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1

P R O L O G U E

HANFORD, WASHINGTON
NOVEMBER 23, 1988

The November wind blew across the almost- barren plain, 
attempting to leach any warmth from the man’s black wool coat. 
He pulled the woolen balaclava higher on his nose and wished 
he’d worn goggles. The wind raised icy tears that blurred his 
vision.

Snow clung to the scant protection offered by basalt outcrop-
pings and meager shrubs.

The moon provided weedy light, enough to avoid the 
sagebrush and tumbleweeds, not enough to reveal the ground 
squirrels’ burrows. He’d fallen twice.

He paused for a moment to check his compass. He fig-
ured he’d covered about six of the eight miles. There was little 
chance he’d be detected. He’d approached the area by boat on 
the Columbia River, which flowed down the eastern side of the 
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remote facility in South Central Washington State. Though the 
site was massive—570 square miles— the roads were heavily 
patrolled. After all, the Hanford Nuclear Reservation was the 
largest producer of postwar nuclear weapons.

Hanford’s creation of the bomb dropped on Nagasaki, Japan, 
had provided the turning point in World War II. Afterward, the 
plant morphed into a Cold War arsenal against the Soviet Union 
until the last nuclear reactor finally shut down just a year ago.

He’d chosen the date carefully— Wednesday, the day before 
Thanksgiving. All the staff and workers would have left early in 
preparation for the holidays. Only a minimal number of employ-
ees would be working, and they’d not be inclined to venture into 
the frigid night.

Though he’d been on the Hanford Site since he’d left the 
river, his goal was the Hanford Tank Farms. The tanks held 53 
million gallons of the highest- level radioactive waste found in the 
United States. He would be targeting the SY Tank Farm, three 
double- shelled waste storage units built between 1974 and 1976, 
located at the 200 West site. The tanks at this location were each 
capable of holding 1.16 million gallons of nuclear waste.

He shifted the backpack slightly. The bomb, made with C-4, 
was safe enough from his jostling cross- country run. It took a 
detonator to set off the explosion, which he’d rig once the mate-
rials were in place.

The tanks themselves were built of one- foot- thick reinforced 
steel and concrete and had been buried under eight feet of dirt, 
but the hydrogen from the slurry had built up in these parti-
cular tanks to dangerous levels. He didn’t need to reach the tanks 
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themselves, only disable the exhaust vent and the temperature 
thermocouple assembly. He knew no maintenance work was 
going on around the tanks that might create a spark or heat, so 
chance of discovery was extremely slim.

He paused for a moment to catch his breath. He’d paddled 
down the treacherous icy river then jogged for miles, but his fury 
fueled his drive. In February of 1986, the Department of Energy 
had released nineteen thousand pages of documents describing 
the declassified history of the Hanford operations. Hints of a 
darker truth were written between the lines, and more evidence 
came out in the batch of documents released the following year. 
Everyone else would have missed it, but he’d been able to piece 
the sequence of events together.

They’d grown rich while he’d been discarded like so much 
trash.

Now was his time to get even.
He’d use the threat of the bomb to force the acknowledg-

ment of their role and his own innocence. Anything less than 
the possibility of a Chernobyl- sized disaster would lead to a gov-
ernmental cover up.

A massive press conference. Facts and figures. Undeniable 
evidence.

In the meantime, he’d personally take care of those directly 
responsible.

He increased his pace. Soon now.
He knew this part of the facility well.
He found the location he’d identified before, knelt beside the 

various ports, detectors, and vents, and swiftly assembled the 
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parts according to the bomb- maker’s directions. All that was left 
was the trigger mechanism. He’d placed it in a secure box inside 
his backpack.

The box was gone.
He ran his hands over the backpack again. Then again. Then 

a third time. It was gone. Did I forget to pack it? No. It was here in 
this backpack when he’d left home.

He broke out in a clammy sweat and rocked back on his heels. 
How could this have happened? Where had it dropped out? Could 
it be back in the boat? Somewhere on the ground between here 
and the river’s edge? Separated from him when he fell?

Calm down. He had a backup. Even if he didn’t find the 
trigger, all it would take is a reasonable- sized explosion on the 
surface to start the process.

If it took the rest of his miserable life, he’d carry out his plan. 
They wouldn’t get away with it. Not this time.
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O N E

SEPTEMBER 2015

Bam! Bam! An engine roared, growing louder, closer.
I glanced up from the shading technique I was demonstrat-

ing for my elementary- school art class.
A black Suburban was barreling across the parking lot 

directly at my classroom.
“Run!” I screamed.
The children didn’t hesitate, bolting for the door. I shoved the 

last boy outside toward the gym just as the Suburban smashed 
into the side of the building and plowed into the room. The port-
able classroom moved with a screech. Desks, chairs, books, glass, 
and chunks of the wall and ceiling exploded in a cacophony of 
sound and movement. Metal fragments, shattered glass, and 
hunks of wood pelted me. I found myself outside next to the gym 
doors, not knowing how I got there. I curled up and covered my 
head, praying nothing would crash down on me.
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Hissssssssss. The stench of an overheated engine and hot rub-
ber made me gag.

The crushed front of the Suburban had shoved the classroom 
into a covered storage shed before punching through the opposite 
wall. Fluids hissed and dripped from under the smashed hood, 
right beside me. The shed had collapsed onto the SUV.

I was shaking so hard I didn’t think I could get my legs to 
work. The children.

Don’t worry about the children. Someone will help them. 
Someone will help me. I just needed to stay put. I’m safe here.

But they wouldn’t respond to someone calling to them. I 
taught them to be cautious.

If I move, the roof will come down on me. I’ll be crushed. Stay 
put and be safe. Someone will come for me.

But my students are frightened. I need to help them. Heavenly 
Father, help me.

I placed my hands on the ground. White powder drifted 
down on my head. Carefully I crawled away from the SUV.

The beam shifted, sliding sideways.
My crawl became a scramble.
The beam shrieked as it slid across the metal desk holding 

it up.
I plunged, then rolled away.
The roof of the shed slammed against the ground, sending 

up more dust and powder.
Leaning against the school, I waited until I could catch my 

breath. The glass in the door to the gym beside me had shattered. 
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I couldn’t see anything of the driver. I slipped through the frame, 
wincing at the stabs of pain from the hurtled projectiles.

Ahead of me was a second door leading to the front of the 
school. A quick glance into the gym showed it empty. I was pretty 
sure the children had raced through both sets of doors, scattered, 
and found safety. I’d trained my class of first- through- third grad-
ers on what to do in case of an emergency or active shooter. The 
school board had rolled their eyes at me, assuring me that this 
was covered in the student handbook and that school shootings 
wouldn’t happen in a sleepy farming community like LaCrosse, 
Washington, population 330.

I’d finally convinced them. They allowed the drills and the 
self- defense class I offered on Tuesday evenings.

Fortunately, my art class was an after- school event, and the 
rest of the school was essentially empty. We met in a portable 
building because some of the classrooms were under repair for 
water damage.

I staggered outside. Mr. Parsons, the school maintenance 
man, rushed over to me.

“Samantha? Sam? Miss Williams? Are you all right? You’re 
bleeding. What happened?”

“Help me find the children first.”
“They’re fine. They ran as you taught them.” We looked 

around the manicured lawns in front of the school buildings.
“Olly olly oxen free!” I called out, voice shaking. I cleared my 

throat and tried again. “Olly olly oxen free!”
Slowly my class emerged from their hiding places. I counted 

them as they appeared. Please, Lord . . . Five, six, seven, eight . . . 
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nine. All present and accounted for. My stomach tightened on 
what could have happened, would have happened, if even one of 
them had paused to ask, Why run?

“Aren’t you supposed to just say ‘all clear’?” Mr. Parsons 
asked.

“I know the handbook says that, but anyone could access the 
emergency plans and use them against the children.”

Several of the children had tear- streaks running down their 
faces, but as soon as they caught sight of me, they started to giggle.

“Miss Williams, you’re all white!”
“You have stuff all over you!”
“You should see yourself!”
I looked down. I was indeed covered in a white powder, 

probably from the recently installed smashed Sheetrock and 
insulation. “Oh my. It looks like I’ve turned into the magical 
snowman.”

“Nooo!” The giggles grew louder. “It’s not winter!”
I bent forward to be on eye level with most of them. “Maybe 

I’ve become Belle, the white Great Pyrenees from Belle and 
Sebastien?”

“That’s a dog.” The giggles became high- pitched laughter.
I grinned at them. “How about Casper, the friendly ghost?”
The kids were now laughing so hard they couldn’t answer for 

a moment. Finally Bethany gasped out, “You’re not dead.”
Thank you, Lord. I straightened. “Well then, if I’m not a 

snowman, dog, or ghost, I must be Miss Williams, and you know 
what that means.” As they eagerly lined up, I said, “ ‘I am not 
afraid of storms . . .’ ”
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“ ‘.  .  .  for I am learning how to sail my ship,’ ” the children 
finished.

Leave it to children’s books. As they approached me, each one 
gave me a sign as to what type of interaction they wanted. Hands 
out to the side, a hug. Hand held up in the air, a high five. Closed 
hand, a fist bump. Right hand sideways, a handshake.

They all wanted hugs.
So did I.
Bethany was the last in line. I tried not to hug her the longest. 

Teachers aren’t supposed to have favorites.
The school buildings rested on a hill facing the town park. 

The wail of sirens and stream of cars and trucks announced the 
arrival of help and parents. I moved my small huddle of children 
around to the front toward the parking lot so their folks could 
find them. The parents, once reunited with their son or daughter, 
peppered me with questions.

“What happened?”
“Was anyone hurt?”
“Was that a drunk driver?”
“Are you okay?”
As I stumbled through various versions of “I don’t know,” a 

deputy from the Whitman County Sheriff ’s Department strolled 
over. He had to be at least six foot three inches tall, with silver 
hair, thick black eyebrows, and dark brown eyes that looked like 
they’d ferret out the facts of any case. He smelled of cigarettes. 
His name tag said R. Adams. “Ma’am. Looks like you were in the 
building when the accident happened.”

“Yes. Is the driver— ”
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“Come with me.” He had a slight New York accent. We 
walked to the gym, then around to the back side where the acci-
dent happened. I had to trot to keep up with him.

“Do you know if the driver is okay?”
His long stride covered a lot of ground. “We don’t know yet.”
The raised gravel parking area near the gym was filling with 

the LaCrosse ambulance, volunteer fire department, and sheriff ’s 
department vehicles. People were rushing around like ants in a 
disturbed mound. The Suburban was completely buried under 
the collapsed roof, and a large group of men and women were 
working to clear the debris.

Deputy Adams led me to the ambulance where an EMT 
waited. “Are you hurt?”

“I don’t think— ”
“You have a cut on your head.” The EMT had me sit while he 

checked me over.
Deputy Adams kept an eye on the rescue efforts as he pulled 

out a small notebook. “You got all the children out safely?”
I winced as the EMT removed a sliver of glass from my hair-

line. “By the grace of God, yes. They’re all on their way home.”
He nodded and gave me a slight smile, softening his face. 

“Absolutely. How many people were in the SUV?”
“I don’t know.” I told him about what sounded like gunfire 

and the sound of an engine and getting the children clear of the 
room. I left out my cowering in the debris.

“Gunfire? Are you sure?”
“It could have been backfire.”
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He looked around, then motioned for an officer to come over. 
They spoke for a few moments before the man left.

I glanced over at the gathered first responders, parents, and 
neighbors. What if— 

“When did you first see the SUV?” Deputy Adams asked.
I pointed. “He, or whoever was driving, must have come up 

either 1st or Hill Avenue, crossed this lot, then shot straight into 
the building.”

A farmer drove up on a John Deere tractor and began lifting 
larger chunks of rubble with the bucket.

After the deputy took my name, address, and phone num-
ber, he handed me a business card. “I’ll be contacting you soon 
for your statement. You might want to head home as soon as 
possible. We want to clear the area.” He strolled away.

More people had arrived and pitched in to free the SUV and 
its occupants. A truck with a Miller’s Construction sign on the 
side parked next to us. Men in hard hats, work boots, and lime- 
green safety vests got out and set to work.

A pregnant woman in her thirties with long, dark hair pulled 
into a french braid drifted over and hovered nearby. When the 
EMT finished putting a bandage on my head and moved away, 
she approached me. “Hi. I’m Mary Thompson. I overheard you 
talking to that deputy. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”

“I guess. You’re a reporter?”
“No. Copywriter for a medical company in Spokane.” She 

rolled her eyes. “Boooooring. You’re Samantha Williams?”
I nodded.
“Well, Samantha— ”
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“Call me Sam.”
She grinned. “Sam then. You saved all those children. You’re 

so brave. I would have been scared out of my mind.”
Warmth burned up my neck and across my cheeks. “I  .  .  . 

ah . . . so . . . um . . . what brought you to LaCrosse from Spokane?” 
I stood. “That’s 86.9 miles from here.”

“I was already here.”
An officer started herding the onlookers away from the 

crash. “Move on, folks. Nothing for you to do here.”
“Come on,” Mary grabbed my elbow and pulled me into the 

shade under a tree.
My brain was buzzing from the adrenaline and all the activ-

ity. “I’m sorry, I’m a little— ”
“I bet you are. I guess I should start at the beginning. I’m 

following the story about the body they found last week. And 
the one they just found.” She waved her hand at the construction 
workers.

“Bodies?” I knew I was out of touch with the news. I didn’t 
own a television, computer, or phone. “What bodies? Wait . . . I’m 
not sure I want to know.” My legs started to buckle.

“Let me help you.” Mary grabbed my arm and helped me 
sit on a patch of grass. She sat next to me. “Can I get you some-
thing or— ”

“No, I’ll be fine. Just a little woozy.”
“Take your time.”
Most of the onlookers had now moved around to the front of 

the school. With nothing to see, they started wandering back to 
their homes or cars.
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She cleared her throat. “So, do you want to talk about what 
just happened or— ”

“No. You go ahead. You said there was a body . . . or was it 
two? Here at the school?”

“No, of course not. I followed someone to here and . . .” She 
paused at my expression. “I’m not weird or a stalker.” She twisted 
her lips. “As you can see, I’m pregnant. The baby’s father, my 
husband, Mike, disappeared two months ago. I reported it to the 
police but they’re not doing anything. I mean, he could be dead!”

I blinked at her. “Why would you think that?”
“Mike had— I guess you’d call it a wild streak. He had .  .  . 

questionable friends. Some issues with drugs in the past, stuff 
like that.” She absently rubbed her stomach. “I thought the baby 
would . . . redirect him.” She looked at me. “He’s a good man, just 
impulsive. And he’d never leave me. Not now. Not without telling 
me . . . something.”

I took a deep breath. The shaking threatened to start again. 
“So you thought one of the bodies— ”

“Could be Mike.” She swiped a hand across her eyes. “That 
deputy.” She pointed to Deputy Adams. “I was told he was the 
investigator on the case. I’ve been following him around trying 
to get him to talk to me, but he says it’s an active case and won’t 
talk about it. I followed him here to the school earlier— he has 
kids here that he was picking up— and was giving it one last go 
around.”

“Did you find out anything?”
“No. Not yet.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a 

leather- bound notebook. “I keep track of everything.” She flipped 
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it open and fanned the pages, displaying a mass of tightly written 
notes. “I won’t give up until I know for sure.”

“ ‘She made herself stronger by fighting with the wind.’ ” I 
muttered.

Mary stared at me. “What?”
“Oh. Sorry. A quote from The Secret Garden. You know, the 

book by Frances Hodgson . . . never mind.”
Crash! A large piece of wall had fallen outward, releasing 

a cloud of throat- clogging dust that blanketed the scene for a 
moment. The dust settled, revealing the back end of the Suburban.

The workers surged to clear the rear door for access to the 
SUV. They soon had it open. An EMT who had been standing by 
crawled inside. “Two people!” he called out.

The first responders moved closer, talking to each other and 
to the folks inside the car. I couldn’t hear their words, but shortly 
a man emerged cradling his right arm. Blood streaked his pale 
face. “I’m fine. Just a broken arm. Please, I’m fine.” His deep voice 
carried clearly. He had even features, broad shoulders, and short- 
cropped, dark hair. The EMT ushered him to the ambulance near 
us, where he finally agreed to be looked at.

Mary nudged me and whispered, “Is it just me, or is that the 
hunkiest- looking guy in Eastern Washington?”

“Hunkiest? Um . . .”
“He could be the hero for a book.” She looked down at 

her swollen stomach. “I’m not exactly heroine material at the 
moment. And you . . .”

“It’s the buttered- toast phenomenon,” I blurted out.
She frowned at me.
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I sighed. “Just as buttered toast always lands butter side down, 
so the best- looking guy I’ve ever seen shows up when I’m covered 
in white plaster and look like a zombie.”

Mary grinned.
The medical worker who’d entered the Suburban crawled out 

again. The crowd grew silent. He signaled another EMT to come 
closer. “The driver is dead,” he said quietly.

His voice carried clearly in the still crowd.
“Are you sure?” the second man asked.
The EMT nodded. “A metal beam came through the wind-

shield. It was . . . not survivable.”
My mouth dried. So close. I could have been dead as well.
I quickly glanced at the surviving passenger to observe his 

reaction. The other person in the car could be his wife, family, 
or a friend.

His jaw clenched and a vein pounded in his forehead. He 
stared sightlessly into the distance.

Deputy Adams moved over to the man. “They’ll be taking 
you to Colfax soon to see to your injuries. Before you go, could 
you give me your name and the name of the driver?”

“Dutch, um, Dustin Van Seters. Dr. Van Seters. I’m an 
anthropologist working at Clan Firinn. The driver is  .  .  . was 
Dr. Beatrice Greer, an art therapist also at Clan Firinn. We were 
heading over to Alderman Acres.”

“Do you know what happened? What caused the accident?”
“Yeah. Dr. Greer . . . someone shot her.”
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Dr. Van Seters extended his arms to stay steady on his feet, then 
cleared his throat. The shock of the shooting and accident, along 
with the pain in his arm, made his stomach churn. He’d some-
how known Beatrice hadn’t survived. Between the gunshot and 
beam . . . He shook his head.

He’d answered the deputy’s questions, then, left alone, stared 
into the distance, sorting his jumbled thoughts.

“Sir?”
He realized the EMT was addressing him. “Sorry. What were 

you saying?”
“I need you to lie down so we can get you to a doctor in 

Colfax.”
He nodded. As he lay on the gurney, he caught a glimpse of 

a woman covered in white dust staring at him. She’d obviously 
been in the building when they’d plowed into it.

They’d almost killed her.
He met her gaze as he was lifted into the ambulance, then 
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quickly looked away. Somehow he’d find out who she was and 
apologize. He broke out into a cold sweat.

He reached for a small pebble he carried everywhere in his 
pocket— a reminder of his progress at Clan Firinn. Or rather, the 
lack of progress.

The EMT checked him over as they drove, finally leaning 
back. “You’ll be fine once the doctor sees you and gets that arm 
fixed up. Why were you going to the school?”

“We weren’t.” Dutch checked his watch. “We were heading 
to where they found the most recent body. I should call to let 
everyone know we were in an accident. Do you have a cell phone 
I can borrow?”

“No. You’re supposed to relax until the doctor can see you.” 
His brow furrowed. “Didn’t they find a body at that new place? 
The housing development?”

“Alderman Acres. Yes.”
The EMT shook his head. “Then what were you doing driv-

ing near the school? The development is in a different direction 
and outside of town. And you were in a back parking lot. I don’t 
know how someone could get lost in LaCrosse.”

Dutch thought for a moment. “You can’t.” They were silent 
the rest of the drive. At the hospital, he found he was either being 
fussed over by a number of people taking X- rays or left alone in 
a boring emergency room. And no one would loan him a phone.

The doctor finally came in. “You’re a lucky man, Dr. Van 
Seters. Fortunately, you won’t need surgery. We’ll be putting 
a cast on your arm, but we have to wait for the swelling to go 
down— roughly five to seven days. We’ll splint it in the meantime 
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and you’ll need to keep it in a sling.” After he took care of Dutch’s 
arm, he said, “There’s a deputy here to talk to you.” He left and 
the deputy entered.

“Dr. Van Seters? I need to ask you a few questions before you 
leave.” He took out a small notebook.

Dutch let out a sigh of exasperation. “I suppose.”
“Could you tell me what happened? Why were you at the 

school?”
“Everyone seems to want to know the answer to that, includ-

ing me. You’ll need to ask the coroner why he wanted to meet 
there. We were headed to Alderman Acres from Clan Firinn.”

“I’ll follow up with him. What exactly did he say to you?”
“Not me. Beatrice took the call. She said it was from the cor-

oner’s office and that it was related to the body they found. She 
held up a piece of paper and said she’d drive us to this meeting, 
then to Alderman Acres.”

“Then what happened?”
“Suddenly the window next to Beatrice exploded and she 

slumped over the steering wheel. Her foot must have pushed on 
the gas . . . I tried to get control, but . . . well, Beatrice was a large 
woman, and . . .” He felt clammy.

“I see. Did you or Dr. Greer have any enemies?”
“No. Not that I know of.”
“What about the woman in the school? The teacher. Do you 

know her?”
“I don’t even know her name.”
The deputy paged through his notebook. “Samantha 

Williams. An art teacher. Lives in Pullman.”
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“No. Never met her.” But I need to. Surviving an accident 
where there was a fatality could have a long- lasting impact on 
someone. He should know.

“What about Beatrice? Did she know the teacher?”
“Not that I know of. You sound like you think the shooting 

was deliberate.”
“We’re just looking at every angle.” After a few more ques-

tions, the deputy left.
By the time he was released, his boss, Dr. Brùn, had arrived 

and was waiting to drive him back to Clan Firinn.
“Dr. Brùn! I’m surprised you’re picking me up.” Dutch smiled 

at the older man. “I figured you’d send Scotty.”
The doctor was wearing his usual impeccable dark blue suit, 

snowy white shirt, and maroon tie. In his sixties, he had short 
gray hair, wire- rimmed glasses, and a small black ribbon on his 
lapel.

“I wanted to make sure you’re going to be okay.” Dr. Brùn 
gave him a piercing look. “And see to it that my number- one 
assistant doesn’t get sidetracked.”

Dutch again felt the stone in his pocket. “It’s just a bro-
ken arm.”

“I wasn’t referring to your body. I meant your mental state.”
Dutch continued walking toward the car. “I think I’ll be okay. 

Yes.” He stopped. “You’re not thinking I should start over— ”
Dr. Brùn paused next to him. “Good heavens, no! I’ve never 

seen someone work so hard and make so much progress in our 
program. You’re one of our biggest success stories, going from . . . 
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well, where you started to being on staff. I just want you to keep 
moving forward.”

“Like I said, it’s just a broken arm. And I really don’t have 
time right now to think about it. I need to call— ”

“I already did.”
Both men continued walking.
Dutch cleared his throat. “About Beatrice— ”
“Yes.” The older man rubbed his face, then blinked. His 

speed increased slightly toward the parked SUV. “I guess both 
of us will be processing this for a while.” He opened the door for 
Dutch, closed it, then got into the driver’s seat. “Do you think the 
shooting was an accident? A hunter’s bullet gone wild?”

“Hunting so close to town and the school? No. I don’t think 
so.” Dutch scratched at the sling, then his chin. “I couldn’t get 
a direct answer from the deputy. I don’t see how anyone knew 
where we’d be except the coroner, who asked to meet us.”

“And was he there?”
Dutch shook his head.
“Strange all the way around.”
Dutch borrowed Dr. Brùn’s cell and dialed the coroner’s 

office. He got an answering machine and left word for someone 
to call him, then disconnected. “I guess the answer will have to 
wait a bit unless you want to see if we can catch someone at the 
excavation.”

“Considering you were just in a fatal car accident, it can wait.”
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As soon as the law- enforcement officers heard about a potential 
shooter, there was a palpable shift in energy and activity at the 
school. One man took charge, directing anyone not connected 
to the actual accident site to either do a sweep of the area or 
clear out.

Mary grabbed my arm and pulled me behind a dumpster. 
“Did you hear that? Someone shot the driver. And she was from 
Clan Firinn. I hadn’t thought of that.” She peered around the 
dumpster.

“And that’s important because . . . ?”
“You have heard of Clan Firinn?”
“Sort of. A rehab place nearby, right? For drugs or alcohol 

abuse?”
“More than that. It’s a primo program that’s shrouded 

in mystery.” She returned her notebook to her purse, scrolled 
through the phone, then handed me a short article.

Clan Firinn, located outside of Pullman, Washington, 

offers hope and rehabilitation to law enforcement 

and first responders suffering from various forms of 

PTSD and other disorders arising from their work. It 

is privately owned and funded. Clan Firinn does not 

accept general applicants but reviews referrals on an 

individual basis. While participating in the program, 

members experience therapeutic work, educational 

opportunities, physical training, a structured schedule, 

personalized feedback, nutritious meals, and spiritual 
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guidance. Graduates are assisted with career counsel-

ing, job referrals, and relocation.

“I’m still fuzzy as to why that’s important.” I handed the 
phone back to her. “Are you saying the shooter is from Clan 
Firinn, or— ”

“No, of course not. Drug rehab. Get it? Mike might be in 
some rehab or .  .  . or something.” Her brow furrowed and she 
again rubbed her stomach.

I gently reached over and touched her on the shoulder. 
“Maybe. You could ask.”

She glanced at me and nodded.
Deputy Adams discovered us. “You two. Move on. We need 

to clear the area.”
I had to agree with him. Time to go. My head pounded, dust 

made my nose run, and various bruises were making themselves 
known. The children were safe. I’d go hide under that blanket at 
my apartment. I’d grab my purse . . .

My purse was somewhere in the debris next to a crushed 
woman. Compared to recovering the human remains, my purse 
would be a low priority to law enforcement. I didn’t even have my 
car keys. And my car . . . I glanced around me. My car was gone.

“You have got to be kidding me.” I looked around the parking 
lot for my Mini Cooper, bought used but well loved just a year 
ago. I soon found it.

I wanted to vomit.
The big Suburban must have clipped my tiny car in its 
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out- of- control race to the school. My car had spun, flown over a 
retaining wall, and wrapped around a tree.

My mind blanked. Each part of my carefully crafted world— 
the art class, children, books, the life I’d built in this dusty 
farming region of Eastern Washington— lay in ruined rubble or 
a tangle of metal.

“Is something the matter? Oh!” Mary had come up beside 
me. “Is . . . was that your car?”

I mutely nodded.
“Where do you live? Maybe I can give you a ride.”
“Pullman.”
“Pullman? That must be fifty miles from here over a boney 

winding road. Why so far from your work?”
“It’s 45.6 miles.” I didn’t really have an answer. At least an 

answer I was willing to share with a stranger. “My keys, purse, 
everything is somewhere in that mess.” I nodded toward the 
destroyed classroom.

“You do have that key.” She pointed to the key on a necklace 
around my neck.

“That won’t help.” I tucked it into my blouse.
“Is there someone I can call?”
I haven’t had anyone to call for a very long time. “No.”
Mary tapped a finger on her lip. “I know for a fact that there 

aren’t any hotels, motels, or car rentals here. I’m staying at the 
only bed and breakfast . . . wait, how about you stay with me until 
things get sorted out? The house has two bedrooms.”

“Thank you. Maybe I can catch a ride home with someone 
else. I don’t want to be a bother.”
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She waved her hand at the activities. “I doubt anyone’s head-
ing to Pullman tonight. And you wouldn’t be a bother.”

I couldn’t think of another reason to turn down her offer, 
though I was loath to be beholden to anyone. “If it’s not too much 
trouble . . .”

“Not at all.” She caught the deputy’s attention. “Hi, Deputy 
Adams— ”

“Didn’t I just tell you to leave?”
“Yeah, well that’s Sam’s car over there.” She pointed. “And her 

purse is somewhere in there with her ID and phone.” She nodded 
at the wreckage of the portable classroom. “If you need to be in 
touch with us, Sam and I will be staying the night at Rose Cottage 
Airbnb. We’d appreciate it if you’d let us know when you find it. 
And when you’re ready to talk to me about those bodies. Here’s 
my phone number.” She handed him a business card.

It seemed so strange to have someone take charge. Normally 
I would have kept looking for a ride home. Normally I would have 
brushed off Mary’s kindness as a charity. Normally. But there was 
nothing normal about today.

She aimed me toward the street, then to a dusty red Subaru, 
rear seat covered with boxes and bags. “Ignore the mess. I’m 
afraid to leave my good stuff at home.”

I wanted to ask about that comment but thought it might be 
rude. What if she’s a hoarder? Once inside with the air condi-
tioner blasting, she turned toward the edge of town. “If it’s okay 
with you, I’m going to drop you off and head back. If everyone is 
tied up at the school and searching for shooters, maybe I can get 
some answers at Alderman Acres.”
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My stomach gave a little lurch. “You’re going to try and see 
the body?”

“If that’s what it takes.”
We pulled into the driveway of a craftsman- style bungalow 

with a wide front porch and parked near the rear of the house. 
“The back door is unlocked. The owner lives over there.” “Over 
there” proved to be a modern rancher- style house visible through 
the plantings. “There are a washer and dryer, and the bedrooms 
each have plushy bathrobes— ”

“When do you think you’ll be back?” I blurted. Pathetically 
desperate. I tried to think of something funny. “I mean— ”

“ ’S okay. You’ve had a rough day. I’ll try to not be too late.”
I stepped from the car. Mary gave a quick wave and backed 

down the driveway.
I walked with unsteady steps to the screened- in back porch, 

pausing to try for some semblance of normality. The kids are safe. 
I’ll try to find a phone to call the report on my car to the insur-
ance . . . tomorrow I’ll be home. It’s . . . Friday, right. Monday I’ll 
be attending a lecture at the library on wilderness survival . . . I 
ticked through my schedule, adding new items. I’d write every-
thing down, just to be sure. To be thorough. To be safe.

“Stop it,” I whispered and started humming to clear my mind.
“Hello?” A woman’s voice came from my right.
I debated bolting through the door to avoid anyone else spot-

ting me before I had a chance to clean up, but I wasn’t fast enough.
“Hi. Can I help you?” She moved to where she could see me. 

“Oh! Oh my. Were you over at the school? Of course you were. I 
heard all about it. I’m Peggy. This is my Airbnb . . .” Her barrage 
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of words hammered against me. “I left a note, but decided to 
tell you in person— help yourself to eggs in the chicken coop 
and anything you can find in the garden, though it’s pretty well 
tapped out— ”

A small yellow dog flew past her and ran at me, yapping 
furiously.

My heart rate shot off the charts. I grabbed for the doorknob, 
missed, and turned to face the beast.

“This is Muffie. He won’t hurt you. He’s a Chihuahua- pug 
mix.” Peggy snapped her fingers. “Come here, Muffie. Come to 
Mommy.”

Muffie showed no inclination to go to Mommy. Instead, she 
stood on her hind legs, crossed her front legs, and walked around 
in front of me waving her paws.

“Oh, that’s so cute!” Peggy grinned. “Muffie must really like 
you. She’s dancing for you.”

Cute- smute. The dog looked like she was judo- chopping the 
air. I gave Peggy a feeble smile, fumbled the door open, and slid 
through. Inside, I leaned against the door and took deep breaths. 
My fear of dogs was irrational, unfounded, and uncontrollable. 
Dogs, on the other hand, found me irresistible. They couldn’t 
wait to deposit drool on my hands, fur on my slacks, or punch 
holes in my toes with their sharp nails.

The bed and breakfast was quaintly old- fashioned, with the 
typical heavy wood trim of the craftsman period. Computer print-
outs, a yellow legal pad, a stack of library books, and handwritten 
notes cluttered the kitchen table. A brick fireplace dominated the 
living room, with built- in bookshelves on either side.
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I couldn’t help myself. I checked out the books. Diseases 
Among Swine and Other Domestic Animals. Palgrave’s Golden 
Treasury. The Wizard of Oz. Alice in Wonderland.

Thank you, Lord.
A short hall off the living room led to a bedroom on the left 

and right and a bathroom between the two. Mary’s bedroom was 
easy to identify— tossed clothes and an open suitcase.

The smaller bedroom had a double bed, window seat, set of 
drawers, and desk. I caught sight of myself in the dresser mirror. 
No wonder the children had been so amused by my appearance. 
I looked like a mime, complete with tear lines running from my 
eyes. A cleared area near my hairline held a Band- Aid.

After undressing, I pulled on the fluffy white robe I found 
hanging in the closet and went in search of the promised washer 
and dryer. They proved to be in an alcove off the kitchen. I started 
my tiny load, then went to the bathroom for a shower.

The sun had set by the time I emerged. Mary had returned 
and was sitting in the living room with a glass of what looked 
like white wine. She looked exhausted. “Would you like a glass?”

“No thanks. Um . . . I know it’s none of my business, but is 
that advisable while you’re pregnant?”

“You’re right.” She took a deep breath. “It’s white grape juice. 
I like to pretend. It’s been a long day.”

“Agreed.” I pulled the towel off my wet hair and attempted to 
finger- comb it into shape.

“You’ll find a hairbrush in my room. Go ahead and keep it. 
I have one in my purse. Just don’t ask to borrow my toothbrush.”

I grinned my thanks, found the brush, and worked the 
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tangles out of my wet hair. She was still in the living room, now 
sipping water as I aimed for the laundry. After moving my clothes 
from the washer to the dryer, I joined her.

My stomach let out a prolonged rumble. “Oops. Sorry.”
“Hey, I’m sorry. I should have brought something here for 

dinner. I didn’t even think about it earlier. I’d guess you’re starv-
ing like me. Of course, I’m always starving. You can’t exactly 
order delivery out here, but I’d be glad to go back to the store— ”

“Let me see what I can figure out.” I stood. “Did you see . . . ?”
“The body? No. They had a guard. I ended up back at the 

school to see if they found your purse.”
“Did they?”
“I couldn’t get near. They’d posted officers around the school 

and park. I tried asking one of the guards, but they just looked 
at me and told me to move on. I watched from a distance. At one 
point there was a loud screech and I saw one guy run to the side 
of the school and vomit. I’m guessing it was . . . pretty messy.”

I swallowed and headed for the kitchen, trying to keep any 
images from forming. If I hadn’t seen the SUV in time . . . if the 
children had hesitated . . .

The refrigerator held half- and- half, a bag of coffee, a loaf of 
white bread, some butter, an almost- empty jar of jelly, a package 
of mixed cheese squares, and a plastic container of white grape 
juice. An open box of Ritz crackers sat on the counter next to a 
bottle of cabernet sauvignon. Toast for breakfast, and crackers 
and cheese for dinner. Looked like I’d need to earn my keep.

Several grocery bags rested on the top of the refrigerator. I 
grabbed one and started for the door.
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“Where are you going?” Mary had moved to the kitchen table.
“To get something for dinner.”
“Um, I don’t mean to point out the obvious, but you can’t 

drive without a car, and someone in the store might notice you’re 
only wearing a robe— ”

“I’m not driving or streaking. I’m foraging.”
I stepped out the door and listened. I had unusually good 

hearing, which was useful for listening for the sound of a dog 
approaching. Fortunately, Muffie, the wolf in Chihuahua cloth-
ing, wasn’t waiting for me. The garden was pretty well spent, but I 
found a couple of onions, a sprig of dill, and pinched off a handful 
of parsley. The row of potato plants had been recently dug up, 
but running my hands under the soil rewarded me with several 
potatoes.

The chickens were settling in for the night, but I found some 
eggs, which I gathered with only a couple of squawks and pecks 
of protest. I quietly sang the words to the theme song of “Chuck 
Chicken” to calm them down. I think a few of them bobbed their 
heads to the beat. Chickens I could handle. Dogs . . . not so much.

Mary hadn’t moved since I left. “What are you, some kind 
of farm girl?”

“A regular Dorothy Gale.” I emptied the paper sack onto the 
counter.

“The Wizard of Oz? I loved that movie.”
“Don’t forget the book. ‘There’s no place like home.’ L. 

Frank Baum was a wizard, if you’ll pardon the expression, with 
spinning iconic concepts— ” I turned and looked at her in time 
to catch her eyes roll. “Never mind. Didn’t you love children’s 
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books when you were younger? Especially those set on a farm? 
Charlotte’s Web? Anything by Beatrix Potter?”

She shook her head. “I was never one for children’s books. 
Probably because of my childhood. And farm books? Outside 
of coming to this dusty one- horse town, the closest I’ve come 
to farming was to drive a truck one day during wheat harvest 
for my uncle. He fired me at the end of the day, ending my farm 
experience.” She stood and studied me from head to foot. “You 
read children’s books. Teach art classes to children. What do you 
do for fun?”

“Those are fun. I read all kinds of books, attend lectures, and 
do jigsaw puzzles.”

“Good grief! And I thought my job as a technical copywriter 
was uninteresting. I suppose the lectures are on such things as 
behavioral economics?”

“No, though that might be interesting. I just finished a series 
on verbal and written statement analysis and am taking one on 
edible plants and wilderness survival.”

“Good grief!” she said again.
“Now that’s an expression uniquely tied to the character 

Charlie Brown— ”
“Sam, did anyone ever tell you you’re a plethora of useless 

information?”
“You never know what could prove to be useful.”
Mary refilled her water glass, then sat and caressed her 

stomach. “Wine is useful, at least when you’re not preggers. Cell 
phones are useful. Credit cards are very useful. What brought 
you here? You’re pretty. In fact, you’re beautiful with that mess 
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of auburn hair and those big blue eyes. You’re smart. Young. 
Talented. Unmarried. A little on the boring side, but that’s just 
me. You should have been scooped up long before this.”

“What? And end my lucrative career as a spinster?” I 
muttered.

“What?”
“I just haven’t met the right man.”
“Not surprising. I’m sure the available male population is 

severely limited around these parts. But I bet men hit on you all 
the time.”

“Not really. Once I open my mouth, they tend to lose interest.”
“There’s nothing wrong with your voice.” She sipped some 

water.
“It’s not my voice. It’s what I say.”
“So you have no filter.”
I thought for a moment. “Sort of. I don’t say anything rude 

or unkind. Most of the time I can’t even think of what to say 
until hours later, when I come up with some devastatingly clever 
comeback. If I can answer, I tend to ramble, or say something 
dumb, or . . . quote people.”

“Like Einstein or Emerson?”
“More like Dr. Seuss.”
Mary sprayed out a mouthful of water.
I stopped in my preparation to hand her a paper towel. When 

she could speak again, she said, “You. Are. Kidding.”
“I think of it as opening my mouth and the Sneetches fly out.”
“Sneetches?”
“Birdlike creatures invented by Dr. Seuss. But I use it to 
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describe whenever I’m nervous and say stupid things. You’d be 
surprised how fast a man backs away when you randomly say, 
‘ “Sometimes, I’ve believed as many as six impossible things 
before breakfast.’ ” I turned to the counter, found a plastic bag, 
and filled it with a handful of crackers.

“So why are you here?”
“What brought me to LaCrosse was a job, though I also do 

freelance illustrations.” I tried to make my answers casual. Using 
a rolling pin, I crushed the crackers and dumped them into a 
bowl. I didn’t know if the silence behind me was from satisfac-
tion with my answer or unwillingness to accept it. Only after 
I’d melted some butter, added it to the crackers, and pressed the 
makeshift crust into a pie plate did I risk a glance at her.

She was still watching me. “What are you making?”
“For dinner, a quiche. For breakfast, dilled scrambled eggs 

and fried potatoes with parsley if that’s okay with you. We’re a 
little heavy on the eggs, but at least they’re fresh.”

“Okay with me? Are you kidding? I was prepared for another 
cracker- and- cheese night! Did I bring home an angel?”

“Hardly.” I preheated the oven, shredded the cheese, 
assembled the rest of the ingredients, then popped the quiche 
in and set the timer. Mary’s curiosity about me was getting 
uncomfortable. “We have some time before it’s ready. Tell me 
more about your search.” I really didn’t want to talk about miss-
ing husbands or dead people, especially at night, but I knew she’d 
take the bait. I sat across the table from her.

She shuffled the papers for a moment before placing a com-
puter printout of the area in front of me. “I dismissed the report 
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when it first came in. I mean, they were digging near a cemetery 
and they find a body? Duh. But I got a map to check it out.” She 
pointed. “Here’s the cemetery at the top of this hill. Down over 
here is where the excavation was going on. Not even close to the 
graves. Bingo, it’s back on my radar. I called the deputy in charge 
of the case, Deputy Adams, and asked him about it. He wouldn’t 
talk to me. Active investigation and all that. So I booked this 
place and sorta drove down and started following him around. 
That’s how I knew about his kids and the school. Yesterday he 
finally confronted me and said all they found were bones.”

“Bones?”
“That’s pretty much it.”
“But they’re sure they were human, not some dead critter?”
“Not unless someone put a chiffon dress on their favorite cow.”
“You’re right. Cows look terrible in chiffon.”
“Was that a Sneetch?”
“Yes. What did they do with the bones?”
“At first they didn’t do anything. I mean, he said they basi-

cally stopped working and put up a tent until the experts could 
look at them. Then they sent the body to Seattle. End of that 
lead. Time to go home. But then early this afternoon, they found 
another body at the same place. Fortunately this house was 
available for another night.”

“Thank you again for letting me stay here.” How many times 
would Mary have hope to find her husband before she’d give up? I 
studied the map, then traced the road between the cemetery and 
the school. “And the guy in the SUV that crashed into the school 
was an anthropologist from Clan Firinn.”
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“Right. I overheard him talking to the deputy. He said he was 
going over to look at the latest find. Now, is it a coincidence that 
the body was found on land owned by Clan Firinn? I don’t think 
so. There’s some kind of connection. But what were they doing 
in that part of LaCrosse when Clan Firinn is— ” she looked at 
the map— “Here. And the bodies were found there.” She pointed.

“Strange.” I looked up. “They would have driven down 
Highway 26 to the LaCrosse Airport Road, and should have 
turned here.” I tapped the map. “The school is on the opposite 
side of town.”

Mary leaned forward. “And there’s nothing around the 
school but plowed fields.”

“Maybe they wanted to speak to the deputy too?”
She shook her head. “They weren’t there when I approached 

Adams about the second body. He didn’t even let me get close to 
him. I waited for the busses and other vehicles to leave before I 
walked back to my car. That’s when I heard what I thought was a 
backfire. Then the crash.” She pulled her yellow legal pad in front 
of her. “So now we have another mystery. Why were they driving 
in the wrong part of town?”

“And why did someone shoot the driver?”
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Mary wandered into the living room with her glass of water and 
yellow legal pad, leaving me to clear the rest of her notes off the 
table so I could set it for dinner. She thanked me and proceeded 
to clutter the coffee table.

The quiche turned out fine and the dinner conversation 
carefully avoided any mention of books, bodies, crashes, buried 
treasure, swine diseases, chiffon cows, or shootings, for which 
I was grateful. I wasn’t used to sharing a meal with anyone, but 
Mary chatted up a storm. When she paused for breath, I asked 
her, “When are you due?”

“For what?”
“The grand opening. The blessed event. The visit from the 

stork.”
“December 31. I’m hoping for a January first baby.” She 

looked down at her rounded belly.
“Boy or girl?”
“Yes.” She grinned. “I want to be surprised.” Immediately 
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after dinner, she returned to her cluttered area in the living room. 
I washed up the dishes, then hung my now- dry clothes in the 
bedroom closet. Tomorrow I’d work out my new normal.

She soon brought me an offering of an oversized T- shirt to 
sleep in.

“Thank you again. ‘No act of kindness, no matter how small, 
is ever wasted.’ ” Before she could ask, I added, “ ‘The Lion and the 
Mouse.’ Aesop’s Fables.”

She grunted.
I started going around the house, checking that each window 

was locked. Mary trailed behind me. When I got to the front 
door, I stopped.

“What is it?”
“There’s no deadbolt on this door.”
“Is that a problem?”
“Anyone with a credit card or piece of flat plastic can open it.”
Mary twisted her lips. “And you know this because . . . ?”
I grinned at her. “Part of that plethora of useless information. 

I read a lot.”
“You’re kinda OCD on security, aren’t you? I mean, if we’re not 

in the absolute middle of nowhere, we’re certainly on the edge.”
“You can never be too careful. Remember, someone shot that 

driver earlier today just a mile or two from here.” The kitchen door 
proved to have the same locking issues. “I do know self- defense, 
but if furniture can do the job . . .” I jammed a chair under the 
doorknob, then picked up another to block the front door.

Mary stepped in my way. “Put the chair down and step back,” 
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she said in her best cop voice. “You can jam any furniture you 
want against your own door.” She smiled to soften her words.

I replaced the chair. “I’m sorry. I’m on edge.”
“I suppose you’re allowed to be. You just barely survived get-

ting crushed along with your entire class. You’re entitled to a few 
quirks. And Sneetches. Besides, I’m armed.”

I raised my eyebrow at her.
“Remember I said Mike had questionable friends.”
“Is that why you travel with all your valuable possessions?”
“You got it. Laptop. A few pieces of silver. A camera in a 

drone. Anything that could be easily turned to ready cash.”
I nodded and headed to my room. At least the door had a lock 

on it, albeit the same kind as the outside doors. I jammed the desk 
chair under the knob. You just barely survived getting crushed 
along with your entire class. Mary’s words swirled around in my 
brain. A car can be a pretty effective weapon. Was that weapon 
deliberately pointed at my class? One of my students? Me?

It couldn’t be me. I was nobody. Just in the wrong place at 
the wrong time.

The sheets were crisp with a hint of lavender. I didn’t think 
I could sleep, but the minute my head hit the pillow, I was out.

Creeeeeeaak!
I opened my eyes and listened.
The noise came again. A very subtle creeeeeeaak!
The house is probably settling. I sat up. The digital clock 

showed 3:20. A small night- light let me see the rough outline of 
the furniture. Or maybe Mary had to go to the bathroom— 

Creeeeeeaak! Thump.
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Louder now. Mary was definitely walking around the house. 
I wanted to lie back down and go to sleep, but a feather of unease 
tickled my neck.

A gentle squeak came from the door. I squinted to see in the 
dark room. The doorknob was turning.

“Mary?” I whispered.
Creeeeeeaak! Thump. Just outside my door.
“Mary?” I said louder.
Thump, thump, thump. Bang! The front door slammed shut.
I jumped out of bed, grabbed my pants, and pulled them on.
“Sam?” Mary called from the hall. “Are you okay?”
“Yes.” I swiftly moved the chair and opened the door.
She had her phone to her ear with one hand, a holstered pis-

tol in the other. “. . . yes, I’m sure. Someone just broke into our 
house.” She gave the address. “No, whoever it was has gone. Yes, 
the doors were locked.” She listened for a moment. “Yes.” She 
looked at me. “They’re sending someone. They want me to stay 
on the line.”

“Are you sure he’s gone?”
“Yes, but you might want to look around. Are you comfortable 

with handguns?”
“Yes.”
“Then take this.” She handed me a .38 snub- nosed revolver 

in a leather paddle holster.
I owned a Sig Sauer 9mm, but I kept it locked at home in my 

gun safe. “Do you think one of Mike’s friends tried to get in?”
Mary looked at me for a few moments while she chewed her 

lower lip. “Look, Sam, I probably said too much about Mike and 
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his friends. I don’t want to drag you into this. Please don’t men-
tion that to the police.”

“But they need to know.”
She shook her head. “My experience has been when they find 

out who Mike used to run around with, they wash their hands. 
They don’t want to look into his disappearance.”

“But— ”
“Really, Sam. Mike’s friends have no quarrel with me.” Mary 

moved to the front window to watch for the police.
I wanted to point out that she was the one carrying a gun, 

but she didn’t look to be in any mood to discuss the subject. I 
inspected first the living room, then the kitchen, leaving lights 
on everywhere I went. If theft had been the motive for the 
break- in, they hadn’t taken or moved anything that I could see. 
The kitchen looked the same, with dishes still in the drying rack, 
Mary’s purse unopened on the end of the counter, and the chair 
still shoved under the doorknob. Before returning to the living 
room, I stepped into my room put on a bra under my T- shirt. Life 
felt far more civil with a little undergirding. I left the pistol on 
the bed and returned to the living room where Mary was still at 
the window. “All clear.”

“Good.” She stepped to the front door and opened it before I 
could stop her. Any fingerprints were now smeared. She peered 
down the road, closed the door, then looked at the doorknob. 
“That was dumb. Why didn’t you stop me?”

“I guess that simplifies the investigation.”
Her lips thinned into a straight line. “Why don’t you take 

over and let me get dressed.” She handed me her phone.
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Emergency lights flashed as the patrol car parked in front of 
the house. “They’re here,” I said into the cell before disconnecting.

“Is everything okay?” the officer asked as he stepped from 
the car. “You called about a prowler?”

“Yes. He’s gone now. Nothing missing.”
He nodded and flipped on his flashlight. “Sounds like kids. 

I’ll take a look around outside.” After disappearing for a few 
moments, he returned. “I don’t see any sign of anyone, but I’ll 
swing back by here a couple of times.”

“Thank you, officer.” I waited until he got in his cruiser, then 
stepped back inside the house. Mary, now dressed, met me as I 
walked toward the kitchen.

“Gone already?” she asked.
“He thinks it was kids. He looked around but didn’t find any-

thing.” I reached the kitchen, retrieved a glass, and filled it with 
water. “I figured if someone was after something, they’d go for 
your purse on the counter, but it’s undisturbed.”

Mary’s brows furrowed. She walked to her bedroom, return-
ing a moment later with a leather purse. “It couldn’t have been 
my purse. Mine was in my room.”

The little hairs on my arms prickled. Slowly I turned and 
walked toward the purse. I hadn’t really looked at it closely, just 
enough to see it was closed. Now as I approached, what had orig-
inally appeared to be an off- white purse was one covered in white 
powder. Like I’d been. The shape was familiar. “I think it’s mine.” 
Carefully, touching on the edges of the flap covering the opening, 
I peeked inside.

“Well?” Mary asked.
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“Empty. My wallet’s gone. Keys. Everything.”
Mary rubbed her arms as if cold. “This is crazy. Someone 

broke into this house and returned an empty purse. Why? No 
one knew you were here, Sam.” She turned to me.

I backed away and started pacing. The movement helped me 
think. “That deputy, um, Ryan Adams. He knows I’m here and 
where we’re staying.”

“You think— ”
“No, no. I mean there were other people around who could 

have overheard.”
“You’re right,” Mary said. “And anyone could have followed 

us here. We weren’t paying attention.”
“So the questions are, why would someone sneak into the 

school, find my purse in all that rubble, locate me, and break into 
this house in the middle of the night only to return an empty 
purse?”

“That’s just creepy. Should we call that officer back and have 
him test for fingerprints or DNA or something like that?”

“That would be a waste of time. The only place where the 
powder is disturbed is where I touched the flap. Someone used a 
tool to open it, not their fingers.” I picked up a kitchen chair. This 
time she didn’t try to stop me from placing it under the knob in 
the living room.

I was too wound up to go back to bed. I didn’t realize I’d 
started pacing again until Mary grabbed me by the arms. “Sam! 
Sit down. I have over seven trillion nerves and you’re getting on 
every one of them.”

“I’m sorry.”
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“Are you always this wound up?”
“Only when someone tries to run me down, kill my stu-

dents, smash my car, and break in where I’m sleeping to return 
my empty purse. And knowing that someone now has my name, 
address, credit cards, and keys to my house. It tends to ping my 
seven trillion nerves.”

We stared at each other for a moment before we both burst 
into laughter. I laughed so hard I cried. Then I just cried.
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