” Raleigh wrapped her arms around Hollis’s neck and pulled her in. “Both of my girls are home now, and I’ve never been happier in my life.”


EPILOGUE

Raleigh pressed her hand to the shower wall and sucked on Hollis’s neck. As her fingers thrust inside, Hollis breathed hard into her ear.

“Almost,” Hollis told her. “God! Almost,” she added as she gripped Raleigh’s ass and pressed her closer against her. “I want you.”

“You have me. I’m right here. Come for me.”

“I want to be…” Hollis’s head went back against the shower wall next to Raleigh’s hand. “Inside…”

“You will,” Raleigh replied, smirking against Hollis’s neck as she came.

“Mommy!”

“Shit,” Hollis said, coming back down instantly and cupping her hand over her own mouth.

“It’s fine. I locked the door.”

The door opened.

“Shit,” Raleigh said this time, removing her fingers from inside her girlfriend and quickly trying to figure out what to do. “Hi, baby,” she said to Eden.

“I’m ready for breakfast. Can I have cereal?”

“Sure. Can you wait outside for me?” she requested, pressing Hollis against the wall, hoping Eden wouldn’t open the shower curtain.

“Can Hollis take me to school?”

Hollis went to respond on instinct, but Raleigh shook her head and smiled at her.

“You can ask her,” she said to Eden.

“Where is she? She’s not in the bedroom, the kitchen, or the living room. I looked,” Eden replied.

Hollis was trying to contain her laughter, so Raleigh pointed at her, turned, and pulled open the curtain just a little, making sure to only reveal her head.

“Maybe she’s in your room, waiting for you to ask her. Did you check there?”

“No,” Eden said.

“Okay. Go check and maybe get your backpack ready, okay? I’ll make you your cereal when I’m done.”

“Okay,” Eden replied before leaving the bathroom without closing the door behind her and then turning the corner.

Raleigh waited an extra second, climbed out of the shower, getting water all over the floor, closed and locked the door, and then got back inside, where Hollis burst out laughing.

“Where were we?” she said, attempting to kiss Hollis.

“I can’t.” Hollis continued to laugh. “She almost caught me mid-orgasm, Raleigh.”

“Yes. But now, I’d like to be mid-orgasm. You have to leave for work soon.”

“I’ll take her to school first,” Hollis told her, turning Raleigh around and pressing her to the wall as the water sprayed.

“Are you sure? It’s out of your way.”

“I’m sure. She asked for me. That’s a big deal,” Hollis replied, kissing Raleigh’s neck. “But if we don’t stop talking about it, I won’t have time for this.” She reached between Raleigh’s legs and stroked.

“Shutting up now,” Raleigh stated.

It had been a little over a year since Eden had been brought home and they’d lost Olivia. In that time, Eden had gone to therapy once a week, and Raleigh had made it work financially because it was for Eden. She’d picked up a few more clients and changed her benefits plan to include at least some of the appointments Eden would need. Raleigh had continued her own therapy as well but only went twice a month, feeling immeasurably better now that she had her daughter back.

The trial for Eden’s kidnapper wouldn’t likely begin for at least another year, but the woman was behind bars as she’d been denied bail, thankfully. While Eden had remembered Raleigh and had adjusted rather quickly when she’d returned, there was still a lot of lingering confusion she was dealing with. Therapy helped, and when the doctor thought it made sense, Raleigh often joined her sessions so that they could help her work through that together. Raleigh had kept her out of preschool, but when it had been time for kindergarten, she’d wanted Eden in school with other kids to make her world as normal as possible.

“Hey, am I taking you to school?” Hollis asked when she and Raleigh entered the kitchen to find Eden sitting at the table, attempting to pour her own milk. “Let me get that for you.”

Raleigh smiled because Hollis had caught Eden just before she’d been able to spill the milk all over the table instead of her bowl.

“Mom said I have to ask you,” Eden replied. “Will you take me?”

“Please,” Raleigh reminded.

“Right. Please.”

“Sure,” Hollis said. “Can I get your backpack for you, though, so you can eat, and we can go?” Hollis placed the milk on the table and ran her hand through Eden’s hair.

Raleigh smiled at how much Hollis loved her daughter and how much Eden seemed to love Hollis right back.

“I’m allowed to bring two books.”

“Did you pick them out?” Hollis asked.

“Yes, they’re on my bed,” Eden said.

“I’ll get them.” She kissed the top of Eden’s head as Eden dipped her spoon into her cereal. “Be right back.”

She winked at Raleigh, who took Eden’s cereal distraction as an opportunity to squeeze Hollis’s ass as she walked past her.

“Mommy?” Eden asked with cereal in her mouth.

“Eden, close your mouth to chew,” Raleigh told her, laughing at her daughter.

“Is Hollis coming to the show?”

Eden’s kindergarten class was performing a few songs over the weekend.

“Yes, she is. Why?”

“My teacher asked if both my mommies would be there,” Eden explained before she took another bite.

“You mean me and Hollis?” Raleigh checked, wanting to make sure Eden wasn’t talking about the woman who had pretended to be her mother for a year of her young life.

Eden nodded in response.

“Your teacher asked you that?”

“She asked if you would be there. I told her yes and that Hollis would be there, too, because I thought she would. She asked who Hollis was, so I told her.”

“You told her that Hollis is your other mommy?” Raleigh asked.

“Yes,” Eden replied, taking another bite of her cereal as if she’d said nothing important at all. “It’s okay to have two mommies. They said so at school.”

Raleigh laughed a little and said, “Yes, it is. It’s okay to have one mommy or one daddy or two mommies or two daddies or a mommy and a daddy or just a mommy or a daddy. Every family is different, and it’s all okay.”

“I’ve got two books and my backpack, so I’m going to go to school,” Hollis said as she reentered the room.

“Those are my books and my backpack,” Eden said.

“What? I thought they were mine. I have to go to school.”

“I go to school,” Eden said. “You go to work.”

Raleigh laughed at the teasing between them, looked over at Hollis, and mouthed, ‘I love you,’ to her. Then, she cleared the milk and the cereal box while Eden finished eating and Hollis sat down and talked to her about what she was going to learn in school today.

“Can we go to the library after school?” Eden asked as she slid the backpack over her tiny shoulders.

Eden listened as Hollis told her that they could go another time because Hollis was working, and then she’d come home to help Raleigh with dinner.

“I can sit and read,” Eden told her. “I’ll be good.”

“I know you will,” Hollis replied. “Another time. Maybe this weekend.”

“My show is this weekend,” Eden reminded.

“I know. We can go to the library during the day and then your show at night.”

It had been hard for Raleigh to let Eden out of her sight for months after she got back. When Eden was in the living room, Raleigh made sure all the doors were locked in the house and would just sit there, staring at her as Eden played. Eden knew Hollis worked at the library a town over from their own, and Eden, like Hollis, loved to read, but she didn’t understand that when Hollis was working, she couldn’t keep an eye on her there. Even though Raleigh had gotten a little better with her worry, it was still very much there, and Hollis knew that.

“Can I get a book from the grown-up section this time?” Eden asked.

“We’ll see, baby,” Hollis replied. “Are you ready? Kiss Mom goodbye.”

Eden gave her a quick kiss and a hug and returned to Hollis’s side.

“Hey, I get a kiss from you, too, right?” Raleigh said to Hollis.

“You can have a lot more than a kiss later, if you remember to lock the bedroom door,” Hollis whispered as she kissed her once on the cheek and then on the lips.

With that, they were gone. Hollis had her own child seat in her car now so that she could drive Eden, which freed up Raleigh sometimes to get more work in while Eden was in school. As she sat down in her office and opened her laptop to do just that, though, she thought about what Eden had said, and she decided it was time to start her search.

“Engagement rings,” she said to herself as she sipped her coffee.

◆◆◆

Hollis waited until Eden was in the classroom with the teacher and other kids, with the door closed between her and the room, before she left the school. She’d managed to find a job at a small library only about thirty minutes away from home, so while it was a little out of the way to take Eden to school, she jumped at the chance when she could.

She loved being in the car with Eden and listening to her talk about random things. Gone was her love of green dinosaurs. It had been replaced with the solar system, and she’d asked Hollis that morning if they could make one together with Raleigh this weekend. The kid had a lot of energy when she was talking about doing stuff, but Hollis knew they’d spend an hour at the library and then go to the show, and Eden would crash right after. Later, Eden would spend the rest of the weekend playing in the backyard, where Hollis and Raleigh had built her a swing set and the garden in honor of Olivia. It had sunflowers, to be sure, but they’d also planted vegetables and some herbs.

Eden liked learning about gardening along with Hollis, and Hollis liked that they were learning something together. She liked it so much that it had her thinking about the years she’d missed with Eden. She’d met her when the girl was four, but so much had happened before that. Hollis wished she could just go back in time somehow and have more of it with her. Well, she wished she could have more time with a few people, her mother included.

Eden and Raleigh had helped with Hollis’s grieving, but nothing could stop it. Finding a job at a library, moving in with Raleigh and Eden, and finally visiting her father, who was serving his sentence in the northern part of the state, had helped, too. She hadn’t forgotten what her mother had requested, and Hollis made sure to relay the message to her father.

“She forgave me?” he’d asked.

“Yeah.”

He’d sighed and then asked, “What about you? Do you forgive me?”

“I’m working on it,” she’d replied. “It would be a lot easier if you could actually admit that what you did was terrible and wrong and that you caused people, including your only child, pain because you couldn’t figure out something else.”

He’d nodded and said, “I’ll work on that, too.”

Hollis didn’t know what kind of relationship she’d have with him when he got out. Luckily, Eden was still young enough that she didn’t have to explain anything about her father. Eden did know about Olivia, though, and when they’d told her, she’d asked if Olivia had been like her grandmother. Raleigh had said yes, and that had made Hollis cry.

Since Raleigh was picking Eden up from school, Hollis stopped off to get them dinner. Leaving work, she’d texted Raleigh that she didn’t have the energy to cook, so Raleigh had requested she grab something from a restaurant near the library. Hollis also picked up two bunches of flowers from a street vendor at a light and parked in the driveway next to Raleigh’s car. Moving in together had happened more out of necessity than anything else, but they’d also both been ready for it. They’d talked to Eden beforehand, and her response had made them both laugh.

“Doesn’t she already live here?”

Hollis recalled that memory as she grabbed the bags to carry them inside the house. It had been about three months prior, and Eden was right to ask the question. Hollis had spent multiple nights each week at Raleigh’s house ever since her mother’s death. As much as Hollis had wanted to keep the house, she just couldn’t be there without her mom, so they’d talked about it and decided they were ready to live together. Hollis had packed up the house, dressed up the garden in the back, making sure to say a few words to her mom about the garden she’d make at her new house with Raleigh and Eden, and then, she’d moved in.

“Hey, babe,” Raleigh said with a smile when Hollis walked in the door. “What are those?” she asked.

“They’re flowers,” Hollis replied, passing Raleigh a bunch. “For you.”

“For me? Should I be worried you have another girlfriend?” She pointed at the other bunch in Hollis’s hand.

“It’s true: I have two girls in my life.”

“Hollis is home!” Eden yelled as she ran down the hallway toward Hollis.

“I am,” Hollis said. “And I got these for you.”

“Me?” Eden asked, surprised.

“One for you; one for your mom.”

“Cool,” Eden said. “What do I do with them now?”

Raleigh laughed and stood.

“Come on. Let’s put them in water while Hollis gets dinner ready.”

They walked into the kitchen, where Raleigh got a stool for Eden and showed her how she trimmed the flowers. Eden wasn’t old enough to use the adult scissors, so she just watched and asked questions. Hollis put out the food she’d picked up on the table and listened as Raleigh explained things.

“Mom, can we go out to the garden after dinner?” Eden asked.

“It’ll be too late,” Raleigh replied. “Tomorrow.”

“No, it won’t. We have lights.” Eden turned around on her stool and faced Hollis. “Mom, can we, please? I want to check the tomatoes.”

In that moment, Hollis realized that Eden was talking to her. Raleigh must have had the same realization because she stopped trimming and turned around. They both looked at one another as if silently asking each other what to do about this new development.

“Mommy Hollis?” Raleigh asked her.

Hollis nearly melted inside, and she nodded at Raleigh mostly, but Eden took that as a yes that they’d go out to the garden later, so they did. Raleigh and Hollis sat on a bench they’d bought at a garage sale and watched as Eden diligently checked the growing vegetables.

“Is it okay?” Raleigh asked, resting her head on Hollis’s shoulder.

“More than okay,” she replied, kissing the top of Raleigh’s head. “I was just thinking earlier about how I love how inquisitive she is and how much I wish I’d been around when she was born.”

“She just cried and pooped a lot, mostly,” Raleigh replied.

Hollis laughed and then said, “You did it all on your own.”

“Yeah.”

“Would you maybe want to do it with me this time?”

Raleigh lifted her head and looked at Hollis as if she had not been expecting that question.

“Or not,” Hollis added quickly.

“You want to have a baby?” Raleigh checked.

“I was thinking about it, yeah.”

“Really?” Raleigh said softly.

Hollis nodded.

“Babe, are you sure? We’re not exactly young, and we have a lot going on.”

“I know. It’s okay if it doesn’t happen. Hearing her call me that tonight for the first time, though, just made me feel like I love being part of this with you. I think I’d like to do it from the beginning.”

Raleigh smiled wide and nodded at her.

“Yeah?”

“Yes, but…”

“Oh, there’s a but?” Hollis teased.

“I want to be married first, Hollis.”

“Oh,” Hollis said.

“So, I was thinking that I could buy a ring and get down on one knee at some fancy destination or something, or I could skip the fancy place, and we could watch our daughter play in the garden dedicated to your mom, and I could ask you now.” Raleigh took Hollis’s hand. “I’ll save up for that ring I want to get you, but, Hollis, I love you. I love the life we’ve made in spite of everything. I love how you love Eden. I love how she’s somehow just like you, and it’s this mystery as to how that happened, but I like to think it’s magic and maybe your mother’s influence up there, too. I want you with us forever. Will you marry me, babe?”

Hollis stared into Raleigh’s eyes, which had tears in them, but she knew they were happy ones this time.

“Yes,” Hollis said softly.

“Mommy Hollis, the tomatoes are bigger than yesterday,” Eden said triumphantly as she bounded up the stairs.

“Prepare to be interrupted times two if we have another one,” Raleigh stated, kissing Hollis quickly. “We’ll do more of that later.”

“Can I go inside and color?” Eden asked.

“Sure, honey. We’ll be right in,” Raleigh replied.

When Eden opened the back door and ran inside the house, Hollis kissed Raleigh hard. She kissed her with everything she had because this was happening; she’d found her family.

“Save some of that for the bedroom,” Raleigh teased.

Hollis smiled, nodded, and said, “You know, my mom left me all these gifts; two for each year I was gone. I’ve opened some of them, but not all of them. I was thinking that maybe we could give some of them to Eden. I’m sure they’re old, but a lot of them are books, and she loves to read. Maybe we could give her one tonight and tell her it’s from my mom?”

Raleigh nodded and said, “Are you sure? She’s five. It could get destroyed.”

“Mom got it for a kid to read or play with. She knew what she was getting into. And I’d like Eden to have things from her.”

“Let’s give it to her, and we’ll get her to bed after her bath.” Raleigh pulled Hollis in for another quick kiss. “And, Hollis?”

“Yeah?”

“If we’re getting married, there should be a honeymoon,” Raleigh said, leaning in. “Honeymoon sex, babe.”

Hollis laughed, but as Raleigh pulled back, Hollis could tell that she was very serious.

“Small wedding. Save money. Nice honeymoon,” Raleigh listed, holding up one finger after the other. “We deserve a nice honeymoon.”

“We do,” Hollis agreed. “Can we get married at my mom’s church? They host same-sex weddings. I checked.”

“You did, did you?” Raleigh smiled. “When, exactly, did you do that?”

“About a month ago, right about when I bought you an engagement ring that’s currently under a pile of shirts in our closet.”

Raleigh’s eyes went wide.

“Yeah, let’s go. You should try it on now.”

“Why didn’t you ask me when you bought it?”

“I was waiting for the sunflowers to bloom,” Hollis replied. “I wanted my mom to be here for it.”

“Oh, babe. I ruined–”

“We’re outside in the garden. She’s here. I know it’s silly… She’s always with me. It was more symbolic than anything. But we were here, and Eden was, too, technically, so it was perfect. I love you, Raleigh.

“I love you, too,” Raleigh said. “I’ll take care of her,” she added as she looked skyward, and Hollis knew who she was talking to.

“We’ll take care of each other,” Hollis replied, kissing Raleigh’s lips once more. “Let’s get inside and see what she might have destroyed in five minutes.”

Raleigh laughed as they walked inside hand in hand and then into Eden’s room, finding the girl already asleep.

“We’ll give her the gift tomorrow,” Hollis whispered, tucking her in.

Raleigh pulled Hollis out of the room and into their own, where she closed the door and turned into Hollis’s arms, pulling her in for a long hug.

“Are you going to lock the door?” Hollis asked.

“I think I just want to hold you tonight. Is that okay?”

“That is always okay,” Hollis replied.
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