
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   The List
 
    
 
    
 
   By: Kiersten Modglin
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The List
 
    
 
   Copyright © 2016 by Kiersten Modglin. 
 
   All rights reserved.
 
   First Print Edition: October 2016
 
    
 
    [image: BACK-COVER-BLACK-LOGO.png] 
 
    
 
   Limitless Publishing, LLC 
 
   Kailua, HI 96734
 
   www.limitlesspublishing.com
 
    
 
   Formatting: Limitless Publishing
 
    
 
   ISBN-13: 978-1-68058-864-4
 
   ISBN-10: 1-68058-864-8
 
    
 
   No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
 
    
 
   This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to locales, events, business establishments, or actual persons—living or dead—is entirely coincidental.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Dedication
 
    
 
   To my mom, Dawn, and my grandmothers, Granny Beth and Nannie Pam, for introducing me to books long before I could read and for always having a good story to tell. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Table of Contents
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Chapter Three
 
   Chapter Four
 
   Chapter Five
 
   Chapter Six
 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   *BONUS* INSTANT ACCESS TO A SECRET CHAPTER!
 
   GET (5) FREE READS EVERY FRIDAY!
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordyn
 
    
 
   Jordyn Atwood thought it was strange that when she and her husband decided to move to Bates, South Carolina, every realtor she’d called had refused to show them any houses. She thought it was strange that when she’d called to ask about tours at some of the local schools she’d been told they just didn’t have the time. She even thought it was strange that no jobs seemed to be available in the area at all. Jordyn was an optimist by nature, however, and seeing how incredibly low the prices were on the town’s real estate, when Connor was transferred to a town a few miles away, Jordyn decided Bates was to be their new home. 
 
   After just a few weeks of online research, the Atwoods found a quaint little house in a subdivision called Providence for what Connor called “a steal”. Jordyn called immediately upon realizing it wasn’t listed with a realtor. The woman who answered the phone sounded young. 
 
   “Yes, I’m calling about the house you have for sale. My husband and I are very interested and would like to schedule a time to view it.”
 
   “You would? Really?” came the response. 
 
   “I’m sure you’ve had a lot of interest at the price you’re asking, but we’re willing to make an offer today if we like it. It’s really a beautiful house.”
 
   “Okay.” The girl sounded hesitant. 
 
   “Do you already have any offers?” Jordyn felt her heart sink a little at the possibility. 
 
   “No,” the girl answered softly. “No, we don’t have any other offers.”
 
   “Oh, great! I just knew you would. We’d love to come take a look at it just as soon as is convenient for you. When would that be?”
 
   The girl was quiet for a second. “Who did you say this was again?”
 
   “Oh.” Heat rushed to Jordyn’s cheeks. “I’m so sorry. My name’s Jordyn Atwood.”
 
   “Hang on.” 
 
   Jordyn listened as the speaker was covered up and muffled voices sounded in the background. She heard the phone being passed around and a man’s voice came through the line. 
 
   “Who is this?”
 
   “My name’s Jordyn Atwood. I saw your ad online for the house you have for sale. My husband and I are looking to move to that area and we’re very interested in your house. I was just telling the young woman I was speaking to that we’d love to come take a look at it whenever is convenient for you.”
 
   The man sighed heavily. “I don’t recall knowing any Atwoods in Bates. Where are you from?”
 
   “We’re actually moving to the area from Atlanta, Georgia. We aren’t all that familiar with the area, but my husband’s firm is transferring him to Charleston next month, and we’ve just fallen in love with your town.” 
 
   “Charleston’s a half hour from here. Surely you can find something a little closer,” he insisted. 
 
   “Yes, we know,” Jordyn said firmly, starting to grow aggravated. “We don’t mind the drive.”
 
   “Okay.” He sounded exasperated. “Well, listen, why don’t you just have your realtor call me? Maybe we can figure out a time that would work for the both of us, okay?”
 
   “We aren’t going through a realtor, actually. All of the realtors here in Georgia can’t really help us in South Carolina. We’ve called every realtor in South Carolina, but no one is willing to show us houses in Bates. One lady gave us a few different realtors in Bates to call, but they’re all out of business. Maybe you could direct me to one?”
 
   “I don’t know of any.” He sniffed. 
 
   “Look, I get it. Small towns, you probably don’t like new people coming in and messing up the flow of things, especially city folk like us. Please, we just really like your house. I swear to you we won’t cause any problems. Our yard will always be mowed, and we don’t have any noisy pets. We’re just quiet. Simple, really. We’ll be good neighbors.”
 
   “Trust me, miss, that’s not the issue here.” He huffed, mumbling something to himself. “Just tell me one thing: do you and your husband have any kids?”
 
   “No,” Jordyn answered. “Nope. Just me and my husband, Connor.”
 
   “All right then,” he agreed begrudgingly. “If you really want to see the house, you can come by sometime this week.”
 
   “Oh, thank you! Would today be okay?” she asked. 
 
   “No, tomorrow. Tomorrow’s better for me.”
 
   She smiled. “Tomorrow’s perfect then. You’ll let me know though if someone else puts in an offer first, right?”
 
   “No one’s going to be putting in any offers, honey.”
 
   “Okay, thank you so much. What time should    I—” The line went dead before she could ask for any other details. Jordyn heaved a sigh of relief. She couldn’t wait to share the good news with Connor. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next morning, the Atwoods pulled into Bates at half past eleven. 
 
   “I hope we aren’t too early,” Jordyn whispered nervously. 
 
   “Or too late,” Connor said. “Have you tried to call him again?”
 
   “Three times since we left the house. I don’t want to drive him crazy. I asked him to let me know if anything had changed.”
 
   “All I know is we better not have driven all this way for nothing.” Connor sounded faintly annoyed.
 
   “I’m sure it’s fine, babe. You know how small towns are. He’s probably outside on his porch or something. He probably hasn’t heard the phone.” 
 
   Connor chuckled. “Sweetheart, I think you’re confusing small towns with 1940.”
 
   Jordyn dialed the number once more as they neared the street the GPS had directed them to. 
 
   “There it is!” Connor shouted as the car slowed next to a curb. The couple stared at the brick house in awe. 
 
   “Oh, Connor. It’s even better than the pictures.”
 
   He smiled. “Yeah, it really is. I love the shutters. Gosh, babe, look at the yard. Can you imagine growing up with a yard like that? Our little tiger will just love it.” He rested his palm on Jordyn’s swelling belly. 
 
   She smiled at him. “Just imagine a swing set over there. Maybe a sandbox somewhere back here. We could even get a pool someday.”
 
   “You’re right.” They sat, admiring the house as the minutes passed, dreaming of what could be. Finally, Connor broke the silence. “So, should we go see if someone’s home?”
 
   Jordyn looked down at her phone, wishing it would ring, and sighed. “I guess we’ll have to.”
 
   The Atwoods pulled into the empty drive, hoping someone would come outside. When no one did, they climbed from their car. They walked up the concrete walkway toward the wooden French doors. “I love how light this brick is.” Jordyn gasped. 
 
   “I know, and the columns are awesome,” Connor agreed. 
 
   The couple approached the doors, looking apprehensively at each other. Connor put his hand to the wood and knocked. They stood in silence, bright smiles plastered on their faces as they waited patiently for someone to answer. No sound came from inside. Connor knocked again, this time much louder. 
 
   “Did you notice there’s no phone number listed on the ‘For Sale’ sign in the yard?” Jordyn asked. 
 
   Connor looked back out at the yard, where a small red-and-white sign had fallen over into the grass. “Are you sure this is the right place?”
 
   “This is the right address. It looks just like it did in the pictures.”
 
   Connor leaned toward a shuttered window. “Well, it looks empty. I hate to say it, but I think someone tricked us. No one’s here and no one’s answering our calls. We have to go.”
 
   “I guess so. I can’t believe someone could be so cruel.” Jordyn slipped her phone into her pocket, spirits low.
 
   The couple turned around, both feeling upset, when they noticed an older man staring at them over a white fence surrounding the house next door. 
 
   “Hello!” Jordyn waved to the neighbor. “Could you tell us who owns this house?”
 
   The man continued to stare, his white tank top covered in brown sweat spots. Finally, he said, “You must be Ms. Atwood?”
 
   “Yes! Yes I am. This is my husband, Connor. Are you the gentleman I spoke to on the phone yesterday?” 
 
   “About the house?”
 
   “Yes! I’ve been trying to call you all day. We just had to come see it. I hope it’s still available?”
 
   “Yes,” he said simply, making no comment about why he hadn’t answered her calls. 
 
   “Well, great. It’s just lovely!”
 
   “Thank you.” He nodded kindly, walking around the fence so that she could see him better. “It was my parents’. My mom passed away three years ago and left it to me. It’s been empty ever since.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear about your mom,” Connor said politely.
 
   The man nodded.
 
   “This house has been for sale for three years? I just can’t believe that.” Jordyn stared at the house as she spoke. 
 
   “Believe it.” The old man shrugged. “Maybe it’s haunted.”
 
   Jordyn frowned. “Well, we aren’t too worried about that.”
 
   “Suit yourselves then.” He pulled a ring of keys from his back pocket and began leading them up the long stretch of concrete leading to the house. He pushed open the doors, a stale smell welcoming them. He led them from room to room, each more beautiful than the last.
 
   “This house is really old, so there are probably leaks.”
 
   Jordyn turned on the kitchen faucet, checking under the sink. “Doesn’t look bad at all.”
 
   The old man frowned. 
 
   When they made their way into the bedroom, he pointed out a weak spot in the floor that no one else could feel. In the living room, he pointed out a yellow spot on an otherwise perfectly white ceiling. 
 
   “There’s always paint.” Jordyn smiled at him. 
 
   “The windows are all old too,” he told them. “This place is sure to cost a fortune to heat.”
 
   “We can have the windows replaced,” Jordyn told him, though they all looked fairly new to her. Room after room, he picked apart tiny flaws, making it more obvious than ever that he didn’t want to sell them his house. By the end of their tour though, Jordyn was more sure than ever that this would be their new home.
 
   “We love it,” she exclaimed excitedly as they approached the front door once more.
 
   The man stared at her with a furrowed brow. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Oh, we’re positive.” She smiled. “We’d like to make you an offer.”
 
   Connor, who’d been quiet throughout most of the tour, spoke up. “Wait a second, Jor. Can we talk about it first?”
 
   Jordyn turned to her husband, frowning, and excused herself with Connor into another room. 
 
   “You’re sure you’re ready to make an offer? This is the only house we’ve looked at. There could be much better homes here,” Connor said softly, levelheaded as usual. 
 
   “Connor,” she whispered, “are we not looking at the same house? It doesn’t get better than this!”
 
   “It’s nice, I mean, great. I just think we should look at others. He obviously doesn’t want to sell this house to us. Maybe that’s a sign.”
 
   “It’s probably just a sentimental thing, babe. It was his parents’ house.”
 
   Connor pressed his lips together. “I know you’re probably right. I just have a bad feeling. I can’t explain it.”
 
   “I know.” She grasped his hand gently, rubbing her thumb over his wedding ring. “I hate leaving our home too, but we have to live somewhere. You have to transfer in four weeks, with or without a home.”
 
   “I know that.” He nodded. “Okay, you’re right. You really want to do this?”
 
   “Yes!” she told him. “Let’s buy a house.”
 
   He kissed her lips quickly. “Let’s buy a house.” 
 
   They turned, entering the living room together with smiles on their faces. 
 
   “So, what’d you decide?” he asked. 
 
   “We’d like to offer you full asking price, pending inspection, and we want a quick closing. Less than forty-five days, if possible.” Connor spoke quickly. 
 
   The man stared at them for a few moments before scratching his head. “Okay.”
 
   “Really?” Jordyn exclaimed.
 
   He reached out his hand, shaking Connor’s and then Jordyn’s, a small smile on his face. “You bet. It’s all yours.”
 
   “Thank you so much!” Connor said happily. 
 
   Jordyn gasped, grabbing her belly. “Oh!” she cried out in shock.
 
   Connor reached for her instinctively. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing.” She waved him away, tears suddenly forming in her eyes. “It’s the baby. He’s kicking. He’s kicking. He must know he’s home.” 
 
   Connor placed his hands on her belly, his eyes brightening. He kissed Jordyn’s forehead, giving her even more butterflies. 
 
   Jordyn looked at the old man, whose face was filled with an emotion she didn’t recognize. “You’re pregnant?” he asked. 
 
   “Twenty-eight weeks along as of yesterday,” she told him. “I know I don’t really look it. The doctor says I’m carrying him in my back.”
 
   The old man didn’t smile. “You said you didn’t have children…on the phone, I asked you.”
 
   The Atwoods looked at him in confusion. “We don’t yet. This will be our first,” Connor answered.
 
   “But you should have told me that. I just assumed you weren’t…” He trailed off. “I have to go.”
 
   “Excuse me?” Jordyn’s happiness disappeared rapidly. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “We have to go. I’m sorry. I have somewhere I’m supposed to be.” He glanced at his wrist, though he wore no watch.
 
   The couple allowed him to show them out of the house quickly, both upset and confused. He locked the door behind them and rushed off of the porch, not bothering to look back. 
 
   “What in the world was that about?” Jordyn asked. 
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe he really, really hates kids,” Connor teased, showing his wife to their car.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Henry Taylor
 
    
 
   Henry Taylor approached his door with apprehension. What had he done? He had specifically asked that damn woman if she had children and she’d lied to him. Well, at least manipulated the truth, he told himself. He tried to reason with himself that this wasn’t his fault, that he’d done all he could do, but his stomach churned with each step he took. 
 
   As he climbed up the stairs to his porch, he spied a white envelope lying on his mat. His heart lurched. He picked it up with shaking hands, looking around. He was being watched. He was sure of it. He pushed the door open, walking into his house and shutting the door firmly, locking it behind him. He pulled open the envelope and out fell a white slip of paper. He flipped it over, the print so tiny he had trouble reading it. He moved the page closer to his face, the block lettering beginning to make sense to him. It wasn’t a letter, just a note. A warning, really. On the small paper, there were six little words: 
 
    
 
   Sell the house or she dies.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordyn
 
    
 
   Seven Months Later
 
    
 
   Jordyn crossed the street in front of Benson’s Deli, thankful her shopping trip was nearly done. She walked through the door, surprised to see so many people out today. As she walked through the aisles, she smiled at a few familiar faces, people from her neighborhood, none of whom smiled back. Bates, to say the very least, was not the friendliest of towns. Since their move six months ago, the Atwoods had found adjusting to their new lives to be anything but easy. The locals seemed to be very reserved, each keeping to themselves. 
 
   Jordyn smiled casually at a few worried faces and continued through the market. It was odd for her to be without Oliver. She found herself reaching down, expecting him to be there, to feel his car seat in the basket in front of her. When you have a baby, everyone tells you about the obvious changes: the lack of sleep, the instincts that kick in, the hormone changes. No one ever told Jordyn about how she’d ache for her son; how her fingers would long to feel his soft skin; how her nose would beg to smell his baby scent. She reminded herself that it was good for Connor to spend some time alone with the baby. It was good for her too, she thought, to get away from it all for just a few moments. 
 
   A woman’s cry interrupted her thoughts. Jordyn’s gaze went to the door, where a large crowd had congregated. A woman was sobbing somewhere in the press of people. Jordyn abandoned her cart, pushing her way through the crowded store toward the sound of the woman’s cries. Finally, in the middle of the noisy crowd, she caught sight of the woman. Her brown hair was pulled into messy bun, her shaking hands resting on a bulletin board. Jordyn could only see her from behind, dozens of hands grasping her shoulders kindly in an attempt to console her. Jordyn pushed her way through, until she was standing just behind the woman who’d cried out. She didn’t know what made her so concerned, only that she felt like she should be there. 
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked through all the noise. The crowd instantly fell silent, all eyes on her. It was clear she was an outsider. Whispers rang out, each person turning to the person next to them worriedly. Jordyn felt her face grow hot. 
 
   A pretty blonde girl standing next to the crying woman scrunched her brow at Jordyn. “Who are you?”
 
   Jordyn swallowed hard, wishing she could go back to her shopping and pretend this hadn’t happened. The crying woman turned around to face her. Jordyn was surprised to see how much younger she looked than she had initially expected. The woman’s eyes were bright red and bloodshot, her face pale and malnourished. She had wrinkles around her eyes that hadn’t come from age. 
 
   Finally, Jordyn spoke up. “I’m, hi, I’m Jordyn Atwood. Are…are you all right?”
 
   The woman spoke softly through her tears. “I’m sorry. Do I know you?”
 
   Jordyn shook her head. “No. You don’t. I just heard you crying.” 
 
   No one said anything for a few moments, and then the lady let out another sob. Jordyn stepped back, unsure of what to say or do next. A gruff-looking man with a full beard pushed Jordyn aside, rushing toward the woman. “Not here, Carrie. We need to go.” He held her shoulders, ushering her out of the store quickly. The crowd began to disperse, yet the blonde stayed put, staring at Jordyn with obvious disdain. 
 
   “Quit gawking. Let the woman grieve,” she told Jordyn hatefully. “Show’s over.”
 
   Jordyn finally looked away from the crying woman. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause any trouble. I just wondered what in the world happened?”
 
   The woman pursed her lips. “Kinley made the list.” She sighed heavily, staring out the door as the couple climbed into a grey SUV. “Poor Carrie. She just lost Rebecca last year, now this. It’s more than anyone should have to bear.”
 
   Jordyn stared at her. “Rebecca? Kinley?”
 
   “Her daughters. Rebecca was the oldest. Carrie never got over it. Now she’s losing Kinley too. It just isn’t fair. I’ve known her most of my life. She’s a good woman. A good mother. And people like you,” she stared Jordyn down, “gawking at her while her life falls apart sure don’t help matters.”
 
   “Are they sick?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Her kids, I mean, are they, is it—” Jordyn couldn’t bear to finish the sentence. 
 
   “Sick? You mean like cancer or something? No.” She acted like that was a foreign concept. Lowering her voice, she added, “They made the list.”
 
   “List?” Jordyn asked, sensing the ominous tone with which she spoke. “What list?”
 
   “The list,” the woman emphasized, giving a look toward the cork bulletin board on the wall. 
 
   Jordyn followed her gaze, grazing over ads for lost pets and garage sales. She moved in closer, her eyes finally finding the small slip of paper she’d been pointed toward. It sat in the far left corner of the board. It was neatly pinned, no folded corners or creased edges. No one had hung anything over even a piece of it. It was typed in a neat font, size ten or eleven at most. Jordyn inched closer. There was no title, no words to explain its meaning. Instead, the page was numbered one through six. She read to herself: 1. Dakota Nettle 2. Kinley Preston 3. Alex Turner 4. Lindsey Cooke 5. Cara Hancock 6. Amber Hutson. 
 
   Her eyes lingered on the name Kinley for a second longer than the rest. Number two. The crying woman’s daughter was number two. “But what does this mean?” She turned to the spot where the woman had been standing and frowned. She had disappeared entirely, leaving Jordyn alone in the breezeway. Jordyn looked back at the list once again. What in the world did this mean?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jordyn watched from the hallway as Connor laid their son into his crib, patting his belly. His dark red ringlets were growing so fast. He was already beginning to look so much like her. Ollie stirred for just a moment, but was back asleep quickly. Jordyn made a move toward him, but Connor turned, raising his hand. “It’s okay.” He motioned for her to keep quiet. 
 
   They crept quietly out of the room, shutting the door softly. She led him into the kitchen, where the bags of groceries sat. Connor grabbed a bag, taking it to the counter and unloading it. He kissed Jordyn’s cheek as he passed her. “How was he today?” she asked. 
 
   “Fine, sweetheart. I told you he’d be fine. He was a little fussy around lunch, but he’s been fine otherwise. How did you do without him?” he asked, putting groceries away as he talked. 
 
   Jordyn opened the fridge, unloading items into it. “I missed him so much. Gosh, it shouldn’t be possible to miss anyone this much. I don’t know if I’ll ever leave him again. I can’t imagine how I’ll ever deal with leaving him at daycare.”
 
   “I’ve told you, you don’t have to work. You can stay home with him. I want you to stay home with him.”
 
   “And I’ve told you,” Jordyn said, shutting the refrigerator door firmly and trying not to let her annoyance show right away, “that I don’t want to stay home and depend on you. Not that you couldn’t support us, babe. I know you can. You do. You just shouldn’t have to though. I know we have your parents’ life insurance, and that’s great, but once it runs out one salary is going to make it tough. I don’t want to put that on you. Besides that, I’d go stir crazy sitting around the house all day.”
 
   “I know, I know. I just think Oliver would like it, having his mother home with him. My grandmother always—”
 
   “I’m not your grandmother,” she said through slightly gritted teeth. She busied herself with another bag, trying to keep calm. She felt hands rub her shoulders, heard an apology. He kissed her neck, running his face through her hair. 
 
   “I don’t mean anything by it. You know that. I just want to contribute to this family.” Jordyn sighed. 
 
   He kissed her again, spinning her around so that he could see her face. “I know. It’s fine, really. I love you. Let’s not fight, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” she whispered. Suddenly, the memory from the grocery store filled her mind. The crying woman. The list of names. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Connor asked. He’d always been able to read her like a book.
 
   “It’s just, something weird happened today. I don’t know what to make of it,” she said, unsure of how to explain it or if it was even worth explaining. 
 
   “Weird? What was it? Are you all right?” He rubbed her arms, staring at her with worry.
 
   “I’m fine,” she assured him, her eyes still not meeting his. “It’s just…I don’t know. I was at the grocery store earlier and there was this lady. She was having a meltdown basically. Crying. Loudly. It was so strange, you know?” She looked at him finally, begging him to understand, not to try and fix the problem, just to listen. 
 
   “Was she hurt?” 
 
   “No. I mean, I don’t think so. Not physically. This other lady, I think she was with the crying woman, she told me that her daughter was dying. That her daughter was going to die.”
 
   “What?” Connor looked appalled.
 
   “I don’t know. She said the woman, Carrie, was going to lose her daughter. She said she would lose her just like she lost the other one.”
 
   “That’s awful. It must be something genetic, right? Did you know either of the women?”
 
   “No.” Jordyn met his eyes. “No, I didn’t, but they just both seemed so sad. She even said that her kids weren’t sick.”
 
   “Whose kids?” 
 
   “The woman whose kids are dying. She said it’s not because they’re sick.” 
 
   “What do you mean? Of course they have to be sick. Children don’t just die, Jordyn. Maybe she meant they aren’t badly sick. Like, if it’s a disease, maybe it hasn’t hit the worst part yet.”
 
   “I don’t know.” She bit her lip in thought. 
 
   Connor took her hands, squeezing them in his. “What’s really bothering you, Jor?”
 
   “Well, it was just all weird, you know? And there was this list. It was kind of scary. I mean, if paper can be scary. Am I making any sense at all?” She sighed heavily. 
 
   “What do you mean a list? What sort of list?” 
 
   “A list of names.” Her eyes became haunted. “The woman said the little girl would die because she made the list.”
 
   “What on earth are you talking about, sweetheart?” Connor pulled her into his arms, cradling her head. She felt cool tears run down her cheeks. “Why are you crying? What was this list for? What’s gotten you so upset?” His hands slid down to her back, rubbing her gently with his palms. 
 
   She was silent, unable to speak. Tears continued to fall, her body feeling stiff against her husband’s. “I really don’t know. I don’t even know how to explain it. I’m sorry. I’m just being ridiculous I guess. It shouldn’t have upset me this much. I’m sure I misunderstood anyway. It was like they really believed that she would die. Because of the list.”
 
   Connor pulled back, looking at her with a small smile on his face. “What? Like some sort of hit list?”
 
   “Yes. Yes. That’s insane, right? I mean, the way they looked at the list. All these people were gathered around, like they knew too. The way they all looked, like they’d seen a ghost or something. I wish you’d been there so you could understand. Their faces were so empty. I can’t get it out of my head.”
 
   “Sweetheart, when’s the last time you slept?” He looked concerned, moving a piece of hair from her eyes. “You’re exhausted and it’s been a long day, okay? That’s all this is. People don’t just go around placing hit lists in grocery stores, right?” He spoke to her as if she were a child, as if she were fragile. Maybe she was fragile. “Police wouldn’t let that happen. You know that.”
 
   “I know, I know. It’s just that, well, how do you explain it?” She begged him for an answer that would make sense, one to ease her mind. 
 
   “Did you ever think that maybe, if there was a list, maybe it was like a prayer list or something?”
 
   Jordyn paused, sucking in a breath. “Well, no.”
 
   “See? There you go. I’ll bet that’s what it was. There’s always an explanation, right? Don’t let things get you so upset. Everything’s fine.” 
 
   She frowned. Connor kissed the side of her head, stepping away. “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.” She smiled.
 
   “Cheer up, babe,” he told her, grabbing another grocery bag. 
 
   “It’s just sad,” she admitted, staring at the floor.
 
   “You don’t even know them.” He placed the milk into the fridge, nudging her out of the way gently.
 
   “That doesn’t really matter.” 
 
   Connor stared at her in slight frustration. “You’re right. It is sad. It’s very sad, but do you know who isn’t sad? Your son. He’s sleeping peacefully in his room right now. And we both missed you very, very much today. And we’re glad you’re home.” He scooped her into his arms again, kissing her ear. “Let’s just forget about this, okay? Put the day behind us and be here with me.” 
 
   She agreed, giving in to his kiss, and trying desperately to erase the day from her mind. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jordyn flipped on her television, careful not to disturb her sleeping husband. She quickly found the local news channel. A pretty young blonde spoke of the rising gas prices and the local mayor’s birthday. Jordyn laid her head back down, sighing heavily into her pillow, still half asleep. She needed to hear what the weather would look like today. She was hoping to take Ollie out for a walk, but it had been so chilly lately she wasn’t sure she’d be able to. The banner on the screen changed and its replacement had her sitting back up. She rubbed her eyes, testing what she was seeing. 
 
   Local Child Dies in Tragic Boating Accident. 
 
   Jordyn pressed the volume button rapidly, momentarily forgetting about her husband. She willed her ears to find the reporter’s voice. 
 
   “Local police were called to the scene at a local home last night where they found five-year-old Dakota Nettle dead on the scene. The five-year-old had apparently drowned in his pond hours before. Police remain unsure as to how the boy ended up in the water that ended his life. The child’s parents, Daryl and Chelsea Nettle, told police that he had been asleep in his bed before they went to sleep that night. There were no signs of a struggle or break in. At this time, the police do not suspect foul play. More on this story tonight.”
 
   Beside her, Connor stirred, covering his eyes. Jordyn, brought back to her reality, tried to slow her heartbeat. Her mouth was dry, her stomach sore. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked, yawning. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.” Jordyn turned to face him. 
 
   “It’s okay, sweetie,” he assured her, sitting up in bed. Upon noticing her face and the awful look it must have carried, his brow furrowed. “Jor, what is it?”
 
   Jordyn tried to smile, though she felt as if she may be sick. “A little boy died last night.” 
 
   “Sweetheart?”
 
   “A little boy died last night. He drowned in his pond. He was only five.”
 
   He draped his arm over her shoulders. “That’s sad, sweetheart. Poor kid. Who was he?”
 
   “Dakota Nettles. He lives, lived, here in Bates.” Her words were short and choppy. She was afraid her fear would sneak out with her breath. 
 
   “Are you okay?” He looked confused. 
 
   “It’s nothing,” she lied. 
 
   He pulled her into him, kissing her forehead. “If there’s one thing I know about you, Jordyn Ann, it’s that it’s never nothing. I know that face, so you might as well go on and tell me. What’s going on? What’s wrong?”
 
   She took a breath, leaning onto his shoulder. “It’s just that I recognize that boy’s name.”
 
   “Did you know him?” 
 
   “No.” She shook her head. 
 
   “Then I’m confused,” he admitted.
 
   “I didn’t know him. I just recognize his name. It was on the list. It was first on the list.”
 
   “List?” he asked. 
 
   “The list I told you about the other night. At the grocery store.”
 
   “When did we go to the grocery store?” he asked, his voice still groggy. 
 
   “Connor!” She groaned, a little too loud. “You have to remember. The list of names. I met two women at the grocery store and there was a list with names on it. You have to remember this!” 
 
   He put his hands up in surrender. “All right, okay. I remember,” he assured her. 
 
   “You really do?”
 
   “Vaguely, yes.” He yawned again. “I still don’t understand what the big deal is with you and this list though. You’re too emotional about it.”
 
   “I don’t know either,” she snapped. She didn’t. She couldn’t explain why she felt sick whenever she had first seen the list. Nor could she rationalize as to why she could still recite the names in order. She could remember the woman’s haunting gaze as if she were still right in front of her. Connor’s worried gaze burned into her. Why couldn’t he just see that this should bother him too? “I’m sorry. I’m fine, honestly. I just, I mean, don’t you feel like this is all a bit strange?”
 
   “Feel like what is strange?” He spoke softly, cradling her head. “That a little boy died? Of course I feel like that’s sad, but strange? Jor, things like this happen. We live in a sad world. I just feel like, and please know that I say this with all of the love in the world, I feel like you’re making this a bigger deal than it is.”
 
   “But he was on the list!” she shouted exasperatedly. 
 
   Connor rubbed his chin the way he did whenever he was trying to hide his frustration and inhaled deeply. “Sweetheart, I’ve told you: this list that you saw was just that, a list. Probably a prayer list, hell, maybe a soccer team list or honor roll. Who knows? We aren’t from here, okay? We don’t know how they do things, but I can bet they don’t make lists to kill kids here. That’s just absurd, right? The fact that he was on this list, I’m sorry, but it was coincidence. Nothing else. It has to be.”
 
   She was silent, wishing she could just accept that he was right and move on. “You’re probably right,” she told him anyway. 
 
   “I am right, Jor. I’m right. Don’t let this stress you out.”
 
   “Okay.” She frowned, feeling like a child who’d been told their monsters weren’t real. 
 
   “Promise me you won’t worry about this anymore?” 
 
   “I promise,” she agreed. 
 
   “Good.” He kissed her lips. Like clockwork, she heard Ollie cry out. 
 
   “I’d better go check on him.” She tossed the covers aside quickly. 
 
   “No,” he told her, pulling the covers back over her. “I’ve got him. You just sleep. You need it.” With that, he left the room, shutting the door and leaving her in silence.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   James Clark
 
    
 
   James Clark jumped up at the sound of his door bell ringing. He kissed his daughter’s forehead. “Sit still, Bug. It sounds like Aunt Robin is here early. I’ll be right back.” 
 
   Rushing toward the door, he felt a grin growing on his face. He’d expected his sister to be by with a cake this afternoon. She never missed a birthday, but he wondered what type of surprise she could have planned for him already. He swung open the door and felt his hope plummet immediately. “Oh, hey there, Phil,” he greeted his mail man. 
 
   “James, hope you’re doing well. Listen, I hate to bother you so early, but this wouldn’t fit in the mailbox. I hated to leave it sitting out.” He held out a brown box with James’ address on it. There was no return address. 
 
   “Oh, okay. No problem. Thanks for bringing it up. Have a good day! Stay warm.” He took the package from Phil, shutting the door behind him as the mailman turned to leave. Who on earth would have sent him a package through the mail? Everyone he knew was right here in Bates, just a short drive away. He walked into the living room, peering around the corner to where his daughter sat quietly, eating her cereal. He pulled a pocket knife from his back pocket and sliced the box open carefully. Inside was another, smaller box. Inside that box was another box. Six boxes later and James finally reached a single red envelope. No words were written on the outside. Something wasn’t right about this, he already knew. He peeled open the envelope with cautious hands. HAPPY BIRTHDAY the front of the card read. He let out a sigh of relief. Upon opening it, however, his hands began shaking. Typed in choppy, cut out font was a message. There was no signature, but James didn’t need one to know who has sent this. The List Maker. The one he’d heard about his whole life. The one they all feared. 
 
    
 
   Take this ticket. Wear a hat and sunglasses. Go to Rhonda’s Bakery. Drive to Twelfth Street. Park. Walk five blocks to Bates Elementary. Watch the office. When the secretary steps away, place them on her desk. Don’t let anyone see you. There will be a note on the cupcakes. Leave it alone. Leave immediately after and drive away. Have this done by noon. Tell anyone and Charlotte dies. Fail to do exactly as I’ve asked, and she’ll suffer first.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   HIM
 
    
 
   His plan had gone flawlessly so far, as always. He’d released the list three days ago and two would already be dead. His best timing so far, if he did say so himself. The Nettles boy had gone down easily. It was all too simple to make sure that the holes we’re drilled into the boat just after sunset. Now, it was all riding on James Clark. He sat back, hidden in plain sight, watching as Clark took his package inside. The idiot’s smile showed that he believed it to be a birthday present. Happy birthday, indeed. Up until recently, Clark had been off of his radar. A sweet, quiet man with his young daughter. His wife had died a few years back from a brain clot. Two weeks ago though, Clark had made a phone call to a woman out of state, a woman he’d been talking to online for quite some time. During the phone call, he’d talked about moving away from Bates, to be with the woman. This couldn’t happen. He thought he’d made it clear to everyone, but apparently some needed a reminder. 
 
   An hour and a half passed. He sat patiently. Patience had always been a strength of his. He’d wait as long as it took. Longer, even. It was all about power. Will power. Power over himself, over everyone. Right on schedule, Clark left the house, sweet Charlotte just behind. He carried a large black hoodie and a matching hat. He couldn’t see sunglasses in Clark’s hand, though he assumed they’d be in his car. He watched him buckle in his daughter, kiss her cheeks, and shut the door. His eyes skimmed the busy streets, trying to see if he was being watched. It was almost pointless after all these years to watch and make sure his plan was being carried out. After all this time, after realizing how serious he was, they always did what he told them. But it still gave him some pleasure to watch, to see how scared their eyes were just before. He loved to see how wholly they obeyed his every command. 
 
   Clark climbed into his car and started it up. He watched him pull out of the drive, turning right, rather than the usual left, to make his pit stop. He stayed back, making sure he wouldn’t be seen, yet close enough to watch as Clark pulled into the bakery. He watched him walk in, sunglasses on. He watched him walk out, two dozen cupcakes in hand. He watched him slip the cupcakes into the front seat, careful that Charlotte didn’t see what was happening. Atta boy, Clark. 
 
   The school wasn’t too far from the bakery, luckily, so when they pulled in, he parked at the back, watching as Clark took Charlotte in. The cupcakes were left behind. For a split second he almost worried that his plan would be ignored, but he stopped himself. He knew better. The plan would go just as he expected. He would drop Charlotte off first, then come back and wait for the secretary to step out. He would because he knew the risks if he didn’t. In the end, they always listened. 


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordyn
 
    
 
   Jordyn picked up her crying son. “It’s okay, sweet boy. Shhhh. Mommy’s here. Mommy’s got you.” She held him to her chest, bouncing in an attempt to soothe him. Ollie squirmed in her arms, his head swimming in her chest. “Sweetheart, you can’t be hungry yet. You just ate.” She pulled him away from her chest gently, holding him out and smiling at his curly red locks. “Hi baby,” she squealed. “Hello there. What are you looking at? Is that Mommy? Do you see Mommy?” 
 
   Ollie’s grin spread, making Jordyn’s heart jump. Gosh, she’d never known how happy another human could make her. She rubbed his hair to the side, pressing her lips into his forehead. She breathed in his baby-smell, convinced there was nothing better in the world. From the living room, her phone sounded. Jordyn hurried toward it, bouncing Ollie on her side as she went. 
 
   “Mom!” she exclaimed into the phone. 
 
   “Hey, what are you doing?” her mother said over the line. 
 
   “Well, I’m trying to get the house clean, but it seems some little baby just doesn’t like that idea too much.” She laughed, rubbing her nose to his. She climbed down onto the floor, laying Ollie on his back and dangling a rattle over top of him. 
 
   “Oh, you leave my grandbaby alone. How are you all settling in?”
 
   “Everything’s finally unpacked. These past few months have been crazy. It feels like we just moved in yesterday.”
 
   “Well, not to us. It feels like you’ve been gone a lifetime. Your father and I are just dying to come and visit you.”
 
   “We know, Mom.” She rubbed Ollie’s belly. “I know I promised you all could come and stay after we got settled in, but with Ollie, things have been so crazy.”
 
   “Which is exactly why you need me there. I can help you out, Jordyn. You don’t need to be doing it all on your own. You’ll drive yourself crazy.” Her mother sounded adamant. 
 
   “Mom, I don’t want you to come for vacation and have to work. I want you to be able to relax and enjoy yourself.”
 
   “Honey, I just want to see you all. I only briefly saw the house when we dropped you all off after Ollie. I just miss you guys. A grandmother shouldn’t be away from her grandson, you know.”
 
   “We miss you too, Momma. I promise we’ll be ready for you to come soon. Very soon.”
 
   “Okay.” Her mother sighed. 
 
   “So how is Kate?”
 
   “Your sister’s fine,” her mother said casually. “She just moved back in with us again. Came home and here she was. Surprise.” Her tone was a bit sarcastic. “Seems her and the boyfriend broke up again.”
 
   “The boyfriend’s name is Anthony, Mom.”
 
   “I know what his name is. Though your father and I have a few names of our own that we like to call him,” her mother snapped. 
 
   “Be nice,” Jordyn warned. “You both know Kate exaggerates at least half of the things she tells you. They’ll be back together next week and we’ll all have to start liking him again.”
 
   “We’ll have to tolerate him, be nice to him at most. That doesn’t mean we have to like him.” She could hear the smile in her mother’s voice now. 
 
   “Oh, so that’s how it works then?” Jordyn snorted. 
 
   “Apparently so. We are pretty new at this, you know. We never had this problem with you. We never had to worry about who you were dating. You were always so reasonable, levelheaded even.”
 
   “Well, I know a rebellious seventeen-year-old me who will be very disappointed to hear you say that.”
 
   Her mom laughed. “You didn’t have a rebellious bone in your body, young lady. Lucky for us, every bone in your sister’s body is rebellious enough for the two of you.”
 
   “Well, I was easy. I didn’t really date anyone until college. Connor’s the only boy you really had to deal with.”
 
   “Exactly. Where are the other Connors of the world? Your sister needs someone like that.”
 
   “Kate would scare the hell out of a man like Connor, Mom. They wouldn’t know what to do with each other.” She sighed. “Besides, we can’t all be as lucky as I am, I suppose,” she teased. 
 
   “Oh, shoot. My oven just beeped. I’m going to have to let you go, sweetheart. Listen, you pick out a date that we can come or else we’re just going to show up on your doorstep one morning ready for breakfast.”
 
   “Okay, Mom. I will.”
 
   “Give that sweet baby kisses from his gran-gran.”
 
   “Gran-gran?” Jordyn snickered. 
 
   “I’m testing out names, okay?” Her mother laughed. 
 
   “We love you,” she told her. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Connor flopped down on the couch next to Jordyn, Ollie sleeping soundly in between them. 
 
   “Thanks, babe.” She smiled as he handed over her drink. She placed her palm on the couch next to Ollie, feeling the heat of his body radiating onto her hand. This was something Connor had begun doing when Ollie was first brought home from the hospital. He told her he was too afraid to touch him and wake him up, yet he loved feeling his body heat, knowing that he was alive and healthy and that they’d created something so beautiful. Jordyn loved watching her husband with their son. It gave her more joy than she ever thought imaginable, to see the family that they’d created. 
 
   “You look beautiful today,” he told her. 
 
   Jordyn looked up, her hair in a messy bun, still in her pajamas, and smiled at Connor. “I love you.” She shook her head. 
 
   He leaned over Ollie carefully. “I love you too.” He smiled at their son and whispered, “And I love you.”
 
   Jordyn switched on the television, flipping through channels absentmindedly. Connor looked up as she came to rest on the evening news. He laid his hand onto Jordyn’s lap, so that his arm rested softly on their son. She smiled at him. Connor was a handsome man, his dark brown hair kept short on the sides and longer on the top. He wore dark-framed glasses that only made his face more attractive to her. She loved to see her husband dressed up, like he did daily on his way to work, but it was times like this, when he was wearing sweat pants and a t-shirt, that he was the most attractive to her. His laidback appearance put her at ease, that she was the only one to truly see him like this. She ran her fingers over his wedding band, the single diamond sparkling even in the dim den light. 
 
   He smiled up at her, wiggling his fingers under hers. He pulled his hand away, wrapping a finger in one of her loose curls. He’d once told her that seeing her with her hair this way reminded him of the first few nights after they’d moved in together. The cheap one-bedroom apartment straight out of college, ramen noodles and Netflix every night, living out of boxes yet to be unpacked, having sex on the dusty floor in the middle of the living room. Sometimes she longed for those days again, more than she could truly explain. Of course, if given the choice, she could never, would never, go back to those days for anything. Their life with Ollie was better than they’d ever imagined. And oh, how they’d imagined. She smiled, thinking of all the nights spent awake, debating over a name, imagining little toy trucks and football games. They’d been so anxious for that little boy to make his appearance into the world, to hold his tiny hands, kiss his tiny head. Her life now was all she’d ever truly hoped for, their own little nest. She couldn’t imagine anything else. 
 
   Connor stood up, interrupting her thoughts, setting his glass aside and taking hers from her hand. 
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked, but she knew that look in his eyes straightaway. 
 
   He pulled her up into his arms, careful not to wake the baby. She stopped, placing throw pillows beside him, though he couldn’t roll over yet. She turned back to Connor, her body pulsing with desire. It had been too long. He pulled her hair down from the bun, watching it fall past her shoulders. He brushed her waves aside, kissing her collar bone. She moaned. He clamped a hand around her waist, sliding her onto the floor. She pulled her shirt off quickly, still proud of the breasts feeding Ollie had given her. He stared at them, removing his own shirt next. She leaned up, offering a kiss. He pressed his lips to hers, his hands moving across her back, searching for a bra clasp. He flung her bra off with gusto, as she began grasping at his pants. Her fingers danced around his beltline, teasing him. She smiled at him cockily as she felt him growing. He bit her neck playfully, and she moaned again. He ran his tongue over her jaw line, kissing her cheeks, her ears. 
 
   He began to pull her pants off when her body went rigid. She pulled her hands away from him like he was fire, turning her face toward the television. What did I just hear? 
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked, trying desperately to pull her attention back toward him. 
 
   She scooted back from him, her heart pounding for a new reason. No, please, no, she silently begged as she watched the headline across the screen. “Look,” she whispered. Her skin turned ice-cold as she read, chills spreading across her body. 
 
   Young Girl Dead After Allergic Reaction Turns Fatal.
 
   A candid picture of a young girl filled the screen, her wispy blonde hair blowing into her bright smile. The picture grew smaller, filling up a corner of the screen as the reporter began talking. “Four-year-old Kinley Preston was pronounced dead today after her severe peanut allergy caused her to go into anaphylactic shock. Officials say the school was made aware of the child’s allergy prior to her starting school in the fall. The child, we are being told, was also in possession of an epinephrine pen when the accident occurred. Whether the school officials knew this remains under investigation. Local superintendent, Austin Roma, spoke out about the incident.” 
 
   The young girl’s picture disappeared and was replaced by a shot of a heavyset man with a large mustache. He spoke into a camera. “Our thoughts and prayers are with the Preston family during this awful time. Nothing can prepare you for something like this, and nothing can be said or done to make it any better. Our staff was on top of the incident, and we are working openly with the police investigation. We will work day and night to improve our school’s security to ensure that nothing like this happens again.”
 
   The screen went back to the blonde reporter. She frowned. “More on this story as it unfolds. Coming up next…” 
 
   Jordyn pulled her gaze from the screen, aware of the horrified look that must be on her face. 
 
   “Jordyn, what is it?” Connor asked, his voice hesitant, as if he knew what would be next. 
 
   She covered herself instinctually, as if the evil from the world could see her in her living room, reaching desperately for her shirt. She felt cool tears collecting in her eyes. “It’s the girl.” The words tumbled from her mouth, her hands shaking as she pulled her shirt back on. 
 
   “What girl?”
 
   “The girl. The girl who was going to die.” 
 
   “What are you talking about?” 
 
   She pulled her hair back into her bun, unconcerned with the fact that her shirt was on backwards. She stared at him in disbelief. “Are you kidding me? The one from the list, Connor! The girl that the woman said was going to die! I remembered her name. I remembered all of the names.”
 
   “Hold on.” He pulled his shirt on too. “You’re saying that little girl on the TV just now, you’re saying she’s the one you were upset about? The one from this list?”
 
   Jordyn couldn’t form words. Her heart ached for the family of the girl, for the boy who’d died only days ago. Could she have somehow prevented this? Could she have told someone?
 
   “Should we send a care package or something? Surely we can find out their address, or at least which funeral home they’ll use. What do you think?”
 
   What do I think? she wanted to scream. I think that I’m telling you that someone knew this girl was going to die and I did nothing about it and you’re asking me about a damn care package! Instead, she mumbled, “That would be nice.” She looked down at her shaking hands. 
 
   “Sweetheart, why are you shaking? Are you feeling well? I know you’re upset about this, but I thought we agreed not to think about it anymore.”
 
   “But don’t you see?” she begged, as if asking him to see her imaginary friend. 
 
   “See what? Please don’t do this again, Jordyn. I just can’t do it tonight.”
 
   “You can’t tell me you still believe it’s nothing! Connor, kids are dying. That’s two kids in two days that have died from that list. They’re dying in order! You can’t honestly believe it’s just coincidence. Come on. What are the chances?” she cried, staring at her stubborn husband in disbelief. 
 
   “Okay, fine.” He frowned at her. “What are you suggesting then? What do you think the list is about? Honestly?”
 
   Jordyn felt more foolish than ever, her head heavy. “You didn’t see her face, Connor. I know you think I sound like a lunatic, but I just can’t un-see it. She was so scared, so definite. It was as if the girl was already gone.”
 
   “So you think the list was, what? A hit list? Are you even hearing yourself? You think someone thought, ‘Hey, I think I’ll kill some kids today. And just for fun I’ll write up a list and hang it in a grocery store so everyone will know about it. But no one will take their kids and hide and no police will come after me for any reason at all’? Seriously? Someone puts up this list and no one bats an eye? No one calls the cops? No one tries to protect their kids? You don’t honestly believe that, Jor. You know you don’t.”
 
   She frowned. 
 
   “Baby, I do want to believe you, okay? I do. I want to. But how can I when what you’re saying is just impossible?”
 
   “Maybe someone in town is a psychic,” Jordyn said finally. 
 
   “Seriously?” Connor stood up, adjusting his pants, his face firm. 
 
   “It could happen.” She shrugged. 
 
   “You just haven’t been yourself since Ollie. You’ve been doing so much here given that I’ve been working so much. I need to help you out more. You know your hormones are still out of whack. That’s all this is. You’re exhausted.”
 
   Jordyn stood up, trying to keep herself calm. She knew deep down that he must be right. Her husband had always been a reasonable person, believing only in what he could see or prove himself. She wished so much that she could make him understand that something wasn’t right here. She bit her lip as Ollie began to fuss. Connor walked toward the couch, patting their son’s tummy softly, confirming that the conversation was over.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Steve Barger
 
    
 
    
 
   Steve Barger refreshed his email again. Again. Again. Again. How dare that bitch not respond? It had been two days already. He took another swig of his beer, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. If she thought she was just going to leave in the middle of the night, disconnect her phone, and never speak to him again, she had another thing coming. They’d put eighteen years into this marriage, and he’d be damned if he was going to let her screw it all up now over some midlife crisis affair. His eyes burned from lack of sleep, his hands trembled, and his stomach turned from large quantities of beer and coffee. 
 
   Suddenly, an alert sounded at the bottom of his screen. New Email, it said. He rubbed his eyes, refreshing the screen hastily. The email address wasn’t one he recognized, but there was her name: Danielle Barger. She must’ve changed it when she left, to keep him from contacting her, just like the phone. He opened the email, his anger fading away immediately. She’d written:
 
    
 
   I’m sorry. Please find the old lantern in the shed and light it. Bring it out to the field past Old Man Berkshaw’s farm, where we used to go when we were younger. Leave the lantern in the middle of the field. If you do this, this alone will show me how much you care about me. I know it’s a crazy request, but just trust me, okay? Please, Steve. I miss you. 
 
    
 
   Steve stared at the screen. Could she be serious? What in the world did she care about some old lantern? Why should he do what she said? He could be caught trespassing. The lantern could catch the field on fire. This was madness. 
 
   Still, he longed to see her again, to smell her, to hold her. He knew he couldn’t ignore her request, no matter how insane it seemed. Maybe she would be waiting for him. He imagined her standing in the sun, her hair blowing in the wind. He imagined her happy, smiling at him. He stood up, making his way out to the shed. He hadn’t been out here in years. How she even remembered he kept a lantern out here was beyond him. He stumbled toward the shed door, trying hard to remember exactly how far down under his junk it was buried. He began digging through the piles of old boxes and tools, things that hadn’t been needed or used for years. There was a life sized Coca-Cola polar bear over in the corner that had been banished to the shed when his latest hole had left white fuzz all over the house again. The room smelled of dust and hot wood. An odd combination, but one Steve was familiar with. A wasp swarmed in the corner of the room. 
 
   Steve gasped as he stuck his hand in a box and stabbed it on something sharp. He cursed, pulling his hand backwards in pain. He glanced at the middle of his hand, a thick red line of blood already forming. He really needed to get out here and clean this place up. He’d been promising to for ages. He added that to his mile-long list of things he would do if Danielle came back. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Finally, eight dead spiders, two wasps, twenty-seven boxes, and ten bloodied fingers later, and Steve had found the ruddy lantern. He’d showered, loaded the lamp up, bought a rose, slicked back his hair, and was on his way toward the outskirts of town. His heart raced, and he couldn’t keep the cheesy smile off of his wrinkling face. As he laid eyes on the field, his hope only grew bigger, remembering the evenings they’d spent walking amongst the wheat. It was growing dark out. He wondered if she was out there somewhere, watching him, waiting for him. He supposed she must be. He stopped the truck, sucking in his gut as he climbed out. He made his way, lantern in hand, toward the middle of the field. He felt proud of himself, all that he’d done to prepare for this. He’d even worn that awful cologne she loved so much, the one that made him smell like he was in a boy band. His lip curled at the scent. He stopped as a twig snapped just beyond the edge of the trees. Could it be? 
 
   “Hello?” he called. 
 
   There was no answer. Someone was definitely there, watching him, just beyond the tree line. He tried to see, but it was too dark. His throat grew dry, suddenly wishing he’d brought something to protect himself with. Were there coyotes in the woods this time of year? He couldn’t be sure. “Dani?” he called, trying to steady his voice. 
 
   Another twig cracked, this time from further away. He eyed the middle of the field, taking a few steps in that direction. “Dani, if that’s you, come on out. It’s me. I’ve done what you asked.” His voice grew lower as he spoke. He set the lamp down as he reached the middle of the field, turning the knob to crank the flame higher. Something was buzzing in the distance. He looked around. The night air made his skin tingle, his arm hair standing on end. He dropped the rose and left the lamp, running toward his truck for dear life. Something was not right. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Alex Turner
 
    
 
   Alex turned to look behind him. “C’mon, Linds. Hurry up. We’re going to be so late. My mom’s going to kill me.”
 
   Lindsey huffed, trying to keep up. “I’m trying. This path is too bumpy. I keep tripping. You have to slow down. I still don’t understand why we couldn’t go the way we always do.”
 
   He stopped, turning around to grab his girlfriend’s hand. “Here. Come on.” 
 
   She took it, squeezing his fingers and stepping up on a tall rock with a sigh. 
 
   “We couldn’t take the usual way because we have to be extra careful. I told you that.”
 
   “Are you sure you know where we’re going?” she asked again. 
 
   “Of course I’m sure. I’m not an idiot. Ben says he comes this way all the time.”
 
   “I still don’t see why we can’t just go home the normal way. Even if we don’t go through the woods, we could walk through town. No one’s going to hurt us in town, Alex.”
 
   “You know we can’t do that. Mom has to believe I was at Ben’s.”
 
   “You’re sixteen years old. She acts like she can control your whole life.” Lindsey scoffed. 
 
   “I know,” he said, breathing deeply as he stepped over another huge rock. “In six months, this’ll all blow over. I’ll get the car back. Then we won’t have to sneak around.”
 
   “I don’t have to sneak around now. My parents trust me,” she emphasized. 
 
   “My parents trust me,” he told her firmly. “They’ve always trusted me. It’s just—”
 
   “Oh, I know. We’re on The List.” He heard the sarcasm dripping in her voice. 
 
   “Look, I know the list is total bullshit, okay? But still, we have to be more careful than usual. Just until the next list.”
 
   “The next list? Don’t you know we’ll be dead by then?” she joked. 
 
   He turned around in a snap. “Don’t joke like that.” His stomach churned. She was silent. He turned back, walking and half dragging her behind him. He wasn’t sure if he heard the first sniffle, but by the second he was struck with the realization that she was crying. He turned back toward her, not worried about being late anymore. Cupping her face, he wiped a stray tear from her cheek. He could barely make out the outline of her face in the shadows. “Hey. Hey, don’t cry, Linds. What is it? I’m sorry I yelled at you.”
 
   She shook her head in between his hands. “No.”
 
   “No?” he asked. 
 
   “It’s not you, Alex. It’s…what if they’re right? I mean, about The List and everything. Do you really believe it’s all bullshit? Honestly? Has there ever been a kid on the list who didn’t wind up dead?”
 
   “Hey,” he said softly, pulling her face to his. He kissed her lips. “Listen to me. Nothing is going to happen to us, okay? Nothing. We’re going to be fine. We’re going to go to prom. And get married. And grow old together. We’re going to college. You’re going to save the world, one sick puppy at a time.” He laughed. 
 
   “But how can you be—”
 
   “I’m sure. I won’t let anything happen to you, Linds, I just won’t. We’re smart, okay? Smarter than the other kids. Don’t listen to anything. Notes, texts, emails. Nothing. If I need you, I’ll call you. If someone else needs you, you call them and make sure that it’s really them. We’ve got our plan. We’re going to make it through this. It’s just six months. Really only four, now.” 
 
   “But all of the others?”
 
   “The others were dumb. They listened to strangers on the other end of some piece of technology. We’ve all heard the stories. We’re the oldest kids to ever make it on the list, which means we’re the smartest. We’ve grown up here. Sixteen years of this psycho running things. We know exactly what we’re up against. In four months we’re going to be just fine, just you wait and see.” 
 
   She nodded, her sobs growing faint. Alex kissed her forehead. For the past few weeks, since the list had been revealed, she’d occasionally had a breakdown that he’d had to bring her back from. He had calming her down to an art at this point.
 
   “We’re gonna be fine,” he assured her. 
 
   Suddenly, her eyes locked on something behind him. “What’s that?” She pointed. 
 
   He whipped around, afraid of what he might see. A light was glowing somewhere in the distance, steady and bright. A flashlight, maybe? “Shh,” he whispered, tugging her along. 
 
   She pulled her arm back. “Are you crazy? We can’t go toward them. We don’t know who’s out there.”
 
   “The trees will hide us,” he assured her. “This is the only way I know. If we turn around now, we’ll be even later and I’ll be grounded for life. Just stay close to me. Come on.”
 
   “Alex,” she called from behind him, her voice shaking.
 
   “Shhh!” His heart galloped in his chest, and he wondered for a split second if this might be his parents out looking for him. As they reached the edge of the woods, they saw the source of the light grow brighter, glowing in the field. “Come on,” he whispered to her, lifting the metal barbed wire so that she could climb under before climbing through himself. 
 
   “What is that?” Lindsey asked, staring at the light source. “A flashlight?”
 
   “Shh, let’s keep moving. We have to get out of here. I don’t like this,” Alex said, pulling her away from the light. 
 
   She nodded in agreement as they both began to run down the length of the fence. Suddenly, he heard something. A buzzing noise. He held out his arm, stopping her. “Wait. Do you hear that?”
 
   She panted loudly. “Hear what?”
 
   “That buzzing noise.” He turned in circles, trying to decide where it was coming from. 
 
   “Yes, I hear it. What is it?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he answered honestly, still looking around. “It sounds like it’s close. Almost like a vibration.”
 
   “Crickets?”
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
 
   As they approached the edge of the field, the buzzing only grew louder. He reached for the barbed wire to help her climb out. 
 
   “Alex!” She stopped him, his hand frozen in midair. “Is this fence electric?” 
 
   “No, of course not. Even if it is, there are no animals in the pasture and the grass is too tall for it to be turned on. It’d start a fire for sure.”
 
   “Look,” she told him, pointing down toward the edge of the fence in horror. 
 
   He stared, unsure of what he was seeing at first. “What the hell?”
 
   Buzz. Buzz. Buzz. Like clockwork, twigs of tall, dry grass were bumping into the bottom of the fence, each one sparking as it did. 
 
   “That’s not possible. We literally just came through this fence.” He shook his head. 
 
   “Alex.” Lindsey grabbed his hand as a long weed caught fire, spreading to the grass beside it rapidly. Sparks spit all around them. “Alex, we have to go. How do we get out of here? Where’s the gate?” 
 
   Brought back to reality, he looked around. “This way,” he told her, pulling her toward the tree line once more, hoping he’d remember where it was. Smoke began to fill his nose. He threw his head back, jaw dropping. The field had gone up in flames in mere seconds. They broke out into a run, coughing and gagging as the blaze grew near. The kids ran back and forth, sure they were running in circles, searching for a gate that had to be there. 
 
   “There! There it is!” Lindsey cried out. The smoke had grown so dense that Alex was sure she couldn’t really be seeing it. His eyes stung as the smoke continued to grow. His whole body burned from the heat. He fanned his face, hoping to get some clean air. Then, he saw it too. He could’ve wept with joy. He began to push her forward, toward the gate. They were going to make it out. His eyes fell on the padlock instantly as they approached the gate. 
 
   “You first,” he told her, each breath burning more than the last. “We’ll have to climb.”
 
   He heard her answer, though he could no longer see her very well. “Okay.” He saw her approach the gate, hands out, reaching for the metal slats.
 
   Lindsey’s family had a farm. They raised horses, mostly. She’d grown up around electric fencing all her life. But in the end, that didn’t help her. If the fire hadn’t been so close, the smoke so thick, the cracking so loud, Lindsey Cooke might have noticed the frayed piece of fencing wrapped perfectly around the metal of the gate. She might have heard the popping and buzzing of the much-too-high voltage. Instead, she latched onto the metal without a second thought. 
 
   Alex, who had never been around many farms, knew nothing about electric fencing except what he’d heard from Lindsey. So, when Lindsey’s head seized back, her jaw locked, no sound coming from her mouth, he watched her shake, mistaking electrocution for a fear of climbing. 
 
   “Go, Linds,” he told her, grabbing hold of her back in order to give her a boost. The pain that tore through him was unlike anything he’d ever felt before: white-hot, paralyzing, and sharp. He trembled, unable to pull his hands away. At the same time, the flames danced around the lantern, the kerosene warming quickly. No one could be sure whether the children were dead before the explosion, only that whether by explosion or electrocution, the two suffered unspeakable pain.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   HIM
 
    
 
   By the time the explosion occurred, he was miles away, but he still saw it light up the sky. Those kids, the things they’d said, calling him a psycho, their little “plan”…well, they saw how well it all worked. 
 
   Usually, the parents were the ones being punished, rather than the children, but in this case he’d made an exception. Steve Barger had done well, exceptionally well. He’d worried, when he stepped on the stick, if he’d somehow messed up his plan, but luckily for him the kids weren’t too far behind and were able to throw Steve off of his trail. Not that Barger would’ve come after him; he was too much of a coward for that, but he was sure he would’ve come into the woods to look for Danielle if he’d truly believed it was her. The Bargers didn’t have kids, so it had seemed impossible to get them to participate in such a plan. However, when he saw Danielle flirting with the UPS man every morning, he realized he had a way in. The fake Internet profile, a few photos and emails later, and she came running to Cleveland to meet a man who never existed. Of course, she’d realized it soon enough, but all he needed was a few days in order to put his plan into action. And oh, how smoothly it had worked. He’d never taken out two at once before, but it was much more efficient than he’d expected. 
 
   It had been two months and already four were gone. He had to figure out who would be the next target of his plan. Human empathy, he’d come to realize, never extended much further than one’s own family and loved ones. The people in Bates were prime examples of that. For years now, they’d all proven time and time again that they’d do whatever it took to whoever it took to keep their families safe. 
 
   If only they knew no one was safe. 
 
   Four down, two to go.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six 
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordyn
 
    
 
   Jordyn smiled across the picket fence at her neighbor. “Good morning!” 
 
   “Morning,” Henry mumbled under his breath, not bothering to make eye contact. 
 
   This was progress, surprisingly. Since the sale of their house, Jordyn and Connor had hardly gotten Henry to speak to them at all. They’d done their best to keep the house the way his mother had left it, hoping that would help, but it had been no use. 
 
   She bent over beside the mail box, picking up the morning paper and wondering whether to talk to Connor about getting a puppy. It would be nice, she thought, to have one for Ollie to grow up with. Now that they had a yard, it would give her something to do during the day, especially once Ollie grew older and could play too. These days, it wore her out just to carry him around the house. She couldn’t imagine running and playing with him constantly. A puppy would be beneficial. She and Connor had never really been animal people, but she still thought it would be fun for their son. She imagined training it to get the paper for her every morning. The thought made her smile. A bird chirped overhead. She looked up, shielding her eyes from the sun. She flipped open the page, still smiling, and squealed. The paper dropped, pages flying everywhere. She glanced around. Henry stood up and walked back into his house, not bothering to acknowledge her. 
 
   She chased the pages across the yard, knowing how silly she must look. After she’d collected them from her yard and the street, she attempted to straighten them and place them back in order. She flipped them back open once again and sucked in a deep breath. The page contained a picture of two children. They were older than the others—teenagers, probably. The headline read:
 
    
 
   Two Dead in Field Blaze and Kerosene Explosion.
 
    
 
   Jordyn read it again. She couldn’t bring herself to read the article. Instead, she scanned for names and closed the paper once her fears were confirmed. Two more were dead, two more children. All from that stupid list. Enough was enough. 
 
   She marched over, still clad in her pajamas, to Henry’s yard, pushing the white gate open. The birds chirping overhead were no longer a good thing, but rather a source of annoyance. She stepped up onto the blue wooden porch, surprised to see an old hound dog asleep. He lifted his head up, apparently too old to care about intruders, then laid back down. Flustered, Jordyn knocked on the door. When no one came, she knocked again, this time louder. 
 
   “Hello?” she called. 
 
   The door swung open. A dark-blonde-headed girl with large black-framed glasses stared at her. She couldn’t have been any older than the kids in the picture. Jordyn was struck by the realization that she probably knew them, that they may have even been her friends. The girl stared at her without speaking. 
 
   “Hello.” Jordyn cleared her throat. “I’m Jordyn, your neighbor. I don’t think we’ve met.”
 
   The girl smiled at her. “I’m Lauren.”
 
   “Lauren, it’s very nice to meet you, sweetie. Is your dad busy?” 
 
   “Hang on just a second.” She shut the door. A few moments later, Henry appeared in front of her, looking rather unhappy.
 
   “Everything all right?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, we’re fine.” She paused. “No. I’m sorry, no, it’s not all right. Do you think I could talk to you for a moment?”
 
   “Sure,” he said, not moving.
 
   Jordyn glanced around the porch, feeling exposed. Connor would be up soon, wondering where she was. “Um, well, do you mind if I come in? I’m sorry. It’s just kind of a long story.”
 
   He pondered for a second, stepping back finally and frowning. “Okay.” He held the door open only a crack, allowing her to squeeze in, and shut it. He led Jordyn into a tidy living room and sent Lauren to her room. They sat down opposite each other, Henry’s eyes boring into her. 
 
   “Now, look, if this is about the house, I warned you about all the problems.” Henry began, his voice defensive.
 
   Jordyn shook her head. “Oh, no. Of course not. The house is great, perfect, in fact. That’s not why I’m here.”
 
   “Oh.” He rubbed his balding scalp. “Well, then why are you here?”
 
   “Well, it’s kind of a tough subject. I wanted to ask you what you knew about these kids.” She held up the paper to reveal the article. 
 
   Henry eyed it for a second, then looked back up, his face stiff. “What about them?”
 
   “Well, kids seem to die here,” she blurted out. 
 
   “Kids die everywhere, Ms. Atwood.”
 
   She couldn’t believe how insensitive he sounded. “Of course. But it seems to happen a lot here. Don’t you think? I mean, what? It’s been four kids in, like, three months? That can’t seem normal to you.”
 
   He shook his head. “Crazy times.”
 
   “All of the deaths seemed to be regarded as accidents. All of them. It doesn’t seem like they do much of an investigation. I never even see police out.”
 
   “Is that a question?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I can’t pretend to speak for the police, Ms. Atwood, but they’re doing their jobs I suppose. Is there anything else I can do for you?” He began to stand up, dismissing her. 
 
   “Actually, yes. There’s one more thing.” She held her hand up, feeling like a nuisance, but she had to ask.
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “This is going to sound crazy, but when I went into town the other day…”
 
   “Yeah?” he asked, as she paused to think about how to phrase this. 
 
   “And there was this list.” She studied his face, trying to see a hint of recognition, anything that might mean she wasn’t crazy.
 
   “A list?” he asked, doubt and annoyance on his face. 
 
   “Yes, a list of names. Six names.” She recited them from memory, “Dakota Nettles. Kinley Preston. Alex Turner. Lindsey Cooke. Cara Hancock. Amber Hutson.”
 
   “There are all sorts of reasons to make a list. I’m not sure what it is you’re asking me here.”
 
   “Four of the children from that list are dead, Mr. Taylor. Four. They’re dying in order. There are two names left. I guess I’m asking you if those kids are next. If there’s something we can do to stop this.”
 
   The man was silent, lips pressed together. 
 
   “My husband thinks I’m going crazy, and maybe I am, but I just can’t believe this is all just some coincidence.”
 
   “So what is it that you do believe?”
 
   “Well, the list must’ve been a hit list of some sort, right? People who were going to die. Or maybe it was a warning list. Possibly from a psychic? Or maybe it was a perfectly innocent list but for some reason someone has been using it for a bad purpose?” She was rambling now, ideas spilling out of her mouth. 
 
   With each question, Henry’s eyebrows grew higher. “That all seems quite far-fetched.”
 
   “I know.” She sighed. “But what other explanation is there?”
 
   “I really couldn’t tell you,” he said, but Jordyn caught more than ignorance in his eyes. 
 
   “You have to know something though, don’t you? You have to. Everyone in this town is so lonely. They keep to themselves. No one seems to go out much. Is this why? Is there some killer that you all are doing nothing to stop?”
 
   Henry stepped closer, with a force Jordyn hadn’t expected. “Now, you listen here. Don’t you go sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong. You don’t know what you’re talking about and going around pretending like you do ain’t gonna do nothing but get you into a world of trouble. You just need to go on home and quit asking questions.”
 
   “So there is something to be asking questions about, then?”
 
   “No, now I didn’t say that. You’re twisting my words. Whatever you saw in that grocery store  was—”
 
   Jordyn stood up, her face lined with his. “I never said anything about a grocery store, Mr. Taylor.”
 
   His jaw dropped open. He sat back in his chair, acceptance on his face. 
 
   “You do know what I’m talking about then, don’t you? I’m not crazy.” Her smile grew wide, her skin tingling. 
 
   “I don’t know anything about anything. I want no part of this. Now get out of my house and leave us alone.” He waved his hands in the air angrily.
 
   Jordyn took a step back, glancing at the door. “Don’t do this, please. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”
 
   “Get out,” he said through gritted teeth, walking to the hall and pulling open the door. 
 
   They were both surprised to see Connor standing just outside the door, arm up, ready to knock. “Oh, hi.” He smiled at Henry. “I was just looking for my wife. You haven’t seen her—” As he spoke, he looked around the room, finally focusing on Jordyn. “Jor? Is everything okay?”
 
   “She was just leaving,” Henry said firmly. 
 
   Jordyn nodded, exiting the house. She turned one last time, wanting to apologize, but the door slammed in her face. She sighed, feeling more upset than ever. 
 
   “What were you doing? I was so worried about you,” Connor said, his irritation at the absurdity of her actions ringing out in his voice. 
 
   She handed him the paper and took Ollie from his grasp, unable to explain it all again. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Connor rode begrudgingly in the passenger’s seat as Jordyn drove. Her knuckles were white on the wheel, eyes straight ahead. She couldn’t make him see why she was so determined to find something wrong when he said there was nothing to find. But Henry had said otherwise, at least sort of. If only Connor had seen the list, maybe then he would understand, but he hadn’t. Instead, it just seemed like some crazy piece of a puzzle that Jordyn was determined to make fit where it didn’t belong. At least, she thought, he’d finally agreed to this. 
 
   They pulled into the police station, her chest immediately filling with a mix of fear, hope, and insurmountable dread. Maybe now, finally, he’d believe her. Maybe she could stop it all. Or maybe she’d be arrested for withholding evidence. She couldn’t be sure. 
 
   As they climbed out of the car, both with apprehensive looks on their faces, he grasped her hand. “I’m with you,” he told her. “Even if I don’t understand this, I’m with you.”
 
   She squeezed his hand, smiling at him quickly. They entered the building and faced a black-haired woman in an officer’s uniform. She stood behind a desk. “Hello. Can I help you?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Jordyn answered, approaching the desk. “I was hoping to speak to an officer. I think I have some information that may be of use to you.”
 
   “What’s this about?” The woman’s small smile faded quickly.
 
   Jordyn dropped Connor’s hand, pulling the newspaper up onto the counter. “It’s about them,” she said, pointing to the picture of the teenagers, their bright smiles shining up at her. 
 
   The woman glanced at the paper and then back at Jordyn, her eyes dark. “Hang on just a second,” she said firmly, not breaking eye contact. She turned around, walking through a doorway and shutting it behind her. After a few moments, she returned, followed by a skinny, mustached man with dark, tired eyes. 
 
   “Mary here tells me you folks have something to tell me?”
 
   Jordyn’s voice tickled her throat. “Yes.”
 
   “Come on back.” He waved his arm, opening a gate and letting them behind the desk. He opened the door Mary had disappeared through and let them past him. The room he took them to was tiny, with a small desk. He pulled up two metal chairs and gestured for them to sit. 
 
   “Okay.” He clasped his hands in front of him casually. “So what’s going on?”
 
   Jordyn looked to Connor, who raised his eyebrows. She turned back to the officer. “I believe I have some information about the deaths of these children.” She laid the article on the desk. “And the others.” 
 
   He glanced at the article, then back up. “Others?” 
 
   “The other children who have died. Kinley Preston and Dakota Nettles.”
 
   The officer scooted into his desk. “Those deaths were unrelated.” 
 
   “Yes, I know, but—”
 
   “Not to mention accidental,” he continued. 
 
   “Yes, I know, but I have reason to believe that you are wrong.”
 
   The officer frowned. “Okay. Go on.”
 
   Jordyn heaved a sigh of relief. “Okay. So it all started a few months ago, when I was shopping downtown. I remember there was a commotion by the door of the grocery store, Benson’s Deli. When I went to see what was going on, there was this list. Everyone was so upset by it. I couldn’t understand why. This woman was crying. She said her daughter was going to die. At the time I didn’t think much of it. I thought, you know, maybe she was sick or something.”
 
   Jordyn almost felt Connor scoff beside of her. She continued. “There were only the names of six kids on that list. Four of whom are already dead.”
 
   The officer was silent, chewing his gum, and staring back and forth between her and Connor. “So,” he said finally, “what you’re saying is that you think someone wrote a list of people who would die?”
 
   “I honestly don’t know what to think of it.”
 
   “Do you have any pictures of the list? How was it labeled?”
 
   “Well, it wasn’t labeled.” Jordyn frowned. 
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “It was just a typed up sheet of paper. Small font. Six numbers, six names.”
 
   “So, if it wasn’t labeled, how do you think they knew what the list even meant?”
 
   She paused, her mouth open. “I don’t.”
 
   “And do you honestly believe if this were true that no one else would’ve come forward with this story? You said there was a ‘commotion by the door’. A lot of people, right? All those people and not one came in to tell us? Not even the woman who you claim knew her child was going to die?” He tapped a pencil rapidly on the desk. 
 
   Jordyn felt sweat gathering on the back of her neck. “Well—”
 
   “Look, Miss?”
 
   “Atwood. Jordyn Atwood.” Her face flushed. 
 
   “Ms. Atwood, I appreciate you coming down today. I really do. These children’s deaths were true tragedies and nothing more. You can believe me when I say each death was fully investigated. Right now, Ms. Atwood, these families just need peace. They need time to grieve. I’d like to ask you personally to let this go. Whatever you saw, whatever you heard, it’s over now. Please just let us do our jobs.” 
 
   Jordyn sucked in a breath. Before anything else could be said, Connor reached over and took hold of her hand. He stood up, pulling her to her feet as well. “Thank you so much for your time, Officer. We are so sorry to have disturbed you.”
 
   Jordyn’s body tensed as her husband’s words stung her. Without another word, they left the room, walking out to where the receptionist stood. She smiled at them as they walked past. Jordyn couldn’t bear to look her in the eye. 
 
   As Connor opened the door to let her out, the secretary smiled at them. 
 
   “Cute baby.” Her words were like icicles on Jordyn’s skin, tingling her. Tears made their way into her eyes. She put a hand over Ollie protectively.
 
   She climbed into the car. Connor put Ollie into his seat and then climbed in as well. He turned to Jordyn, rubbing her cheek. “You tried, okay?”
 
   She turned her head so that his fingers no longer made contact with her skin. “That isn’t good enough,” she whispered firmly.
 
   He moved his hand away, starting the car. The ride home was filled with silence. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jordyn walked through the cemetery, staying toward the back of the crowd and trying to remain unnoticed. Connor had sent flowers for the teenagers’ gravestone, yet Jordyn couldn’t make him see why that wasn’t enough, why nothing he did to console her was enough. After Connor had left for work this morning, she’d slipped on her long black dress, still a bit too tight since Ollie had been born, loaded Ollie up into the car, and headed for the funeral. She couldn’t really explain, even to herself, why she needed to see the kids’ families, but the feeling was there, burning inside of her like a candle she couldn’t blow out. It was as if this were all her fault. She couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow she could have prevented this. 
 
   The funeral was small, quiet. It was obvious that Jordyn was out of place. She glanced around, searching for familiar faces. She saw a few people she’d seen around town, each person avoiding her eye contact. It was obvious they all knew each other, making her the outsider. Up near the caskets stood two couples. One man, tall with dark brown hair, and his wife, her blonde hair piled high, stood near the boy’s casket. The other couple, much older, both with graying hair and two other younger children beside of them, stood near the girl’s. In the end, Jordyn couldn’t make herself approach the caskets. It just didn’t seem right. They seemed smaller than usual, even though she knew they couldn’t be. With a lump in her throat, she pulled Ollie closer to her. It broke her heart to see the families’ swollen eyes, the children wiping their tears away as quickly as they fell. None of this was fair. She watched as people walked toward the families, sharing their condolences and tearful hugs. 
 
   Finally, the face she hoped to see made her way to the front of the line. The woman from the grocery store, Carrie. They shared a quick hug. She watched the man who must’ve been Carrie’s husband pat the mother’s shoulder and shake the father’s hand. They made their way to the next family and repeated the process. The line kept moving, and eventually the Prestons were left alone on the outside of the funeral, standing awkwardly arm in arm. Jordyn wondered if they’d make their way toward their car soon. She couldn’t chance losing them again. Making sure that no one was looking at her, she made her way toward the couple. She felt a few stares burning into her as she began moving. Maybe Connor had been right, she realized. Maybe showing up here had been a mistake. 
 
   Jordyn looked up, her gaze locking with Carrie’s. Carrie’s puffy, red eyes held Jordyn’s for a moment too long. She was probably trying to remember where she recognized Jordyn from, and then she turned away. A young woman with short, dark brown hair approached the couple. She pulled Carrie into a hug. Jordyn froze, unable to move. She felt her heels digging into the soggy, wet grass, yet she could do nothing. Everything in her ached for this to have all been a bad dream. How could this woman be brave enough to attend the funeral of two children when her own had died only a month before? How could any of these people still be standing? If it were her, if Ollie were…she couldn’t bear to think about it. It would destroy her. She looked back toward the crowd, people still gathering around the caskets, and felt anger well inside of her. This could’ve been prevented, she thought. All of this could’ve been prevented. She felt eyes burning into her, and her trance ended. She looked around, laying eyes on Carrie again, who was now looking her way. 
 
   Behind her swollen, red eyes was a darkness Jordyn hadn’t noticed before. Perhaps she’d finally recognized her. She whispered something to her husband, who suddenly looked Jordyn’s way too. They both froze, neither smiling nor frowning. Jordyn made her way toward them once again, her face feeling stiff. Ollie stirred in her arms, and she pulled her arms tighter around him. 
 
   As she grew closer, the Prestons stepped together instinctively. Carrie spoke first, softly. “Do I know you from somewhere?”
 
   Jordyn nodded. “Not well. We met at a grocery store a few months ago…I’m so sorry for your loss.”
 
   “Did you know our daughter? Our Kinley?” Her voice cracked as she said her daughter’s name. Her husband rubbed her arm softly. 
 
   “No,” Jordyn said. “My husband and I sent flowers to the funeral home.”
 
   “That’s very nice,” Carrie said, her voice growing more faint. 
 
   “Do you know the Cookes, then? Or the Turners? I guess you must.” Her husband spoke up, his voice kinder than she’d anticipated.
 
   She looked back toward the families. “No. I read about the funerals. I think it’s a lovely idea, having them together.”
 
   “Alex and Lindsey grew up together. It only seems right,” the man said, staring off behind Jordyn, where the caskets were. 
 
   “Nothing about this is lovely,” Carrie said firmly, tears pouring from her eyes. “Nothing.”
 
   “Of course not,” Jordyn said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to suggest—” Jordyn stopped, taking a breath. “Actually, that’s why I’m here. I’m so sorry to do this now, but I just can’t help but remember how we met.”
 
   The woman swallowed, her voice firm. “How we met? I’m sorry. I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “I’m sorry to bring this up, especially under the circumstances, it’s just that on the day we met, you were saying…I’m sorry,” she apologized again, her mouth dry. “It’s just, it seemed as if you knew that this, that all of this, was going to happen.”
 
   “Excuse me?” The woman reeled back as if she’d been slapped. 
 
   “I don’t mean to imply, I mean, of course you couldn’t have known.” She felt her face growing red. What had she gotten herself into? How in the world had she thought this conversation would go? She hadn’t. Hadn’t thought, she told herself. She was impulsive to a fault, Connor told her, and he was right. All her life Jordyn had jumped headfirst into whatever came her way, without looking back. She knew it was crazy. She could hear her mother’s voice ringing in her ears. “Look before you leap. Think before you speak.” But Jordyn was already headfirst into this, and she couldn’t sleep another night if she didn’t allow herself to ask the one question that had haunted her for months. 
 
   She took a deep breath. “I know this isn’t the right place or the right time, I just have to know. What was The List? The one on the bulletin board at Benson’s? The one with Kinley’s name? And the others?” 
 
   A tear streamed down the woman’s face, but she didn’t speak. Her bottom lip began to quiver. Before she could open her mouth, her husband placed his hand on her shoulder, turning her to face him. He pulled her into a hug, meeting Jordyn’s eyes. “You’re right, miss. This isn’t the right time. We’ve been through enough. You should go.”
 
   “Of course,” Jordyn whispered, tears forming in her eyes as well. “Of course. I’m sorry. Honestly.” She took a step back, feeling like a wolf chased off from its own pack. There were a few stragglers on their way to their cars who’d seen the confrontation, each looking at her in horror. She kissed Ollie’s head, thankful to have one person on her side no matter what, and ducked away from the crowd. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That evening at dinner Jordyn bustled around the table, setting out dishes and preparing to eat. When everything was in its place, Connor took a sip of his wine and smiled up at her. 
 
   “This looks delicious, babe.” 
 
   Jordyn wiped her hands on her jeans before sinking down into her chair. She served herself a helping of lasagna and then put one on Connor’s plate. She took a sip of her wine as well, glancing into the den once more to make sure Ollie was still sleeping in his playpen. 
 
   Connor cleared his throat, interrupting her thoughts. She looked his way. His eyebrows were raised. “So,” he began.
 
   She smiled at him, pressing her lips together, waiting. “So?”
 
   He sat his fork down. “So, what’s wrong?” He rubbed his hands over hers, his palms warm on her icy fingers. 
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked innocently, opening her hand and turning it over so she could hold his. 
 
   “Well, you organize when you’re upset. When I came home, our entire closet, including my ties, was organized by color and designer.” He smiled slyly. 
 
   “I always try to get you to do that anyway. I was just bored this afternoon.”
 
   “You also alphabetized all of our food and cleaning supplies.” His brow raised, he took another sip of wine. 
 
   “It just makes it so much easier to find things.” She smiled, knowing she wasn’t fooling him. Connor knew her better than she knew herself most days. 
 
   “Sweetheart, what is it?”
 
   “Today was Alex and Lindsey’s funeral.” She frowned, looking at him in frustration. 
 
   “The couple that died in the field? I didn’t realize they were having the funerals together. I had an arrangement sent to both.”
 
   “Yes, I saw.” 
 
   “You saw? What do you mean you? Jordyn, tell me you didn’t go to that funeral.” He sat his glass down quickly, sloshing wine onto the table. 
 
   “I had to,” she said stubbornly, grabbing a hand towel off the back of an empty chair and wiping up the wine. 
 
   He grabbed her arm gently, taking the towel from her. “You had to?”
 
   “I had to talk to Carrie. I didn’t know how else to find her.”
 
   “Carrie? Remind me who that is.”
 
   “The mother of the little girl who passed away last month, Kinley. The allergic reaction.”
 
   “Right. Why did you need to talk to her then?”
 
   “I had to ask her. She’s the only one who can answer me.”
 
   He rubbed his mouth firmly, his body tense. “You went to the funeral of two teenage kids in order to catch the mother of a child who died last month so that you could tell her that you think her child might have been murdered and that you also think they knew it was coming because there was a list with her name on it in a grocery store and that’s the only possible solution?”
 
   “It sounds crazy. I know.” She sat back down, watching his jaw throb. It was rare that she saw her husband angry, but she knew this was coming. 
 
   “Dammit, Jordyn, you sound bat shit crazy. You can’t just do that. I know you don’t mean any harm, but how was she supposed to take that? I mean, what? Do you think she killed her daughter? What exactly were you accusing her of? Accusing anyone of?” He stood from his chair, a desperate look on his face. “Jesus, Jor, I don’t understand what was going through your mind. In what universe was that a good idea?”
 
   Her face grew red, her chin trembling. She bat back tears carefully. She hated when he scolded her, hated it more when he was right. “I don’t know, Connor. It’s not like I’m trying to be difficult. I just want so bad to help these people. I want to understand what’s happening here. Something is not right about this town. Children are just dying constantly, and no one’s even batting an eye.” She stood up, facing him. “And I just wish that someone believed me.”
 
   “I want to believe you, Jor. Of course I do. But what are you asking me to believe? What is it that you believe?” His voice lowered as he spoke, his body calming. 
 
   “I really believe something is wrong here. Something is very off about this town. The people here are hiding something.”
 
   Connor stared at her, his lips wrinkling up like he’d smelled something sour, his eyes darting back and forth between hers. “Okay,” he said finally. 
 
   “Okay?” she asked. 
 
   He nodded, his eyes locked with hers. “I need to see this list.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As they pulled up next to Benson’s Deli, Jordyn wondered why she hadn’t thought of this sooner, why she hadn’t brought it to the police in the first place. Once she had the list, someone had to believe her. She shut the car off, climbing out, worry and determination radiating from her. Jordyn felt Connor’s hand on her back, pushing her gently forward. 
 
   “Do you remember exactly where it is?” he asked. 
 
   She nodded, pulling the blanket further up over Ollie’s head. The October night had grown colder than she expected. She hated having to drag Ollie outside. The automatic doors opened as they grew near, and Jordyn focused on the bulletin board immediately, which was littered with ads for yard services and carpet cleaners. Her eyes wandered, searching. 
 
   “Here. It’s on here somewhere,” she said, trying to point with her elbow, both arms cradling her son. Connor began shifting papers around, lifting business cards and unpinning newspaper clippings. His search revealed no List. 
 
   “Where?” he asked, pulling his hands back.
 
   “It’s there. It has to be,” she whined. 
 
   “Here, let me take him. You show me.” He held out his arms, pulling Ollie to him. 
 
   The infant began fussing as soon as he left his mother’s arms, but Jordyn was already engrossed in the board. She pulled each page down, desperately searching. In the end, she’d overturned each page. The List was gone.
 
   A bag boy walked past, carrying a box of produce, causing the automatic doors to open into the store. The cold air from inside of the building hit them with a gust. 
 
   “Hey,” Jordyn called out, rushing into the store. 
 
   The boy turned, his glasses drifting down his nose. Jordyn heard Ollie cry out, his wails growing quickly. He was hungry. Her breasts grew heavy, painful. 
 
   “Excuse me,” she said to the young man, crossing her arms to distract herself from the pain. “How often do you guys clean off that bulletin board out there?” 
 
   The boy leaned the box over onto a shelf of tomatoes, pushing his glasses back up. “The bulletin board? Um, I think the owner does it every few weeks or whenever it gets full, really. Is your ad missing or something?”
 
   “No. Not exactly.” Behind her, Ollie’s screams grew louder. She could hear Connor trying to soothe him. The bag boy eyed her strangely, looking between her and the baby. 
 
   “Okay, well I’m just part-time. I don’t really have anything to do with the board. People tear things down and put up new ones all the time. We can’t really do anything about that.”
 
   “So, when you clean it off, does everything get thrown away?”
 
   “Pretty much. Is there anything else I can help you with? I should really get back to work.” He glanced behind her, where she knew Ollie must be red-faced and mad. 
 
   “Do you keep any sort of records for who hangs up maybe? Or do you have cameras?” she asked, speaking over Ollie. 
 
   “What’s all this about?” The voice of an older gentleman boomed from behind the boy. His polo shirt introduced him as Bernard, the manager. 
 
   “She’s asking about the bulletin board,” the boy answered. 
 
   The manager patted his arm. “Go on back to work, Cody. I’ve got it from here.” He smiled at him kindly. 
 
   “I hope I didn’t get him into trouble. My husband and I are just looking for a flyer that I saw on your board a few months ago,” Jordyn said apologetically. Connor walked up beside her, handing Ollie over. The baby nuzzled into Jordyn’s chest, calming slightly. 
 
   “I see.” He scratched his head. “Well, we clean our bulletin board the second Thursday of every month. Anything that’s up there gets thrown away. If we didn’t clean it, it’d be a mess to look at. I’m sorry, miss.” 
 
   “No, I understand. Is it you that cleans it? Maybe you’d remember the list I’m looking for?”
 
   “Sometimes I do.” He shrugged. “What do you mean ‘list’? Like a shopping list? People mostly post ads, lost pets, stuff like that. I can’t say I’ve ever seen a list.”
 
   “It was a list of names. Six names.”
 
   Was it her imagination or had the man’s face grown white? He placed his hands into his pockets. “I’m sorry, ma’am. Like I said, the board is a mess. We just toss whatever is there. Don’t have much time for reading.”
 
   “Do you have any cameras out there? Maybe you could help me find whoever put it up to begin with?”
 
   The man shifted in his shoes, obviously agitated. “I don’t really know. You got a warrant or something?”
 
   “No, I’m not a cop. I was just hoping you could help me.” Ollie’s sweat was now gathering on her chest as he wriggled in her arms, searching for food. She cursed herself for leaving his diaper bag and bottles in the car. 
 
   “No. I’m sorry, but I can’t. Our security tapes are endless and it’d be up to the owner to give you the copies anyway. I don’t suggest that you ask him either. Now, I’m sorry, but we close in two hours and I’ve still got a lot to do before then.” He backed away, breaking eye contact with her immediately. 
 
   Ollie’s gums clamped down on her breast through her shirt, causing her to jump. She turned around, meeting Connor’s eyes. He shook his head, an unreadable look on his face. Together, they left the store after hitting a dead end once again. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   On the way home, the couple rode in silence. Connor drove while Jordyn rode in the back, her hand over Ollie as he slept in his car seat. She’d made Connor wait in the parking lot so that she could feel the baby, a headache already developing. She’d needed the calm as much as Ollie had needed food. 
 
   Connor kept glancing up at her in the rearview, his eyes illuminated by the blue dashboard lights in the car. Finally, he spoke. “So are we going to talk about this?”
 
   “About what?” she asked. Her throat was dry, her head throbbing. 
 
   “About your obsession with everything that’s been happening. I know you’ve been dealing with a lot lately. I know that this move hasn’t been easy on you, quitting your job, leaving your family back home. And I know how much you do for Ollie. I mean, it’s been a crazy few months. Your doctor mentioned this might happen, you know. Maybe it’s time we made an appointment to see her.” He spoke fast, his voice nervous.
 
   “What are you talking about, Connor?” she asked through gritted teeth. 
 
   “You’re just so tired. You haven’t been sleeping well.”
 
   “Our son is six months old, Connor. Of course I haven’t been sleeping well,” she said harshly. 
 
   “I know that. I’m just saying that your doctor did tell us that after Ollie was born your hormones would be messed up for a while. All of this stress is just adding to it.”
 
   “I’m not crazy,” she said adamantly, her blood pressure rising with each word he spoke. 
 
   “No, sweetheart, of course you aren’t. No. I’m just saying, I feel like you’re worried about Ollie, and finding a new job, and the new house. I think that, maybe, with all of these children passing, I think maybe that’s just a way for you to displace your stress. Postpartum depression is a very common thing. I’ve been doing a lot of research, even asked some of the guys at work. I’m sure that your doctor can—”
 
   Jordyn removed her hand from Ollie’s car seat. “I cannot believe we are actually having this conversation right now. I am not depressed. I’m not crazy. I’m not exhausted. I’m not stressed. The only stress I have, Connor,” she spat his name, “is that my husband doesn’t believe me when I tell him that something strange is going on in this town. Something with the children.”
 
   “Listen to yourself, Jordyn. I’ve tried to believe you, honey, God knows I’ve tried. I took you to the police station. You stalked a funeral and basically attacked a store clerk all for this damn list that no one else seems to know anything about.” His voice grew louder, his eyes darting to hers in the mirror. 
 
   “Why would I just imagine this? Do you think that I like feeling this way?” she begged. 
 
   “For all we know, there was a list—”
 
   “There was,” she interrupted. 
 
   “Fine. There was. But you’ve blown it completely out of proportion. Now, I’ve gone with you, I’ve done everything that you’ve asked me to do in order to prove you right, but nothing has come of it, okay? Now, I need you to stop it. And I’m not asking, Jordyn. You have to stop or I’m calling your doctor and we’re getting you help. You can’t do this anymore. Not ever.” He paused. “I’m worried about you. I’m really, really scared for you.” His voice was soft now, yet there was a firmness that made her eyes fill with tears. She hoped he couldn’t see them in the mirror. 
 
   As they pulled into the driveway, she unbuckled their son, pulling him gently into her arms before climbing out of the car. Connor walked in front of her, glancing back every once in a while without speaking. Probably worried that his crazy wife is going to run off into the wilderness, she thought to herself. She kissed Ollie’s head, breathing in his warmth. “I’m not crazy,” she whispered into his ear, mostly for her own peace of mind. I’m not crazy, she added internally, just so her brain could hear it too. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordyn stared at the computer screen with a blank expression. She had tried to let it go; she really had. For the past three nights she and Connor had gotten along great. The List hadn’t been mentioned a single time. And yet she couldn’t keep her mind from drifting there, especially late at night. It kept her up, tossing and turning for hours on end while her husband slept peacefully next to her. Tonight, she’d had enough. She made her way to the spare room they used as an office, once Connor had fallen asleep. Staring at the screen, she couldn’t, for the life of her, figure out what to search for. 
 
   She started with the town: Bates, South Carolina. Children. Deaths. She added words to narrow the search. Pages upon pages of results flooded her computer. Stories, articles, interviews, deaths—all dating back several years. She clicked through a dozen pages of obituaries before she realized there was a tear rolling down her cheek. So many lives ended too early, all of them children, infants, teenagers, toddlers. Surely someone had noticed this? She couldn’t believe no one had ever questioned it. Children didn’t just drop dead at this rate in a town of only a few thousand people. 
 
   About five pages in, there was one article that caught her eye. She clicked on it. 
 
    
 
   Local Child is Attacked by Rabid Dog
 
    
 
   Last week, a seven-year-old girl was attacked by a rabid dog in her backyard. The child, daughter of Merle and Marlene Scottsdale of Bates, was playing outdoors when her parents heard her screams. By the time they were able to rush out to the yard, the girl was on the ground covered in blood, the bone in her right arm sticking out. The dog was nowhere to be found. 
 
   “It was terrible,” Marlene Scottsdale said, “Her screams were enough to make you sick, and then all of that blood. No one should have to see their child so hurt.” After a trip to the hospital by ambulance, the girl was treated and given a preventative rabies vaccination. Two days ago, she was brought home from the hospital to recover. The girl claims that a man told her to unlock the gate and set the dog free, which she did, resulting in the attack. There are no other witnesses to the crime at this time, and local police are currently refusing to look into the girl’s allegations, even though the last documented case of a rabies-fueled attack in this area was over five years ago. 
 
   “Children tell stories. The girl was traumatized and probably worried about getting into trouble. This was a terrible accident, which could’ve ended much worse. Our thoughts are with (the girl) and her family as she recovers,” said local police chief Daniel Sullivan.
 
   Note from the Editor/Author: Since moving to this area a year ago, I am astonished by the number of deaths ruled accidental by our police force. Chief Sullivan has assured me that the police have made every effort to investigate the girl’s claims, as well as the other deaths here in Bates. This reporter finds that hard to believe. Anyone with any information is urged to contact the local police. However, if they don’t take you seriously, I would love to hear from you. You can contact me, Libby Preston, at the Bates Tribune.
 
    
 
   So, someone else thought that this town was strange too. It was exciting, empowering even, knowing that someone else had believed as she did. Libby Preston. She wondered if anyone had ever contacted her. She flipped back to her search engine and began typing: 
 
   Libby Preston Bates, SC. 
 
   Few results were actually useful. There was the site she had just come from, and a few other articles about unrelated topics. She scrolled, hoping to land on something useful. She gasped as she came across an obituary. 
 
    
 
   Libby Preston, age fifty-one, passed away Saturday, November 3rd. Mrs. Preston was a beloved member of the Bates community. She was the former editor of the Bates Tribune before her early retirement at the age of forty-nine. She was a proud member of Bates Baptist Church. Mrs. Preston is preceded in death by her daughters Lorianne and Annalise, and her son, William. She is survived by her husband, Hal, and her daughter, Carrie, along with her granddaughter, Rebecca. 
 
    
 
   Jordyn’s heart pounded as she read the last sentence again. Carrie Preston. This had been her mother. She read the obituary over again. Libby Preston had had four children, three of whom had died before her, leaving only Carrie. Carrie had two daughters, both of whom were now dead. Her head reeled as she began going over what she knew in her head. She’d stumbled onto a piece of the puzzle, but she was unsure where it fit. Could Carrie be behind all of this? She was definitely a link. 
 
   She scrolled back, wondering if she could find anything about how the family had died. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Connor’s voice came from behind her, causing her to jump. A high-pitched squeal escaped her. 
 
   “Connor!” she cried, nearly falling from her chair in an attempt to minimize her screen. “What are you doing up?” 
 
   “I could ask you the same thing,” he said, though by his expression it was obvious that he knew. 
 
   “Did my light wake you up?” 
 
   “No,” he said firmly. “My phone.”
 
   “Your phone?”
 
   “I think I believe you now, Jordyn,” he said, his voice ominous. 
 
   “What are you talking about?” she asked. 
 
   “About this place, about the kids. I know that’s what you’re doing up.” He paused, looking down at his phone. “They know too.”
 
   “They?” she asked, a chill running down her spine. “Who’s they? What are you talking about, Connor?”
 
   He thrust his phone at her, its screen brightly lit. “You have to stop asking questions, stop searching for answers. Whatever it is you’re doing, you have to stop.” His voice quivered, but Jordyn wasn’t listening to him anymore. Instead, her heart pounded in her chest, the air around her closing in as she stared at the screen. The phone held a single text from a blocked number, a warning: 
 
    
 
   STOP LOOKING FOR ANSWERS NOW—OR YOUR SON DIES.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordyn awoke the next morning on the couch. It had never been discussed that she should sleep there, but both she and Connor had needed their space. He had left early this morning, taking the laptop with him. Jordyn had pretended she was asleep, not wanting to deal with any more confrontation, but she knew she’d lost his trust. She wanted so badly to tell him he didn’t need to worry. After last night, every time she looked at the computer she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched. She’d pulled all of the curtains tight, but she still had an uneasy feeling in her gut. 
 
   At eight o’clock, just after she’d gotten Ollie fed and changed, a knock sounded on the door. She jumped, startled, and Ollie began to cry. “It’s okay, baby,” she told her son, pressing his head onto her shoulder and trying to calm her pulse. She walked to the door cautiously, trying to guess who it could be. She pulled the curtain back and gasped. 
 
   “Carrie?” she cried as she swung the door open. The woman who stood before her was definitely Carrie, though she was different than the shadow of a woman who’d been at the funeral. There was a dim light in her eyes, slight color in her cheeks. 
 
   “Hello.” Carrie cleared her throat. “I just, I wanted to come by to tell you thank you for the flowers at Kinley’s funeral. You didn’t have to, and, well, we appreciate it.”
 
   “You didn’t have to come all of the way here, especially not after the last time we saw each other. I know what I did, what I asked you in light of everything going on. It wasn’t right. I’m just so sorry.” 
 
   She held up her hand. “No. You were right.” She sucked in a breath, shaking her head. “You had awful timing, but you were right.”
 
   “I was?” She furrowed her brow. 
 
   Carrie glanced around behind her, as if she expected someone to be watching her. Her car sat empty in the driveway, but still, Jordyn had a strange feeling. 
 
   “Everything okay?” Jordyn asked. 
 
   “Do you think I could come inside?” Carrie asked. 
 
   “Oh, of course.” Jordyn stepped aside, still uneasy after her research last night. She led Carrie into the den and gestured toward the couch. 
 
   “Thank you.” Carrie smiled at her, taking a seat.
 
   “Could I get you something to drink?” Jordyn asked awkwardly, unsure of exactly what her house guest wanted. 
 
   “Water would be nice. Thank you.” Carrie stuck her hands in her pockets, shivering slightly. 
 
   “Okay, sure. I’ll be right back.” 
 
   “Would you like me to hold him for you?” There was something in the way Carrie spoke that made Jordyn cringe. Her skin grew cold as ice. Could she have been right about everything last night? Was it Carrie who had texted Connor? She cursed herself mentally for being so trusting. Why had she just let her into the house without a thought? Not wanting to give herself away, she forced a small smile. 
 
   “Oh, that’s okay. He’s not very good with strangers. I’ll be right back.” She turned around, rushing out of the room and toward the kitchen. Her hands shook as she wondered what to do. She grabbed a glass, filling it with ice cubes and water. She stuck a hand in her pocket, searching for her phone. She had to call Connor. With no luck, she realized she’d left her phone sitting in the bedroom after getting Ollie dressed. There was no way she could sneak past Carrie now. As a last resort, she slid open the silverware drawer quietly. The house was too silent, she realized. Not a TV or radio going anywhere. She slid her trembling hand into the drawer, moving items carefully in search of a knife. 
 
   “Are you going to kill me now too?” The voice came from behind her. She shot back, tossing silverware back into the drawer and slamming her wrist on the counter. She spun around to face Carrie, her wrist throbbing. 
 
   “Excuse me? Kill you?” She rubbed her wrist painfully. 
 
   “I can only assume that’s why you’re digging through the drawers. You’ve killed my whole family now, haven’t you? Just left me to suffer through losing every single person I love.” She paused, staring into Jordyn’s eyes. “Get on with it then. Finish this. End me.” Tears filled her eyes, splashing onto her pale cheeks, but she didn’t break eye contact. 
 
   “What the hell are you talking about? I haven’t killed anyone. I thought you were here to kill me!” Jordyn exclaimed.
 
   “Why would I be here to kill you if you haven’t killed them?” Carrie didn’t move, her body trembling.
 
   Jordyn picked up a handful of spoons off of the floor, dropping them in the sink. She pushed the drawer shut, eyeing Carrie closely. In her eyes, she saw no anger. Confusion, yes, and a world of sadness, but no anger. 
 
   Jordyn handed over her glass of water. “Why on earth would you think I wanted to hurt you? I want to help you. I may have come on a little strong but the truth is that ever since that day in the supermarket, I can’t stop thinking about you, your family, The List…” She trailed off. “All I want to do is help this town. Stop whoever’s doing this.”
 
   “You thought that I was here to kill you?” Carrie asked, still eyeing the glass of water suspiciously. 
 
   “Last night I started researching the deaths. I found out about your mom, about all of your family. I already knew about your daughters. You’re the only one left. I just assumed.” She stopped, pressing her lips together. 
 
   Carrie’s eyes widened. “You thought that I—” She opened her mouth to finish the sentence but no words came out. 
 
   “Carrie, when you came here you said that I had been right. I need to know what you meant by that,” Jordyn pressed, needing answers.
 
   Carrie was silent, staring ahead. 
 
   “I found this article last night,” Jordyn continued. “One that your mother had written. She believed something bad was happening here. So do I. So, I need to know, did you know about Kinley? Did you know she was going to die? That something was going to happen to her before it did?”
 
   Carrie took a gulp of her water as if it were vodka, walking toward the kitchen table. She sank into a chair, her eyes in a trancelike state. When she looked at Jordyn, tears lined her eyes again. “I would have done anything,” she emphasized, “to save my daughters. Anything. I kept them home as often as I could. I watched them sleep. I haven’t slept a full night in years. I tried so hard to stop it, just like my mom, but in the end it never matters. I just let it happen.” She wiped a stray tear with the side of her hand. “I came here because you were either going to kill me or help me fight. My family, my daughters, paid for my mom’s mistake, and no matter how good I was, it didn’t change their fate. I have nothing, no one left to lose. I kept quiet for my daughters, my future grandchildren, but they’re all gone now. Everything I have, have ever had, it’s all gone.” She took another sip of water. “And I am sick of keeping quiet.”
 
   Jordyn sat down slowly across from her, turning Ollie around on her lap. “Go on.”
 
   Carrie sighed. “You saw The List. That’s where all of this starts. It comes out every six months. You never know where it’ll be. You never know who’s next.”
 
   “Next to die? So, it’s a hit list?”
 
   Carrie nodded. “Of sorts. It’s always been children. Once you hit eighteen, you’re safe. I guess that’s why I survived, if that’s what you want to call this, when my siblings didn’t.”
 
   Jordyn scrunched her brow, urging her to continue. 
 
   “My mom was a reporter, which you know. After she wrote the article you saw, her asking why the police aren’t doing anything about so many kids dying, they came after our family. It was a punishment I guess. But, I was already eighteen at the time, almost nineteen. We’d just moved to town less than a year before that. We had no idea what was happening.”
 
   “But what is happening?”
 
   She took another drink, shrugging. “No one really knows, I guess. There’s just The List. As long as you follow their rules, your kids stay off of it and stay alive.”
 
   “Who do you mean ‘they’? Who’s doing this? Why are the police just letting them?”
 
   “It’s not that simple. What choice do they have? What choice do any of us have? If we fight back or ask too many questions like my mom did, our children, our children’s children die. What on earth could be worth the risk?”
 
   “So you all just sit by and watch as other people’s children die? As long as it’s not your own, you just look the other way? How do you live with yourselves?”
 
   Carrie was silent, dropping her head. 
 
   “I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair.” 
 
   She looked up. “No. No, it wasn’t. You don’t know what it’s like.” 
 
   “I know.”
 
   “But you’re right. The people of this town, me included, live in fear. Every single day. Whoever the list makers are, it’s like they’re everywhere all the time. They know everything that happens, everything that’s said or done. You can’t sneak past them. They probably already know that we’re talking about this.” She looked to Ollie. “It’s a big risk to you, me being here. I’m sorry about that.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.” Jordyn shook her head, pulling Ollie closer to her. “There’s no way that can be true.”
 
   “It is. I know it seems impossible, and I don’t know how they do it, but I promise it’s true. They’re just everywhere.”
 
   “Well, then we’ll just have to be quiet. But I can’t just sit by while this happens. I’m sorry. I know what you’re saying, but I just can’t do it.”
 
   Carrie gave her a sad look. “Then I’m with you.”
 
   “Okay,” Jordyn said with a sigh of relief. “Okay. So, I guess we should start at the beginning, right? Do you know when this all started?”
 
   Carrie shook her head. “No, I don’t. It was before we moved here, so I’m not positive but I know someone who might know.”
 
   “But you said we had to keep this quiet?” 
 
   “Of course we do, but I do know a few girls who could help us. Friends who I trust, who you can trust.”
 
   “Okay,” Jordyn said. 
 
   “But I’ll only ask for help from women without children. I won’t put anyone’s children at risk,” she said firmly. 
 
   Jordyn nodded, staring at Ollie as a lump grew in her throat. She worried for her son. 
 
   “All right. Can we meet here again tomorrow then? I’ll bring the girls by.”
 
   “Yes,” Jordyn said. “Let’s do it about this time.” She didn’t say aloud that it needed to be when Connor wasn’t home, but Carrie seemed to understand. 
 
   “Yes. This time is best for me too.” 
 
   A rap on the door caused them both to jump, startling fear in Carrie’s eyes. “Were you expecting someone?” she asked cautiously.
 
   “No.” Jordyn frowned. “Maybe Connor’s forgotten something.” As she stood, the knock sounded again, this time much louder. Thinking quickly, she held Ollie out toward Carrie. “Would you mind holding him for me?” Just in case.
 
   “Of course.” She pulled him into her arms, wrapping them around Ollie closely. 
 
   Jordyn walked toward the front door on her tiptoes, careful not to make any noise. 
 
   As she reached the door, another knock rang out. 
 
   She jumped, reaching for the curtain. 
 
   “Jordyn! Hello?” a familiar voice called out. Relief washed over her as she recognized the voice and threw open the door. 
 
   “Mom?” She stared in disbelief at her three unexpected visitors. “Kate? Dad? What on earth are you doing here?”
 
   Her mother pulled her into a tight hug, rocking back and forth. When she finally let go, she smiled brightly. “I told you that we were going to come visit if you didn’t hurry up and invite us out. Honey, it’s been too long.”
 
   “I know.” She stepped back. “I’m sorry. Come in. I’ve missed you all so much. It’s just been crazy here.”
 
   Her dad pulled her into a hug. “Hey, girl,” he said softly. 
 
   “Hey, Dad.” She hugged him back, realizing how much she’d missed him. 
 
   As they entered the house, Jordyn pulled her sister into an awkward hug. “Glad you could make it.” 
 
   Kate twisted a piece of her brassy blonde hair. “Didn’t have much choice.”
 
   The family walked carefully through the den, looking around. “Why, this place looks wonderful, Jordyn. It’s really turned out great,” her mother said in awe. 
 
   “Thanks. I still have a lot that I want to do. Ollie keeps me pretty busy though, so I haven’t gotten much started.”
 
   “Speaking of, where is my grandson?” The family looked around. 
 
   “Right here.” She heard Carrie’s voice behind her. 
 
   “Oh, hello there. Jordyn, you didn’t tell us you have company.” Her mother smiled happily, waiting for an introduction. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I was just so shocked to see you. Mom, Dad, Kate, this is Carrie. She lives here in Bates. Carrie, this is my family.” She held out her arms for Ollie and passed him to her mother, who proceeded to smother him with kisses. 
 
   “Hello,” Carrie said warmly, though obviously feeling out of place. “Jordyn, I should be going.”
 
   “Oh, we didn’t mean to rush you off,” her father said genuinely. “Sarah, I told you we should’ve called.” He addressed Jordyn’s mother.
 
   “No, it’s honestly fine. I have a million errands to run anyway.” She smiled. 
 
   Jordyn followed Carrie to the porch, making sure she was out of earshot before she spoke. “Can we still meet tomorrow?”
 
   Carrie looked worried. “Yes, but not here. No one else can be involved.”
 
   “It’ll be okay. I’m sure. I can have them take Ollie to the park or something, get out of the house for a while.”
 
   “No,” Carrie shouted. “No. Don’t let Ollie out of your sight. Not for an hour, not even for a second.”
 
   Jordyn frowned. “Carrie, they’re my parents. He’ll be fine.”
 
   Carrie placed her hand on Jordyn’s arm, her icy fingers sending chills down her spine. “My daughter was just at school. My oldest, Rebecca, was just at the park with her father when the slide collapsed on top of her. Trust me, Jordyn, you will never forgive yourself. Keep that baby home. Keep him home where he’s safe.”
 
   Carrie’s tear-filled eyes glistened as she spoke, and Jordyn’s heart ached for her. “Okay, I will. Of course I will. Then what should we do?”
 
   Carrie thought for a moment. “Just come by my house around noon.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That evening, when Connor got home, Jordyn tried to read his mood. She had tried to call and warn him about their guests, but she hadn’t been able to reach him. Her family adored Connor, and he’d always done well around them, but Connor had never been much for large groups. Too many people around made him cranky, and no mental preparation did even more damage. Much to her surprise, he handled the news well, laughing and joking all through dinner.
 
   Just past eight, after helping her put away dinner, he retired to the bedroom with Ollie, yawning enormously. Her mother helped her finish the dishes and get everything straightened up. Afterwards, they made their way into the living room, glasses of wine in hand. Her father sat snoring in the recliner. 
 
   She sank into the couch next to her mother, turning the TV on low. 
 
   “So, sweetheart, how are you feeling? How is this new place? Do you feel settled yet?”
 
   “It’s fine.” Jordyn smiled, hoping her mother didn’t see past her lies. 
 
   “You seem very adjusted. I assumed the house was still half packed, the way you went on about the mess.”
 
   “It is a mess.” Jordyn glanced around the cluttered living room. 
 
   “You’re a brand new mom, Jordyn. Why, this is practically spotless by new mom standards. You should’ve seen our house when you and your sister were young.”
 
   She grinned. “Well, I don’t like clutter. It makes me feel awful. I’m just so tired.” As if on cue, she yawned.
 
   “Well, it’d be strange if you weren’t.” Her mother smiled. 
 
   Jordyn looked to the end of the couch where her sister sat, texting. “Kate, how are you doing? I heard you moved back home.”
 
   Kate shot an icy stare at their mother. “Of course you did.” She looked back down toward her phone. “Everything’s fine.”
 
   “Well, I think it’s great,” Jordyn offered. 
 
   “Sure, it’s a regular party.” Her sister shrugged. 
 
   “Well, how was Ollie’s last appointment? Seven months now, right? It sure flew by. He’s just growing like a weed,” her mother said, changing the conversation quickly.
 
   “It went great. He’s finally measuring right on track. Doctor Kendrick says he’s perfectly healthy. And perfectly hungry.” She laughed. 
 
   “How’ve you been, other than that? How’s Connor adjusting to life here? Are you all making friends?”
 
   “Mom.” Jordyn frowned. “You sound like I’m seven. We’re fine. Everything’s fine. Bates is different, but we’re adjusting.”
 
   “We miss you back home, that’s for sure. People ask about you all the time.”
 
   “I miss home. We both do,” Jordyn said and was struck by the truth in her statement. Her voice hung in her throat.
 
   “Jor?” her mother asked, sensing her distress. “What is it?”
 
   “I’m sorry. It’s just stress. Everything still feels new.”
 
   “It is still new, baby. You took on a whole lot of ‘new’ all at once.” She patted her daughter’s hand. “It’s working out for you, though, it seems like. Just give it time. You’ll adjust.”
 
   Jordyn forced a smile, wanting so badly to tell her mother why she could never adjust to Bates. Instead, she was silent, staring blankly at the television screen as it buzzed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next day Jordyn bustled around the house, hurriedly making Ollie his bottle and packing his bag at the same time. Connor had left for work an hour before, and her parents were still asleep in their room. It wasn’t like them to sleep past seven, but today Jordyn was grateful. Ollie drank his bottle peacefully in her arms as she continued to throw the last few things into his diaper bag. She zipped it up, threw it over one shoulder, and walked toward the door. She slipped on her shoes beside the door, disregarding the fact that they didn’t match her outfit in the least. As Ollie drank the last of his bottle, she sat him down in his play seat, rushing toward the kitchen once again to scribble down a note for her parents. 
 
    
 
   Be back later, just going to pick up a few groceries. – Jor 
 
    
 
   She grabbed her jacket off of the back of her chair and reached for Ollie’s blanket, but stopped short when she heard a noise. She listened closer. Footsteps. Someone was awake. Ollie let out a cry. 
 
   “Ollie!” She bolted into the living room. 
 
   Her mother stood there, holding Ollie, a shocked look on her face. “What’s the matter?”
 
   Jordyn felt a foolish grin fill her face. “Oh. I heard him cry. I didn’t know anyone else was up yet.” She placed her hand on her chest, feeling her heart fluttering under her palm.
 
   Her mother rolled her eyes playfully. “Darling, I’ve been up since five, reading in my room. I hadn’t heard you moving around, and I didn’t want to wake you if you were still in bed. C’mon now, I’ll fix us some breakfast.”
 
   “Actually, I was just about to take Ollie out for a little while. There’s plenty of food in there though, just make whatever you’d like. I should be back soon.”
 
   Her mother made her way into the kitchen. Jordyn followed her. She picked up the note before Jordyn reached the room. 
 
   “Groceries? You just said there was plenty of food! What do you need? I’ll go with you.”
 
   “No, it’s fine, Mom, honestly. You just stay here with Dad. I won’t be long at all.”
 
   “Well, then at least let me keep Ollie. You shouldn’t have to take him with you when you have a perfectly good sitter right here,” she insisted, smiling at her grandson. 
 
   “He likes to go. It gives him something to do. We spend so much time cooped up here. It’s nice for him to be out every once in a while.” Jordyn pressed her lips together. 
 
   Her mother didn’t seem to be listening, already sifting through the cabinets in search of something to cook. “Jordyn, it can’t be easy to shop with an infant. Just take me with you. It won’t take me long to get ready. We can make it a girl’s day. You can show me around. I can help with Ollie, help you shop. Just tell me what you need.”
 
   Seeing there was no way out, Jordyn gave in. “Actually, you’re right. It’s hard to shop with him sometimes. Are you sure you don’t mind watching him while I run out for a bit? It won’t be long. We can go out some other time this week when I don’t have errands to run.” 
 
   “Of course I don’t mind.” She kissed Ollie on the cheek, giggling as he smiled. “Grandma doesn’t mind at all, does she, Ol Ol? Nooo,” she cooed. Ollie chewed on his fist, drool spilling over his chin. 
 
   “All right then. Just keep him here. Don’t, like, take him to the park or outside or anything. He has to stay inside,” Jordyn stressed to her mother.
 
   “Why? Is he getting sick?”
 
   Thinking on her feet as she grabbed her purse and sat down the diaper bag, she said, “The doctor said he may have the start of a cold. It’s been going around here. I just want to be cautious.”
 
   Her mom looked over Ollie. “He looks fine to me. These doctors now just want to diagnose everything. A child’s nose runs and they want to call in a specialist and run eighteen tests.” She rolled her eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with this baby, Jordyn. Don’t let them worry you.”
 
   “I know you’re right, but please, just in case. Keep him in.” 
 
   “Okay, okay. We’ll be fine. Go on now.” Her mother smiled, bouncing Ollie on her hip. 
 
   Jordyn reached out to hug her son, kissing his forehead over and over. “I love you, little man.” She turned to her mom once more. “Please be careful with him. Watch him very closely.”
 
   Her mom looked almost offended. “You mean I shouldn’t let him go to the swimming pool alone?” She smiled at Ollie. “Well, that just ruins our afternoon, doesn’t it, Ollie?” She turned back to Jordyn. “Relax. I do have a little bit of experience, you know. We’ll be fine.” 
 
   Jordyn nodded, casting one last look at her son, taking in each of his features. “Okay, I’ll be back,” she told her mother, Ollie, and herself. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   When Jordyn pulled up to Carrie’s house, she drew in a sharp breath. Children’s toys still littered the yard as if a child might come out to play at any moment. The run down white house felt small and had a calming sensation to it that surprised her. As she shut off her car, the front door flung open and Carrie stepped out onto the concrete steps. Her hair was thrown back into a slick ponytail, and she had a serious look on her face. 
 
   “I was worried you wouldn’t show up,” she said. 
 
   Jordyn walked up the stairs, feeling like she was seeing an old friend. “Why wouldn’t I?” she asked. 
 
   Carrie shrugged, leading her through the door. As they entered the living room, which was surprisingly pristine compared to the outside of the house, Jordyn saw two other women sitting around the coffee table, each with a mug of what must have been coffee in their hands. 
 
   The younger of the two, a pretty brunette with chin-length brown hair and piercing blue eyes, stood and smiled. “Hi, I’m Erin.” 
 
   The older one, with graying red hair down to her shoulders and brown eyes that sunk into her face, spoke next though she didn’t stand. “I’m Allison, Allie.”
 
   “I’m Jordyn.” She smiled at them both, shaking Erin’s hand. “It’s really nice to meet you.”
 
   Carrie spoke up. “They want to help us, Jordyn. They want to help us end whatever is happening here, no matter the cost. These girls are my best friends. You can trust them.”
 
   “No matter the cost?” Jordyn asked, not liking the way those words felt on her tongue. 
 
   “It’s only a problem if you have children,” Erin said, “which is why we’re safe. We don’t. My fiancé and I aren’t going to have kids. Not here anyway, not unless this is all over.”
 
   “And my daughter, Anna, was killed here almost ten years ago. She was one of the first victims when this all started,” Allie said.
 
   “So, you see.” Carrie sat down, gesturing for Jordyn to do the same. “We’re all safe. They can’t hurt us.”
 
   “Unless they decide to start killing adults too, the damn cowards. In which case, they have a fight ahead of them like they’ve never dreamed of,” Allie said with a fierceness in between sips of coffee. She had a harshness about her that made Jordyn believe she could’ve single-handedly taken on anyone and anything that came her way. 
 
   “So, if we’re going to end this, really end it, where do we start?” Erin asked. All eyes fell on Jordyn. 
 
   “Well, at the beginning, right?” Jordyn asked, taking a seat. “Allie, you said that your daughter was one of the first…” She paused, trying to think of the right word to use. 
 
   “To be murdered,” Allie said firmly, pain evident in her eyes. “Don’t bother with the niceties, honey. My daughter was murdered in cold blood, and I don’t give a shit what these quack cops have to say about it.”
 
   “So, if she was one of the first that means Bates hasn’t always been this way? You remember when it started?”
 
   “Oh no, Bates was never like this when I was a kid growing up here. My whole family grew up here, never even thought about leaving. This place used to be so fun. Everyone was so friendly, so connected to each other. We had parades and festivals and street parties. Most of the kids nowadays don’t even know what those are. Nearly the whole town would all go to the beach as a group. Just miles of Bates families together. This whole town was like one big family. You couldn’t ask for a friendlier place, for better people…” She trailed off, a small smile fading from her face.
 
   “How could that all change?” Jordyn asked, trying to picture this side of Bates, a side she’d never dreamed could’ve existed. 
 
   “I don’t remember much, but it was sudden. Seems like it all changed overnight, almost. One minute everything was fine, and then just like that,” she paused, her hand clutching her chest, “babies started dying. In the beginning, we all banded together, asking questions, trying to help. But eventually it all stopped. People in Bates, they’re scared, you know? Scared of whoever is doing this, scared of who’ll be next. No one knows who they can trust, so it’s best that we all don’t trust anyone. We all walk past people who used to be like family without even making eye contact. Bates is a town full of pain and suffering and loss and those of us left living, well, we ain’t doing much living at all.”
 
   Jordyn felt chills trailing over her as she listened to Allie speak. Her eyes closed, as if she were thinking. Allie sighed. “I suppose folks just figured it would eventually end. By the time we realized we were wrong it was too late.”
 
   “Some people leave,” Erin said softly. Allie cast her an angry glance. 
 
   “What?” she asked. “They do. The Tate family—they left. The Wilsons left after their twins were killed.”
 
   “No good can come from leaving Bates,” Allie said hastily. 
 
   “So, do you remember the first child to die? How it happened?” Jordyn asked. 
 
   Allie frowned. “No, I don’t guess I do. I know it was about eleven years ago, but I don’t remember who it was or how they were killed. Besides, even if I did remember, back when it all started, before we realized what was happening it’s hard to tell which deaths were murders and which were just horrible accidents.”
 
   “So you think some of the deaths were truly accidents?”
 
   “Before The List, yes,” she said, her eyes hollow. “There’s nothing accidental about that list. Just like there weren’t giant rocks under the tree my daughter climbed, just like those limbs weren’t ever falling apart, until there were.”
 
   Erin patted Allie’s arm, and they smiled at each other. 
 
   “But in a town this small, there couldn’t have been that many deaths until this started. If we look through old obituary records, surely we’ll see a pattern,” Jordyn insisted.
 
   “No,” Carrie exclaimed. 
 
   Erin and Allie shook their heads in agreement. 
 
   “The only way we’ll find records is online or at the library. Either way, they’ll know. It’s just too risky,” Carrie said firmly.
 
   “Seriously?” Jordyn asked. “You can’t honestly believe they can be everywhere.” She looked around. No one smiled. “In our computers? Our phones? Come on.” 
 
   The three women stared at her grimly. 
 
   “Do you think these parents all just walk out in broad daylight and start screaming things to piss off these psychos? Do you really think any of us would be that stupid?” Allie asked. 
 
   Jordyn’s throat tingled when she saw the sadness in her eyes. “Of course not. I just…” 
 
   “Two months before my daughter was murdered, I was on the phone with my cousin. She lives up in Colorado. I told her what was happening here. My best friend Margo had just lost her sixteen-year-old son, Max. I was complaining. I think I’d just started to realize something wasn’t right. That was when the first list came out. At the time, it only had four names on it. My Anna was number two. Less than a month later, she was gone. At the bottom of the list was a note, ‘No more questions, or this continues’. It only took them two months to go through that list and post a new one. From then on, it’s been six. Six names every six months.”
 
   “So you’re saying we can’t research this? Why would you even want to meet then? What good will it do?” Jordyn’s temperature rose suddenly. 
 
   “Sweetheart, calm yourself. We’re only looking out for you, after all. Carrie tells us you have a little one,” Allie said softly. 
 
   “Yes.” Jordyn nodded. 
 
   “You cannot go home and research. No phones. No Internet. No talking to anyone who is not in the room right now.” She gestured to Carrie, Erin, and herself. “Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, I do, but then what? What option does that even leave us?” She turned to face Carrie directly. “Why even ask me to come just to say that we don’t have a way to figure anything out?”
 
   Carrie frowned. “I never said that. We actually do have an idea.”
 
   “Okay.” Jordyn willed her to go on.
 
   Carrie looked to the other girls and took a breath. “We were thinking that there’s one place we would go to get our answers. It’s a place where no one will ask any questions.”
 
   The room was silent, anticipation looming. 
 
   Finally, Carrie spoke. Her smile was small, but empowered. “After all, no one will question why a grieving mother would visit her daughter’s grave.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As the women arrived at the cemetery, they all climbed out of Carrie’s SUV slowly, their shoes crunching on the gravel beneath their feet. They glanced around. Carrie held a small bouquet of flowers to put on Kinley and Rebecca’s graves. The women huddled close, surrounded by the cool winter air. 
 
   On the ride over, the women had filled Jordyn in on the plan. Since Bates had only one public cemetery, and families had plots here going back several generations, it would be easy enough for the girls to search for children who had died in the early 2000s. The first child to have been killed would be the only one they would research, and only when they were sure it would be the answer. Jordyn had told the group that she could even ask her parents to research it, once they were far away from Bates.
 
   It all seemed a bit foolish to Jordyn, to take this much precaution, but she hesitantly reminded herself of the evening Connor had received the text message as a warning. It was evident to her that the women were not going to discuss the precautions regardless, and so she let it be. 
 
   As they approached Kinley’s grave, Jordyn heard Carrie let out a sob. She knelt down in front of the gray tombstone, her pale white hands looking sickly as they traced over her daughter’s name in the stone. She placed the flowers in a vase, taking away a bouquet of older ones. She then began pulling up weeds and picking up pieces of trash that had made their way onto her daughter’s grave. The others bent down to help. Jordyn stuffed a few pieces into her jacket pocket. 
 
   “Could you guys give me a minute, please?” Carrie asked, a little louder than necessary. 
 
   Like they had planned, the girls stepped back, walking away from Carrie and nonchalantly making their way to the other graves. They split up, each carrying a pen and paper. They examined gravestones, each pretending to be browsing while their friend composed herself. In actuality, the girls were searching, and quickly too. Any child who had died before 2010 and after 2004, they wrote down. First and last name. Death date. Then they moved on. 
 
   The cemetery was larger than Jordyn had anticipated, and she worried they wouldn’t have time to cover the whole place. She glanced back at Carrie, who was still tidying up her daughter’s gravesite, wiping small tears from her cheek. 
 
   “Guys, come look. I know this woman’s granddaughter. We work together. How funny. I never realized who she was,” Erin called out, startling them all. 
 
   Jordyn, feeling slightly annoyed, continued to jot down Cody Arlington’s name. He’d been a year old when he died, probably just learning to walk. There were nine names on her paper so far. Nine. And she hadn’t even covered half of the section she’d picked. 
 
   “Jordyn, Carrie, come here. You’ll want to see this one. Look how pretty,” Allie said firmly, joining Erin by the grave. Jordyn huffed, hurrying to their side. The stone read:
 
    
 
   Jim Mosely.
 
    
 
   He’d died in 1984. Jordyn stared at the stone, wondering what she must be missing. 
 
   Before she could say anything, she heard Erin whispering through gritted teeth. “Don’t look. There is someone watching us over behind the trees.” 
 
   Jordyn kept her head down, trying not to look, but pulled her eyes up as far into her forehead as possible. The tree line was blurry from this angle. 
 
   “Get the last few names from your sections, guys. Write down as little as possible. Don’t linger anywhere for too long. Let’s just hurry up,” Allie whispered.
 
   “Wait,” Jordyn said, her heart beating loudly. “Shouldn’t we just go? What if they realize what we’re doing?”
 
   “We came here for a reason, didn’t we? If we leave now, we’re calling this whole thing quits. For all we know, it’s just someone out in the cemetery. Maybe they’re visiting a grave too.”
 
   “Allie, there are no graves over there. They’re not even moving,” Erin said, her voice shaking. 
 
   “Look, all I’m saying is that we can’t come back tomorrow. This has to be done today. We can go home with what names we have or we can look for another ten minutes and then go home. Either way, we’ve already been seen.”
 
   “She’s right,” Jordyn agreed. 
 
   “I’ll help.” A voice behind them made them all jump. 
 
   “Carrie! Are you okay?” Allie asked as they turned to face her. 
 
   “Are any of us?” She shrugged. 
 
   The group was silent. Finally, Jordyn stepped away, hurrying to see the last half of the graves in her section. A few times, she caught herself glancing toward the tree line where a dark figure was definitely looming. At about a half mile away, it was impossible to tell who or what it was, but that didn’t stop the sickening feeling growing in her belly.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Back at the house the girls laid down their notebooks, numbering the names in reverse order. Several of the names were accompanied by solemn “hmms” and stories of what the three women remembered about the children or their deaths. As they grew closer to the beginning, the memories grew fainter. Finally, they had narrowed it down to just twelve names. They were at the beginning of it all. Jordyn wondered if these children had all been connected. If they were the secret to everything that was happening. Billy Applegate died in November of 2006. Christina Billson in October 2006. Anna Carter, September 2006. Ruth Todd, August 2006. Max Cooper, April 2006. Allen Potter, December 2005. Mary Scottsdale, November 2005. Carly Aken, June 2005. Mason Novak, January 2005. Janice Lynch, December 2004. Alexis Crider, December 2004. Peter Billson, December 2004.
 
   Allie told the group about the first list, the one her daughter had been on. She could remember each death: choking, freezing, concussion from tree fall, and food poisoning. Max Cooper, son of her friend Margo, had been killed by a heart attack after he was locked in the school locker room overnight. Allie suspected there was more to it than that, but there had been no way to prove it. Carrie remembered Allen Porter dying from smoke inhalation after his nursery caught on fire in the middle of the night. Mary Scottsdale was the young girl who had been attacked by a dog. Even though she survived the attack, she later died from blood poisoning due to an infection that didn’t heal right. Carly Aken had drowned in her bathtub after her mother fell asleep. No one could remember Mason Novak, though Erin wondered aloud if he may have been the little boy who had meningitis. Janice Lynch, Alexis Crider, and Peter Billson were all too far back to remember. 
 
   “Does anyone else think it’s odd that these three happened all at once?” Erin asked, staring at the list. 
 
   The group looked closer. Janice Lynch, December 17, 2004. Alexis Crider, December 12, 2004. Peter Billson, December 10, 2004. 
 
   “You’re right,” Jordyn agreed. “All of the other deaths are at least a month apart. Even now, they’re paced. These three are all, what, less than two weeks apart? What could that mean?” 
 
   “Maybe they were sloppy at first,” Carrie said, “or maybe they were really angry.”
 
   “Now, wait just a minute,” Allie said, “we don’t even remember these deaths. Who’s to say they’re even involved at all?”
 
   Carrie nodded. “You could be right. Let’s not jump to any conclusions. I do think those are all worth looking into though.”
 
   “Question.” Erin raised her finger. “Where are the little girls who fell off of the rocks at the beach?” 
 
   Jordyn looked up at her. No one else spoke. 
 
   “You guys remember, right? The two twin girls. They were around fourteen at the time. It ended up making national news. They were from here. I remember going to their funeral when I was young.”
 
   Carrie sucked in a breath. “Wait, do you mean Emily and Elicia? Oh, I can’t think of their last name.” She looked at Allie, who shrugged. “Tourists found their bodies just below the rocks. They were missing for weeks.”
 
   “The Thompsons,” Jordyn said suddenly. 
 
   The group looked at her in shock. 
 
   She frowned. “What? It made national news! I remember hearing about it. I was in college at the time. I wanted to go away for the summer with one of my friends, but my mom threw a fit about it. She told me I’d end up just like those girls, said someone would hurt me too. I spent that whole summer mad at my parents, and so mad at those girls.” She felt embarrassed to admit it now.
 
   “The Thompsons, yes. She’s right,” Erin said. “Their names aren’t on here, but they had to have died around this time. I was only ten or eleven at the most when it happened.”
 
   “I vaguely remember that story, but the Thompson name used to be huge in Bates. I’ll bet they’re buried at the mausoleum,” Allie said.
 
   “Mausoleum? You mean there are more graves that we didn’t check?” Jordyn asked. 
 
   “We couldn’t exactly go into the mausoleum, now could we? That wouldn’t raise any suspicion, especially with McCreepy watching us. Besides that, half of the children are probably buried on their own private cemeteries that we have no access to anyway. Some aren’t buried here. Some aren’t even buried at all. We probably only have half of the kids who died during that time,” Allie replied. 
 
   Jordyn sighed. “Okay, but even if we figure out which child was killed first, what does that prove? What if there’s no rhyme or reason to any of the deaths?” 
 
   “No. Of course there’s a reason. There has to be. Someone, something, has to be behind all of this and if we can pinpoint where it all started, figure out what happened, maybe it’ll show us who’s behind it as well. Surely there were investigations in the beginning. Real ones, I mean. We can figure out what is happening.” Carrie stopped. 
 
   “And then what?” Erin asked the question that was obviously running through all of their minds. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, Carrie, I’m totally with you guys. I agree that they need to be stopped, no matter the cost, but how exactly are we going to stop them? Honestly, I mean, say we catch this person or this group. Say we do figure out who’s doing all of this. What are we going to do about it? Confront them? Take it to the police? The paper?” She looked around, but no one seemed to have an answer. “I mean, I just want to know what our plan is exactly, because I’m sorry, but we seem a little like we’re in over our heads.”
 
   “If we have evidence,” Jordyn said, “surely the police will listen to us.”
 
   The group fidgeted with their hands, each avoiding eye contact with the others. 
 
   “Let’s just take it one step at a time,” Allie said finally. “The most important thing is that we all stay safe.”
 
   As Allie spoke, Jordyn’s phone chimed. She pulled it out of her jacket pocket quickly. The screen lit up, alerting her of a text message. The sender showed only: Blocked. Her eyes grew wide with fear. 
 
   “What is it?” Carrie asked. 
 
   She clicked “Open” with shaking hands and read: 
 
    
 
   Want to know the truth? Leave now. Don’t say a word to anyone. I’ll let you in on my little secret.
 
    
 
   “Oh, nothing.” She smiled up at Carrie. “I just didn’t realize how late it was. Almost four. I’ve got to get home.”
 
   “Oh, okay.” The women agreed, each checking their own phones. Carrie stood to hug Jordyn goodbye. Allie and Erin grabbed their jackets, throwing them over their shoulders as well. 
 
   “Okay, so what’s the plan with this? Should we meet again next week? Or tomorrow?” Erin asked. 
 
   “Let’s just give it some time. Everyone try to find out what you can, however you can, without raising suspicion. Be careful. If we need to talk, we’ll meet again,” Jordyn said, already at the door. “It was good to see you all.”
 
   “You too.” They said goodbye to her, each with a suspicious look on their face. 
 
   She raced to her car, looking around for her suspicious contact. She saw no one. One thing was for sure though, someone had been following them today, watching them. Someone had known where she was and what she was doing, what she wanted. Someone who had an answer, maybe. Possibly the same someone who had warned her to stop asking questions. Her phone chimed again. She opened the text message immediately. 
 
    
 
   Tonight. Midnight. 167 Old Mill Road. Meet me at the crossroads, alone. Bring a cigarette.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   As she walked in her house, her head still raging with questions, her mother jogged into the living room, holding Ollie high above her head. He was giggling. 
 
   “Look, Ollie Ollie, Mommy’s home. Just in time for your explosive diaper. Isn’t that fun?” she teased, handing over the baby and rushing out the door without a word to her daughter. 
 
   Jordyn grasped Ollie, his laughter subsiding. “Well, hello, sweet boy. Did you make a mess for Grandma?”
 
   She carried him into the laundry room, peeling off his clothes and placing a blanket on top of the washing machine. She laid him on it, grabbing his diaper and wipes from a shelf. 
 
   Kate entered the room, still dressed in her pajamas. “Why are you changing your child on a washing machine?”
 
   “Would you rather I change him on the kitchen table?”
 
   “Don’t they make beds for that?”
 
   “Yes, but this works just as well. It’s better than him pooping all over the carpet anyway.”
 
   Her sister rolled her eyes and groaned but remained in the room. The two women had never been very close, but it was their parents’ love for Connor and hatred for all of Kate’s boyfriends that had driven the largest wedge between them. Jordyn realized that because of that, Kate must have a grudge against her son too. Could her own sister be that cruel?
 
   “Did you want to change him?” Jordyn asked, offering up the clean diaper. “I’ve already done the worst part.”
 
   “Sure, I guess.” Kate said. She took the diaper from her sister and laid it underneath his clean bottom. 
 
   Ollie twisted, pulling his legs from her grasp. “Hold still,” Kate said firmly, taking hold of his legs again. He looked up at her in delight, kicking his feet into the air. 
 
   “How do you make him stop?” Kate asked, flinching and scowling as he kicked with joy. 
 
   “You don’t. You just have to move faster than he does.” She put her arms over Ollie, holding him in place so her sister could fix his diaper. 
 
   “There,” she said when she was finished. Jordyn picked him up, pulling his clean pants over his diaper. 
 
   “Would you hold him while I start laundry?” She held him out to Kate, who took him awkwardly. She held him with stiff arms, staring at her sister with a worried expression.
 
   Jordyn threw his soiled clothes into the Maytag and dumped in the soap. She threw a few other items into the bin as the water filled, closed the lid, and turned back around. 
 
   “Kate?” she called. Her sister and Ollie were gone. 
 
   She shut the light off in the laundry room and rushed down the hall toward the den. “Kate!” 
 
   “We’re in here. Calm down,” Kate said, stepping into her view from the kitchen. 
 
   “You can’t just disappear like that,” Jordyn said, trying to calm herself down. 
 
   “What are you talking about? I’d hardly call that disappearing. I walked from one room to the other. I didn’t send up a smoke screen. You on drugs or something, Jordyn? You sure are jumpy lately.” She handed Ollie over.
 
   “I am not jumpy,” she said defiantly.
 
   Behind them, the den door shut, causing Jordyn to jump, further proving Kate’s point. 
 
   “I’m not on drugs,” she whispered hatefully, turning to face their mother as she made her way into the kitchen. 
 
   “Jordyn, where are the groceries?” her mother asked, out of breath. 
 
   Crap. The groceries. She had completely forgotten about her excuse to leave this morning. 
 
   “Groceries?” she asked. 
 
   “See. Drugs,” Kate said softly, shrugging and continuing to make a sandwich. 
 
   Their mother glanced at Kate, then back to Jordyn. “Yes. Groceries. You left this morning for groceries. You were gone for seven hours and you came back with nothing. What on earth did you do?”
 
   “Oh.” Jordyn tried to look like realization struck her. She tapped her forehead with her palm. “Yeah. My friend, Carrie, actually called me. I forgot all about the groceries. She’s been having a really rough time since she lost her daughter a few months ago. She didn’t want to go to the cemetery alone.”
 
   Her mother pressed her lips together, wrinkling her forehead. “Poor thing, that’s just awful.”
 
   “How did she die?” Kate asked, her mouth half full. 
 
   “Allergy.” Jordyn turned around to face her sister. “She had an allergic reaction at school. She was only four. Carrie’s having a really rough time with it.”
 
   “Oh, goodness. I can’t imagine what she’s going through,” her mother said, clutching her chest.
 
   Jordyn nodded. “Yeah. Her older daughter passed away last year, I believe, Rebecca. It’s been a tough time.”
 
   “How in the world is she still standing?” her mother asked, awe in her voice.
 
   “She’s strong, I guess. A lot stronger than I’d be. There’s a lot of loss in Bates,” Jordyn said honestly, tiptoeing over her words carefully. 
 
   Her mother’s hand grazed her open mouth before she spoke again. “Okay, don’t take this the wrong way, I know you want to be her friend, Jor, but maybe it’s better that you are around,” she paused, scanning her daughter’s face, “happier circumstances for a while.”
 
   Jordyn stared at her. “What do you mean?”
 
   Sarah looked down at her nails, as if checking for chipped polish. “I just mean that after you just had a baby, maybe it’s better that you aren’t filling your life full of sadness right now. Your heart is in the right place, baby, but new mothers are very vulnerable to that. Lord knows after I had you and your sister, I was a mess. Cried over spilled milk, literally.” She smiled halfheartedly. “I just wonder if maybe it’s time for you to take a step back. If you’ve become so obsessed with loss that you feel like there’s an abundance of it, maybe it would help you. Space, I mean.” There was that word again. Obsessed. It stung her. Suddenly it hit her, the real reason her parents were visiting. 
 
   “Mom, where is this coming from?” Jordyn gritted her teeth. 
 
   “I worry about you, Jordyn. I want to make sure that you’re healthy and happy. You know, postpartum depression is very real, and it’s very scary. I just want you to feel like you can talk to me.”
 
   “Did Connor call you?” Jordyn snapped, anger welling up in her. 
 
   “Sweetheart.” Her mother sighed. “He’s worried about you. We all are. He says you obsess over every death that happens here, that you’re stressed out and exhausted. And, baby, you have every right to be. We just thought we could help you.” Her mother reached toward her, pulling a red tendril of hair away from her face and brushing it aside. Kate walked out of the room without a word. 
 
   Jordyn’s jaw tensed. “I cannot believe this. I cannot believe that you’re siding with him.”
 
   “There are no sides in this, Jordyn. Can’t you see we’re all on your side? We just want what’s best for you.” Sarah pursed her lips. 
 
   “Mom, I’m fine,” she stressed the words. “I’ve told Connor that I’m fine. I’m not depressed. I’m not crazy. I’m making friends here, helping people.”
 
   “So you didn’t drag Ollie into a grocery store in the middle of the night to prove to Connor that there was some sort of hit list posted in the store?” The wrinkles in her mother’s forehead grew more pronounced as she spoke. 
 
   Jordyn was still, her pulse quickening. “It wasn’t like that. It wasn’t the middle of the night. It was hardly even dark. And it was Connor’s idea in the first place!”
 
   She disregarded Jordyn’s comments altogether. “He says you hardly sleep anymore, because you’re always up looking on the computer or watching the news, waiting for another child to die. That isn’t healthy, Jordyn.”
 
   “He is making this sound so much worse than it actually is. None of it was like that. You guys are blowing this so far out of proportion.”
 
   “Okay.” Her mother sighed, her hands held up in surrender. “Okay. No one’s here to judge you, Jordyn. I trust you. We all just love you so much, and we worry about you. You know that. But if you tell me it’s nothing, I’ll believe you.”
 
   “It’s nothing,” Jordyn said in exasperation. “Of course it’s nothing.”              
 
   “And if you ever start to feel like it is something?” she asked cautiously. 
 
   “You’ll be the first to know.” She nodded.
 
   “Okay then.” Her mother pulled her into a hug. “Don’t be too hard on Connor, okay? He’s doing what he believes is the right thing, even if you don’t see that. New fathers are entitled to their fair share of worry too.” 
 
   Jordyn nodded, feeling tense in her mother’s arms. Her head was still filled with rage as she was released and immediately began busying herself with the dishes. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That night at dinner, Connor brought home take out. Everyone ate hungrily, while her father complained about how the food here was nothing like back home. 
 
   “Oh, hush, Dad,” Jordyn said playfully, “you’re still in the south. It’s all the same.”
 
   “No, I agree.” Connor smiled. “It’s definitely different here. Takes a while to get used to it. Of course I don’t notice it now, but I do remember it being different. The water tastes different too. Don’t you think so, Jor?”
 
   Jordyn looked away, her anger still hidden until she had time to speak to him alone. 
 
   Sensing the tension, her mother spoke up. “I hadn’t noticed yet, but I can imagine it is a bit different. This food is just fabulous though, Connor. I hope we can try them again before we leave.” She smiled, twirling her fork in her noodles. 
 
   “So what did you all do today?” Connor asked, looking at Jordyn. 
 
   She began to answer, but stopped. If she lied, would her mother say something? If she told the truth, it was sure to start an argument. She shoved a spoonful of her orange chicken into her mouth instead, not bothering to look his way. 
 
   Kate spoke up for the first time since they’d sat down. “We hung out here. Watched Ollie have a series of explosive diapers. You know, the usual.”
 
   Jordyn looked up at her in surprise, but she only briefly smiled at her cleverly and then back toward Connor. 
 
   Seeming satisfied, he took another bite of his food. 
 
   “Ollie-gator, here’s another bite.” Jordyn held up a spoonful of carrots for him. He opened his mouth, moving his head side to side in excitement. 
 
   “Do you want me to feed him, babe? I don’t mind,” Connor offered. “You should eat. You look tired.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Jordyn said, trying to keep the annoyance from her voice. 
 
   Connor stood up anyway. “No, seriously, I want to. I’ve missed him. Would you let me feed him, please?” 
 
   “You know what, Connor?” she said angrily, thrusting the jar of baby food at him. “I am tired. You go ahead and feed him. I’m going to bed.” She couldn’t stop the tears that hit her cheeks immediately upon seeing his shocked expression. “I’m sorry, Mom and Dad.” She pushed past Connor, tears flowing freely, and ran toward her bedroom feeling more like a child than ever. As she entered her bedroom, she slammed the door behind her, her head spinning. She collapsed onto the bed, breathing heavily and trying to calm herself down. She pressed her face into the pillow, her tears warm on her face, as if she were burning from the inside out. 
 
   She sobbed into her pillow, feeling scared and alone and completely unsure of what to do about it. She could picture them in there now, talking about how she worried them, about how crazy she’d become. Angry, betrayed thoughts swirled in her head. She cried quietly, gasping for breath, her whole body shivering with sadness. 
 
   After a few lonely hours, the sound of the bedroom door opening pulled Jordyn from a light slumber. 
 
   “Jordyn? Jor? You still awake?” he whispered softly. She could hear him tiptoeing across the room. 
 
   She lay still, trying to convince him she was still asleep. She heard him pull his clothes off and fumble into his pajamas. He slinked into bed, obviously trying not to wake her, and slipped his arms around her gently, pressing his lips into the back of her head. 
 
   She stifled another sob, reminded of why she was so upset. 
 
   “Jor,” he whispered, realizing she was awake. “Baby, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just thought you could use a break from feeding him all day. That’s all.” He rubbed her shoulders carefully, turning her over to face him.
 
   She remained silent, afraid that talking would bring her to tears again. He moved closer, rubbing his hand through her hair. She pulled away, unwilling to let him make her feel better. This was all his fault to begin with. 
 
   “My mom told me why they really came, Connor. How could you do that? You told my parents that I was crazy.” 
 
   He drew back for a second but began rubbing her back again. “How could I? I was worried about you, Jordyn. I am worried about you.” He traced his fingers over the side of her face. “Don’t I at least get that? For God’s sake, you went to a child’s funeral and asked a grieving mother if she knew that her daughter was going to die. I’m sorry, sweetie, God knows I love you more than anything in this world, but you’re scaring me. You’re scaring me so much. I didn’t know what else to do. I thought if she helped you out with Ollie, helped you around the house, maybe you’d get back to feeling like your old self.”
 
   “I don’t understand why you couldn’t just talk to me first,” she whined. 
 
   He sighed. “I’ve tried. I’ve tried talking to you. You get defensive and angry or you start crying or you ask me to believe you. And I’ve tried that too. I went to the store with you and the police station, but there was nothing there.”
 
   “But you saw the text message,” she insisted. 
 
   “I did. And it was terrifying. Who knows who sent it or why, Jordyn? It was probably some prank. If, in some strange way, you are right and the text was from someone who is willing to kill our son, it scares me that that isn’t enough to make you stop.”
 
   “I’d never do anything to hurt our son,” she said, tears forming once again. “This is about so much more than Ollie.”
 
   “Maybe so. Look, I just want to know that you’re okay. Maybe I went about this all the wrong way. I’m a husband. It’s what we do. I just want you to know that whatever I’ve done, it was all with good intentions. It honestly was. I never meant to hurt you.” He kissed her forehead. 
 
   Begrudgingly, she leaned into him. “I know you didn’t mean to, but it did. It did hurt me. You don’t have to worry about me, and I wish that you knew that.”
 
   “I know I don’t have to worry about you,” he told her, “but I do anyway. I can’t help it. I love you more than anything, Jordyn.”
 
   “I love you too.” She pulled his face toward hers and kissed him firmly on the lips. His response was instant, rolling over on top of her, his hands around her waist. He pressed his body into hers warmly, willing her to give in. Her lips parted quickly, allowing her to lose herself in her husband’s arms, forgetting for a moment all about the darkness in the world. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   It was just after ten. The house had fallen still half an hour before, and Jordyn lay awake. Beside her, Connor’s breathing was slow and steady, his quiet snores filling the room. She lifted the covers off of herself carefully, slipping out of bed. Her jeans and shirt were still in the floor from hours ago, and she slipped into them with ease. Slowly, she paced her way toward the door, cracking the door open just enough to squeeze through, before closing it in slow motion. She tiptoed down the hallway, toward the front door. Passing the room where her parents were sleeping, she heard her father’s loud snoring. The blue light from the TV lit up the floor beneath Kate’s door, flickering on and off. 
 
   Thinking quickly, she backtracked her steps. It was just a whim, but maybe she could save herself some time. She pushed open the door gently, seeing her sister’s face lit up by the light from her phone. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” she asked, dropping her phone on the bed. 
 
   “Shhh!” Jordyn rushed into the room and shut the door behind her. 
 
   Kate sat up in bed. “You shhh! What the literal hell, Jordyn? What are you doing in here in the middle of the night?”
 
   “I, um, I wanted to say thank you for saying what you said at supper tonight,” Jordyn said, sinking down into the foot of the bed. 
 
   “And you had to tell me this in the middle of the fucking night? Jesus, Jordyn! What is wrong with you? Go back to bed and thank me tomorrow.” She lay back down, bumping Jordyn with her feet and bundling the covers around her. 
 
   “How did you know to tell him that? I mean, why did you lie for me?” she asked. It was a question that had been bothering her all night. 
 
   Kate smirked. “You may be better than me at a lot of shit, but if there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s knowing when to lie.” 
 
   Jordyn frowned. “Well, thank you.”
 
   “Why did you want to lie to him anyway? You cheating or something?”
 
   “Of course not,” Jordyn said, taken aback by the suggestion. “No, I was honestly with Carrie all day, just like I told you and Mom earlier.”
 
   “Okay.” Kate scooted back up, pulling her feet away from her sister to make more room. “And Connor couldn’t know that, why?”
 
   “Because Connor thinks I’m going crazy,” she admitted plainly. 
 
   “Well are you?”
 
   “No,” Jordyn said shortly. 
 
   “Okay, then what is going on?”
 
   She glanced at her phone. It was just past eleven now. “I don’t have time to explain it all now, but I’m fine and I’ll explain it when I can. Right now, though, I have a favor to ask.”
 
   “Ask away.” Kate held her hands out like she was presenting a prize. 
 
   “I, um, I need a cigarette.”
 
   Kate furrowed her brow, looking like she may burst out laughing. Instead she said, “Since when do you smoke?”
 
   “I don’t. It’s not for me,” she replied defensively. 
 
   “Relax, I’m not gonna tell on you,” she teased, climbing out of bed and grabbing her purse. She unzipped the top and pulled out a carton of Marlboro Reds. She slipped one out of the pack and handed it over. Jordyn held the small stick between her fingers awkwardly. 
 
   “Need a light too?” Kate asked, holding out a purple BIC. 
 
   Jordyn shook her head, though she really wasn’t sure if she’d need one or not. The text hadn’t specified. 
 
   “Go on,” her sister insisted. “Take it. I have plenty more.” 
 
   Gratefully, she accepted, taking the lighter from her baby sister. “Okay, thanks. I have to go, but I’ll be back soon. If, um, if anyone asks, I went to see Carrie again.”
 
   Jordyn stood up, turning to leave.
 
   “No worries, I’ll cover for you,” Kate promised. 
 
   “Thanks,” she called over her shoulder, making her way toward the door. “Oh, but hey? Let’s keep this,” she said as she held the cigarette up, “between us, okay?”
 
   Kate nodded. “Geeze, okay. Is he your husband or your parent?”
 
   Jordyn smiled at her sister without another word and shut the door, grabbing a jacket and slipping it on as she made her way through the house and out the front door. She made her way down the concrete walkway carefully, zipping her jacket as she went. She pulled the car out of the driveway with its lights off, worried that headlights would wake Connor up, and then she opened her GPS app and let it lead the way. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jordyn pulled over on the empty road, her headlights shinning into the darkness. The night around her was still. There was an old farmhouse a few miles ahead, but nothing else in sight. She turned her radio down, trying to stay calm. She glanced around at the empty fields, wondering if someone was going to jump out. She realized she had no weapons to protect herself and had told no one where she was going, should this turn out badly. Poor planning on her part, she admitted. 
 
   Half tempted to go back, she stared at her phone, watching the minutes pass. Fifty-eight. Fifty-nine. There was no one around. From what she could tell, 167 Old Mill Road didn’t exist, may have never existed. She realized this may have all been some cruel prank. 
 
   Suddenly, her phone vibrated in her hand, causing her to jump. She glanced down at the screen in pure terror. It was a text message.
 
    
 
   Get out of the car. Go to the middle of the street. Light your cigarette and wait.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   HIM
 
    
 
   Standing in the middle of the field, he watched her pull onto the road. Her car came to a stop just a bit farther up than he’d hoped for, but still it would work. When she put the car into park, the interior lights came on for just a second but she switched them off. It was enough for him to see that she was alone, just like he’d told her to be. He watched her check her phone, the bright light illuminating her face. 
 
   She was braver than he’d thought. He had to give her credit. Bravery was a fool’s trait, though, he’d learned long ago, something that would only endanger you. She’d learn her lesson soon enough though. He was going to make sure of it. If there was one thing he’d promised himself, it was that no one was going to come into his town and wreck his plan, not ever. No one could hurt him. Not this time. 
 
   Anger grew in him as he watched her sitting there patiently. He was still awaiting his other guest, but he wasn’t honestly sure how much longer she’d sit there. She was a nosey one, and he feared she may venture out of the car without permission. He pulled the phone out of his pocket, typing out his message quickly. He read it over once. Send. He pressed the phone back into his pocket, watching her as she received it. 
 
   Even after all of these years, it still brought him so much pleasure to watch his plans unfold, to know how much work he’d put into each one. 
 
   He remained still as she opened her car door, climbing out slowly. Her eyes danced around the fields, looking right past him. He wondered if she knew he was there, knew he was watching. He was always watching, after all. He couldn’t see the cigarette just yet, but he knew it had to be there. He studied her movements, watched how she shook as she shut the door. He watched the girl walk toward the front of her car. The large jacket she was wearing seemed to swallow her up in the dark of the night. Finally, she pulled the cigarette out of her jacket pocket, flipping open a lighter. He knew right away this must’ve felt so foreign to her. She tried, and failed, three times to light the cigarette. Each time the wind gusted and extinguished the flame. She turned her back toward the wind, shielding herself with her hood. A few moments later, he caught a whiff of the smoke, his lungs immediately craving the nicotine he’d once loved. He didn’t allow himself to think of how long it had been since he’d let himself enjoy such an indulgence. She kneeled over, coughing as the nicotine filled her lungs. Maybe she’d die right here, he reasoned, make it easier on him. 
 
   He looked into the distance, just for a second, checking once again to see if someone might be coming. Someone in particular. If he’d timed it right, and of course he had, his next guest should be arriving in about two minutes. 
 
   He smiled. Two minutes left for her to squirm. He pulled the phone out once again, preparing his next message. In truth, he hated that it had come to this. Jordyn Atwood hadn’t been in his plan at all, far from it, in fact, but she’d forced his hand. He was a man of action, and if she didn’t learn her lesson now he feared she may never. It was time to break her, to end her. There were too many questions being asked, and he wouldn’t have it. 
 
   He read over the message in his head, grinning from ear to ear. It was time to play. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Michael Simpson
 
    
 
   Michael Simpson lay in bed tossing and turning. He’d made it past his eighteenth birthday four years ago and had foolishly thought this mess was over for him. After he graduated, his father’s friend had offered him a job down at the auto shop he owned. Mike knew that the job was originally meant for the owner’s son, Mike’s friend, Kyle, who had passed away two years before. 
 
   He’d accepted the offer without hesitation. It had meant good money and hard work—two things he enjoyed. Besides, Kyle’s dad was really fun to be around, and he had taught him a lot of cool things about cars. Mike hoped eventually Sherry and Doug would leave the shop to him, and that he could keep running it for them. 
 
   After today though, he wasn’t sure if that’s what he wanted. He wasn’t sure how he would ever face the place again. In the middle of their busiest day in a very long time, Mike and Doug had finished five repairs and were on a roll. At around two, Doug had noticed the time and offered to head out and pick them both up some lunch while Mike was finishing up. 
 
   When his phone had chimed in his pocket, he’d assumed it was Doug asking what he wanted on his burger or something like that. Instead, seeing the message caused him to drop the wrench he’d been using on his forehead. He cursed loudly, rubbing his head. Sitting up with blurry vision and an unbelievable headache, he read the message again through watering eyes: 
 
    
 
   Drill a hole in that old Ford gas tank. Or your baby dies.
 
    
 
   Mike rubbed his eyes, thinking it had to be a joke. He didn’t have a baby. He couldn’t be having a baby. Erin had been on the pill ever since they had started getting serious. She’d had the flu a while back, sure, but they’d been careful for the next few weeks. Just in case. She was so adamant about not having kids. There was no way she wouldn’t have told him. 
 
   He slipped out from under the truck and dialed her number. 
 
   “Hello?” she answered. Her voice made him smile instinctively. 
 
   “Hey, babe, what are you doing?” he asked, trying not to alarm her. 
 
   “Heading back from Carrie’s house. What about you?”
 
   “Oh, I’m getting ready to eat lunch.”
 
   “Just now? Babe, it’s almost three!” She laughed. 
 
   “We’ve been so crazy today, neither of us realized how late it had gotten,” he said, “Listen, Er, is everything okay? I mean, have you been…have you been feeling okay?”
 
   “Yeah, baby. Why would you ask that?” Had he heard her voice waver?
 
   “Just wondering. I knew you haven’t been too hungry lately…” He trailed off, wondering what to say next. 
 
   “Mike, what’s going on?” she asked. He could hear her car door shut as she arrived at home. 
 
   “Look, I just have to ask you something. Don’t freak out, okay?” 
 
   “I’m gonna freak out if you don’t hurry up and ask me. What is going on?” she said, half teasing.
 
   “Are you, I mean, are we…are you pregnant?”
 
   The line was silent. There was a resounding stillness where he’d expected a dismissing laugh. He heard her jingling her keys in the door, entering their house. 
 
   “Er?” he asked again, his voice quivering. 
 
   “How could you know?” she finally asked. 
 
   He sank down into a nearby office chair, his pulse racing. 
 
   “You’re saying it’s true?”
 
   “Yes. It’s true. I only just found out. I went to the doctor last week because I’d been feeling sick again. I tested negative for the flu this time, but he took some blood to be sure. He just called me back a few hours ago. I literally just found out. How could you know?”
 
   “It’s not important, okay? I have to go.” He rubbed the growing knot on his forehead. 
 
   “Michael,” she said softly, “I know this wasn’t planned. I mean, I was on the pill. I guess it must’ve been after I was sick. I know we tried to be careful. I’m just sorry.”
 
   “Sorry?” he asked, trying to put cheer into his voice. “Sweetheart, this is a good thing. Don’t be sorry. I mean, no, it wasn’t in the plan right now, but eventually, I don’t know, I always thought kids would be nice.”
 
   “You really mean it? You’re sure? I mean, we could talk about our options.”
 
   “No. Absolutely not. I love you, babe. And I’ll love this baby.”
 
   She sighed. “I never wanted kids here, Michael. After everything with Kinley and Rebecca and all of the kids. We just lost so many friends when we were growing up. Maybe it’s selfish to bring a baby into Bates.” He could hear the tears in her voice. 
 
   “Hey, don’t think like that, okay? We’re going to be just fine, okay? This baby, our baby, is going to be just fine.” A lump grew in his throat as he spoke of the baby he hadn’t known he wanted. 
 
   “How can you know?” she asked. 
 
   “I’m going to make sure of it,” he told her. 
 
   As they said their goodbyes, he picked up a drill and walked toward the key box, looking for the ring that belonged to the old Ford. He picked up the small key, looking at the blue tag that was attached to it. H. Taylor, the tag read. 
 
   I’m sorry about this, Mr. Taylor, he thought, revving up the drill. I have a family to protect now. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordyn
 
    
 
   Jordyn saw the truck before she heard it, its headlights shinning in the distance as they turned off of a cross street. This was it, she told herself. The moment she’d been waiting for was finally here. She stood confidently in the middle of the road, the cigarette held out for the driver to see. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She looked down, pulling it out to stare at the screen. As her eyes skimmed over the text, her heart fell. 
 
    
 
   Drop the cigarette. Let’s see how fast you can run.
 
    
 
   She read the text twice, trying to understand. Without thinking, she dropped the cigarette and began to run back toward her car, the truck growing closer. She tried to study the vehicle as she ran, but it was too dark and her vision blurred as she moved. She stumbled on some loose gravel and sliced her palm. The sting was sharp. She tried to brush the rocks out of her skin as she stood. As she reached her car, she pulled open the door with gusto, just in time for the truck to whiz past. 
 
   She turned the rearview mirror around so that she could see herself as she watched the truck driving off ahead of her. Her heart pounded and her hands burned like mad. Before she had too much time to ponder on her injuries, she noticed a light up ahead: a bright orange glow. She knew what it was before she had time to realize what was happening, what she had done. 
 
   As the truck continued on, a small trail of rapidly growing fire followed it. The road was narrow and the trail spread quickly, lapping as the flames grew, licking and reaching for something to help it spread. It was a few feet in front of her, hardly any chance of endangering her, but it was headed for the end of the street, where the truck would turn, but she worried the flames would not. 
 
   She knew the driver of the truck must be the murderer, and she’d just lit the match that would help him burn down the only house on this street. Realizing what had to be done, she leapt from her car, pressing the alarm and hoping it would draw attention to the situation. She ran, faster than she thought she ever could, toward the farmhouse. She watched in horror as the flames jumped from pavement to grass in an instant. 
 
   Much to her surprise, the truck, which had all but disappeared around a curve, was now turned around and coming back. Her frantic mind began to imagine her death, realizing this must be how it all ended for her. She’d been foolish in setting off the alarm. She had to have known they would hear it. She forced the menacing thoughts from her mind, searching for an opening in the ever-growing belt of flames. Finally, she saw a glimmer of hope. A small metal bridge ran over the ditch that was already consumed in flames. The truck was drawing closer, flashing its lights at her as she ran. There was nowhere to hide, and she’d already been seen. She stepped onto the bridge, feeling the heat immediately on her feet. The flames were everywhere, climbing up the back of the house, burning a tree that stood in the front yard. Smoke burned her eyes as the driver of the truck made their way out of the vehicle and headed toward her. 
 
   “Hey!” she heard him yell. Him. It was a man, she realized. 
 
   She ran toward the front door of the house, feeling it for heat. She pounded her fists loudly, hoping they would hear her. In the driveway, the owner’s car had caught fire. She felt two hands grab hold of her shoulders from behind. She collapsed immediately, coughing and crying all at once. She tried to fight back, to scoot away from the man, squirming out of his grasp. She used all of her strength to pull away. And then the world shook and her head seemed to explode with a loud boom. She sat up, watching pieces of the car being thrown into the air as the car exploded. She rolled over to face her attacker, ready for anything. What she saw, however…was Henry Taylor. 
 
   “Henry?” she screamed over the deafening crunch of the flames as they ate through everything around them. 
 
   “Mrs. Atwood? What are you doing here?” he yelled. 
 
   “It was you?” She scrambled to her feet, moving away from him.
 
   “What?” he called, stumbling toward her. “What was me? We have got to get out of here. This place is going to collapse. It isn’t safe,” he shouted. 
 
   From behind her, she heard a loud noise as the porch began to sink it, flames engulfing nearly the entire right side of the house and spreading fast. She turned sideways and darted past him, unsure of where to go. The left side of the house had not yet begun to burn. Jordyn threw off her jacket, wrapping her arm in it and punching through a low window on the side of the house. A shard stabbed her, digging its way under the skin on her arm. Henry grabbed her once more. 
 
   “Let me go,” she screamed, waving her arms defensively. 
 
   He held her arm up, shaking glass off of her jacket, and stared at the glass stuck in her. Blood trickled down her arm. The piece sat completely still, piercing her muscles each time she moved. 
 
   “One, two,” he counted, ripping the glass from her arm before he got to three. 
 
   She howled in pain. It felt worse coming out than it had going in. He wrapped the cloth around her arm. “We have to keep that clean,” he said firmly. “Stop the bleeding. You’re gonna need stitches.”
 
   Without another word, he hoisted himself up onto the rickety air conditioning unit and climbed into the house through the broken window. Jordyn watched in awe. He was surprisingly limber for a man who must’ve been in his fifties. He disappeared into the smoke. Despite her throbbing pain and confused state, Jordyn followed his lead, pulling herself into the house with all of the strength she could muster. 
 
   A coughing fit took over immediately as the smoke seized her lungs. She knelt down to the ground, crawling through the smoldering kitchen. A small white terrier danced behind a melting pet gate, screaming in fear. Jordyn made her way to him, picking him up and running toward the window, holding her breath. He squirmed in her arms, scratching and trying desperately to free himself. She kept a firm grip, pressing him into her chest. At the window, she tossed him outside gently and watched as he scampered away, barking noisily as he went. 
 
   She turned back toward the kitchen, Henry was nowhere to be found. She noticed a door at the end of a long hallway that remained closed. “Hello?” she cried out, hoping someone would hear her. In her heart she knew it would be a long shot to still find anyone alive here. On the floor once again, she crawled toward the end of the hall quickly, pressing her palm to the wood to feel for heat. It was what she’d always been taught in school, to detect fire before you entered a room. What they didn’t tell you, though, was that when you were surrounded by fire, everything felt hot. Taking a deep breath, she stood, ready to run, and pushed the door open. A thick cloud of smoke rushed into the room before her. She coughed, fanning her face and looking around. 
 
   “Hello?” she bellowed. 
 
   Jordyn heard her before she saw her. A small whimper. A white nightgown laying down in the distance. Then, two small feet. Blonde hair. A little girl, no older than seven, lay crying on her bed. 
 
   “Hey,” Jordyn called to her. “Hey, sweetie, it’s okay. I’m here to help you. Don’t be afraid, okay? Come with me.” She coaxed her, barely able to see through the smoke. Somewhere in the rest of the house, she heard a loud noise as another wall fell down. Her lungs were burning from lack of oxygen, and her eyes stung from the smoke. 
 
   The girl coughed, wrapping her blanket over her face in an attempt to hide. Jordyn heard Henry yelling for her at the end of the hall. The ceiling creaked above them. A large piece of timber fell from the ceiling in the hallway, burning rapidly. She watched in shock as the wall began to collapse, one minute there and the next minute nothing but a pile of soot and ash. 
 
   Without options or time, Jordyn rushed toward the girl, scooping her up blanket and all, and bolting out of the bedroom. She jumped over the smoldering heap, feeling the small flames lick her legs. As she made it into the kitchen, she saw Henry finally, a woman draped over his arms. Smoke billowed out of the window she’d broken, making something almost like a tornado. 
 
   “We have to go now,” he pleaded with her. 
 
   Jordyn felt the girl’s tiny fingers clamp around her neck and she pushed forward, looking for another way out. “There could be others.”
 
   “There’s no time,” Henry insisted, making his way toward the window. 
 
   As if to emphasize his point, another piece of the ceiling fell, only feet away from her. The girl cried out, squeezing Jordyn’s neck tighter. 
 
   “Shhh. It’s okay,” Jordyn told her, pressing the child’s face into her chest. “Just close your eyes.”
 
   Smoke overtook the room, bright glowing flames in every direction. Henry was somewhere ahead of her, but she couldn’t see him anymore. Maybe he’d left. Despite her best intentions, Jordyn couldn’t stand any longer. She felt her knees buckle, though her arms kept a tight hold of the girl. 
 
   Henry’s voice pleaded with her to stand, though she could no longer see him. Her body felt like jelly. Nothing worked how it should. Not her voice, not her eyes, not her lungs. She heard another loud crash, but was unable to see the cause. She didn’t know how the girl left her arms, but suddenly she couldn’t feel her anymore. She felt her body melting as the glow grew closer and closer, brighter and brighter. The room collapsed, darkness filling her eyes. She was floating suddenly, floating…maybe falling? It felt a bit like falling. She hit the ground with a thud. Ouch, she thought, definitely falling. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   There is a moment when you wake up from a dream, and just for that split second, you truly believe that the dream was real. For just one single moment, you are still in your dream world, be it nightmare or fantasy, and then when the real world comes crashing down, it’s like being doused with ice-cold water. 
 
   For Jordyn, the real world was the nightmare. For a few moments, she forgot about her pain, forgot about her family, and forgot that someone was killing children. For just a few seconds, she forgot it all. And then, she opened her eyes. 
 
   “She’s awake,” Kate exclaimed. 
 
   Her mother’s worried hands found her face immediately. 
 
   “Jordyn?” Connor asked from her other side, his face hanging over hers. 
 
   She felt the tube inside of her nose, making her want to gag. She tried to speak, but her throat felt odd, gravelly and sore. Everything still reeked of the fire. She nodded. I’m here. I’m okay, she wanted to tell them. 
 
   “Oh, thank God,” Connor said, kissing her forehead. Her body ached. She saw her arm, bandaged in gauze and swollen black and blue. Her eyes stung, and her back was sore. She felt blisters on her legs. 
 
   “Ollie?” she managed to croak, realizing he wasn’t in the room. 
 
   “He’s in the waiting room with your dad,” her mother answered. 
 
   Suddenly, the door to her room opened and a doctor walked in, carrying her chart. “I see we’re awake now.” He smiled at her kindly. 
 
   The group stepped back instinctively as the doctor approached her. “How are you feeling?” he asked loudly, as if the accident had affected her hearing. 
 
   She nodded, touching her throat. “Fine,” she whispered. 
 
   “Do you remember what happened? Do you know where you are?” 
 
   Again, she nodded. “The…fire.”
 
   The doctor nodded, shinning a flashlight into her eyes. He pulled the tube out of her nose with ease, apologizing when she gagged. He placed a stethoscope onto her chest, moving the gown so that the cold metal could touch her skin. She winced. 
 
   “Sorry,” he apologized, “I know it’s cold.” But he didn’t remove it. “Deep breath for me.”
 
   She did as she was told, feeling a tickle in her lungs that made her cough. 
 
   He pulled the stethoscope away from her until she was done coughing, then turned and pulled something out of his drawer and placed it between her lips. “Blow,” he told her. 
 
   She did. 
 
   He pulled it back and looked over it. “Okay,” he said, his forehead wrinkling in obvious frustration. “Your lungs took some damage tonight. Way too much smoke inhalation, but luckily we were able to get you some oxygen treatments to help you breathe. Your lungs should heal, but it’s going to take a few weeks, maybe even months before you’re back to normal. Until that point, you’ll need to keep away from strenuous activity of all sorts. I’m going to recommend that you do breathing exercises for the next few weeks as well. As for your arm, we put seven stitches in it, but it was a pretty nasty cut. We’re going to put you on some antibiotics to ward off infections, but you’ll have to keep it very clean. You lost way too much blood. We gave you a pint, but you may still feel lightheaded and weak. It’s fairly normal. Overall, you were very lucky. It could have, and probably should have, been much worse.”
 
   “I can go home?” Jordyn asked. 
 
   The doctor gave her a small smile. “Yes. You can go home. But, before you do the police are here to get your statement.” He stood up, walking toward the doorway. “I’ll have your release papers at the front desk for you once you’ve met with them.”
 
   As he shut the door, panic immediately set in for Jordyn. How in the world was she supposed to explain her involvement in the fire? Was she going to be arrested? Before she could give it too much thought, two uniformed officers entered the room. 
 
   “Ms. Atwood.” She recognized the first officer as the one who had taken her statement at the station before. His partner was a younger man with a pointy mustache and long hair. 
 
   “We need to speak to your wife alone,” the partner told Connor, glancing toward the rest of the room. 
 
   Her mother and Kate stood to leave, but Connor remained steady. “She’s just been through a major trauma. She can barely speak. Surely this can wait until she’s better.”
 
   “We won’t take long, sir. Her doctor has cleared her to speak to us,” the first officer said, his eyes kind. 
 
   The door shut behind the group as Connor looked through the glass window one last time. 
 
   “I’m Officer Sullivan, if you remember. It’s nice to see you again. This is my partner, Avery McDaniel. Now then, Ms. Atwood,” the officer began speaking, holding out a pad and paper, “can you explain to us why you were at the Hutson’s farm last night?”
 
   Jordyn thought hard. “I couldn’t sleep. So I went for a drive,” she squeaked out, her throat burning with each word, “I saw the fire and tried to help.”
 
   He nodded. “Did you see how the fire started?”
 
   She shook her head. 
 
   He wrote something down. “And what about Mr. Taylor? How did he come into play?”
 
   Again, she shook her head. “He came in after me.”
 
   “Did you know him? Before this?”
 
   “He’s my neighbor. I don’t know him well. We bought our house from him,” she said, picking at her bandage. 
 
   “So you didn’t see anyone start the fire?”
 
   She shook her head, feeling at least slightly honest with this answer. 
 
   “And you didn’t start the fire?”
 
   Again she shook her head, sweat gathering at her brow. 
 
   “Okay.” He shut his notebook. “Thank you for your time. Your car has been taken to Grimey’s tow yard, so you can pick it up there. We wish you a quick recovery.” 
 
   McDaniel pulled the door open. 
 
   “Wait, that was it?” she croaked. 
 
   “We have all we need here.” Sullivan tapped his notebook. 
 
   “Do you know what happened then? Who started the fire?”
 
   The officers paused, looking at each other uncomfortably. “We had an exceptionally dry summer and fall. This winter is turning out to be the same,” McDaniel answered. “Fires aren’t unusual here. What matters is that everyone is okay.”
 
   “Everyone?” Jordyn asked. “We got the family out?”
 
   “Everyone is alive.” Sullivan nodded. “You were very brave, Ms. Atwood.” They shut the door behind them. 
 
   Jordyn stood up from the bed, hobbling toward the door, hoping that someone had packed her some clothes. As she swung open the door, she found herself face-to-face with a woman in a hospital gown. She was several inches shorter than Jordyn. 
 
   “Jordyn?” the woman asked. “Jordyn Atwood?” She was middle-aged, her curly brown hair matted and graying. 
 
   “I’m sorry.” Jordyn shook her head, not recognizing her. 
 
   “I’m Hilary Hutson. I know you don’t know me, but you and your friend, they say that you saved my life. You saved my family.” Tears welled in her eyes. Jordyn stared at the bandage that covered the left side of her face. 
 
   “Oh,” she said, pulling her eyes away, “I’m so sorry about your house.”
 
   The woman moved closer to her, grasping Jordyn’s hand. “I don’t know why you were there, or how, but you saved us. My Amber will live to see her fifth birthday because of you. I can never ever repay you for what you’ve done.”
 
   Jordyn felt tears fill her own eyes. “I just hope someone would do the same for my son.”
 
   The woman nodded seriously. “I do too.”
 
   “So you’re all fine? No one’s told me what happened.”
 
   “Yes, thanks to you. My husband and I are fine, just some minor scrapes and burns. Smoke inhalation. My legs are pretty banged up. Amber hit her head when she fell out of the house.” She paused, catching her breath and wiping her eyes. “She had some damage from the smoke as well. The doctors have her on life support right now.” Her voice cracked. “But they are really optimistic about her making a full recovery. Her little body just needs to rest right now. They said after day or two she’ll be able to do all of her breathing on her own.”
 
   Jordyn bent down, wrapping her arms around Hilary’s neck. “I am so, so sorry.”
 
   She hugged her back. “You are an angel. Once she’s awake, I’d like her to meet you, if that’s okay?”
 
   “Of course,” Jordyn said, pulling back from the hug. “I’d love that as well.”
 
   The woman stepped backwards, her eyes still locked on Jordyn’s. “I should go. I don’t want to leave her for long. Thank you again.”
 
   Jordyn smiled at her, waving as she left, trying to bury the guilty feeling that had begun nesting itself inside of her. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The road home was filled with an awkward silence, Connor’s hand resting casually on Jordyn’s thigh. She stared out the window at the streets that were starting to lighten up with the sunrise. Each bump they hit or curve they turned hurt her more. She tried to keep herself from showing pain. Her blissfully unaware husband hadn’t spoken a word since they left the hospital, not even playing the radio, as if any noise at all would hurt her. 
 
   Finally, Jordyn couldn’t take it any longer. “Aren’t you going to ask what I was doing out in the middle of the night?”
 
   He pulled his hand back from her leg, turning the heat vent down. His voice was calm when he spoke, his eyes straight ahead. “I know what you were doing.”
 
   “You do?” she asked, rubbing her throbbing arm. The pain medicine they’d given her at the hospital hadn’t done much for this level of aching. 
 
   He reached into his shirt pocket and revealed her phone, wagging it in the air before tossing it into her lap. “The police gave it to me when I got to the hospital.”
 
   “The police?” she asked, staring at her phone in horror. 
 
   “Don’t worry,” he told her, “They couldn’t go through it. Had no reason to.” He paused, glancing at her with a strange look. “I did though.”
 
   She let that sink in, unsure of just what to say. That night’s earlier reconciliation seemed like it had happened weeks ago, rather than hours. 
 
   “Can you just tell me what the hell you were thinking? Seriously, Jordyn,” he fumed, obviously releasing what he’d wanted to say to her all night. “You go off in the middle of the night to meet some stranger, having absolutely no idea what you were up against. You could be dead right now! You just blindly followed orders, from a text message.” He emphasized the last two words. 
 
   She didn’t respond, feeling foolish and embarrassed. How could she ever explain to him why she did it? 
 
   “This was about that list again?” he asked, though the tone of his voice said he needed no confirmation. 
 
   She nodded, keeping her head down. 
 
   “Jesus, Jordyn. How could you be so stupid? That person could’ve been a psycho. You have no idea what they could’ve done to you. What would you have done if they’d tried to hurt you or even kill you? What if there was a whole group of them? No one had any idea where you were, or that you were even gone.”
 
   “I told Kate,” she said softly, as if that validated her actions. 
 
   “That’s great, Jor.” He smacked his leg in disbelief. “You told Kate. Why wouldn’t you tell me? Huh? You could’ve asked me to go!”
 
   “I didn’t tell you because I knew what you would say. You would’ve never gone with me, never let me go.”
 
   “You’re damn right I wouldn’t have let you go. And then none of this would’ve happened.” He gestured to her wounds. “Do you have any idea what the police could’ve done with your phone had they actually checked it? Knowing that you—” He sighed. “That you lit the cigarette that started the fire.”
 
   “Don’t try to make me feel worse than I already do. I had no idea what I was doing. I didn’t know what would happen.”
 
   “Of course you did,” he insisted. “Of course you knew, Jordyn. You knew what you were getting yourself into. You can’t tell me you thought you would just show up there and rip off their mask and they’d just let you take them away in handcuffs. Have you forgotten that these people threatened Ollie?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “Then for one second can you just think about him before yourself? Think of our son!” He slammed his fist into the steering wheel.
 
   She spun to face him, rage spewing out of her. “How dare you? How dare you tell me to think about our son? He’s all that I ever think about. Every single day. All I do is think about him. I think about how his life will be. Living in constant fear. Being terrified. Watching his friends die one by one all of his life and thinking that that’s normal. Every time we kiss him goodbye, we’ll wonder if it’ll be for the last time. He’ll never have a normal childhood. His entire life will be centered around loss if we don’t stop this. That’s what I think about. I’m doing this, all of this, for Ollie.”
 
   “Don’t be so dramatic.” He waved her off casually. 
 
   “Dramatic? I’m the only one being rational here. You refuse to see the truth. You refuse to see it, Connor, but I’ve seen it. People in this town don’t feel safe! They’re scared. I can’t do this. I can’t live here. Not like this.”
 
   “How would you know how they feel?”
 
   “I’ve made friends. They’ve told me how it is here,” she said matter-of-factly. 
 
   “Oh really? And just how is it?”
 
   “They’ve told me about the deaths. I was right about The List. Kids die here…I know you think I’m crazy, but it’s all true. This entire town lives in constant fear. Bates isn’t a good place anymore. It hasn’t been for years.”
 
   “All right then, who’s doing it? Who makes The List?” he asked, his voice sarcastic. 
 
   “They don’t know. No one knows.”
 
   “Who is ‘they’? Who has been filling your head with all of this craziness? Are they the ones who convinced you to go to that house last night?”
 
   “I went to the house on my own. You saw the texts.”
 
   “Who have you been talking to, Jordyn?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” she screamed. “That’s not the point that I’m trying to make.”
 
   They pulled into the driveway. The sun was starting to rise. Connor unlocked the doors, but didn’t budge. “Go inside, Jordyn. Go be with your parents. You should rest.”
 
   “Where are you going?” she asked, her hand on the door handle. 
 
   “I just need to clear my head,” he said, his jaw firm. 
 
   Without argument, Jordyn climbed out of the car. She didn’t look back as he pulled out and sped off in anger. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next morning, Jordyn awoke to the sound of a loud thumping outside. She sat up in bed, rubbing her eyes. Her head pounded with each bang. This morning brought a whole new level of pain. She pulled the covers off of her slowly, trying not to hurt herself any further. She eased her way out of bed, adjusting the bandage on her arm. She clumsily made her way into the kitchen, still half asleep. 
 
   “Good morning,” three voices greeted her. Her parents and sister were gathered around the kitchen table eating breakfast. Ollie sat in his high chair between her mother and father. She smiled at them, Ollie’s eyes growing bigger when he saw her. Her mother jumped up, handing her a glass of water and two Advil tablets. 
 
   “Thanks,” she said, gratefully swallowing the pills and chugging the glass of water. Her throat was incredibly dry. 
 
   “You’re welcome, honey. How are you feeling this morning? Your doctor said you’d probably have some discomfort.” Her mother grimaced. 
 
   “Yeah, you could say that.” She smiled halfheartedly. The banging outside continued. “What is that sound?” 
 
   Her mother looked away uneasily. Jordyn scanned everyone, each person avoiding her eye contact. “Hello?” she asked. “What is it?”
 
   “Baby,” her father said finally, “we aren’t sure how you’re going to feel about this.”
 
   “But it really is the best thing for you,” her mother added. 
 
   “What is? What are you talking about?” She sat her glass down on the counter top with a start. Still, no one answered. Groaning heavily, she turned from the kitchen, rushing toward the front door desperate to find the source of the ruckus. Her limbs ached as she ran, and a blister on her ankle rubbed against her pajama pants adamantly, but she ignored the pain. She threw back the curtain and stared out into the yard. The sunlight burned her eyes for a second, and she blinked quickly to help her eyes adjust. Finally, her eyes focused on the source. Her husband could be seen near the curb, hammering a For Sale sign into the yard. 
 
   “What is happening?” She whirled around, facing her parents in outrage and confusion. 
 
   “Sweetheart, after last night, we all decided—” her mother started.
 
   “Connor decided—” Kate mumbled under her breath, picking at her fingernails. 
 
   “We all,” her mother emphasized, throwing a cross look at Kate, “think it’s for the best that you and Ollie come back home to the city with us for a while. We know how much you must miss it. And there will be so much for you and Ollie to do. Plus, I know this great doctor you can talk to who can get you the help that you need.”
 
   “What, like a shrink? Are you serious? You can’t just lock me up like a child. I’m an adult,” Jordyn said indignantly. 
 
   “Jordyn, Connor told us that you were the one who started the fire last night,” her mother said, no question in her voice. Her eyes were filled with anguish as she stared at her daughter, looking as though she didn’t truly recognize her anymore. Jordyn wasn’t sure she even recognized anyone, including herself, anymore.
 
   Jordyn pushed her lips together, tears filling her eyes. “I…it was an accident. I had to do what they told me. I had to. I didn’t know what would happen. I, of course, I didn’t do it on purpose. I wouldn’t. When I realized what I’d done I stopped it. I saved those people, that little girl.” Her arms hung at her sides in hopelessness. 
 
   “You almost died in the process, Jordyn. You ran into a burning building without a second thought,” her father said. 
 
   “I couldn’t let them die for my mistake. I did what was right. I saved them. That doesn’t make me crazy.”
 
   “Why were you out in the middle of the night, anyway? Darling, no one even knew where you were. You could’ve been killed and we would’ve been none the wiser,” her father said.
 
   “They told me to. Connor has seen the texts. They’re on my phone. I was doing what I thought I needed to in order to end this.” Jordyn’s hope grew smaller as she saw the discouraging looks on her parent’s faces. They looked back and forth at each other in worry.
 
   “Who is ‘they’?” Her mother shook her head. 
 
   “The people who are killing the kids.” Even as the words came out of her mouth, she knew how it sounded. 
 
   “Sarah,” her father said, staring at her mom, his eyes wide.
 
   Sarah held her hand up, addressing Jordyn. “Okay, now I want you to go pack your things. We’re leaving this place tonight. You and Ollie will stay with us until Connor can get things squared away here. Then, you can find your own place and your own way back home. By then, all of this will have seemed like a lifetime ago.”
 
   “No,” Jordyn said firmly, stamping her feet. “I won’t go. I’m not finished here.”
 
   “You will go.” Her mother stepped closer, her eyes sharp. “You could’ve killed those people last night, Jordyn. You’re lucky to not be in jail. Go pack your things before Connor gets inside. He’s having to deal with enough right now. He doesn’t need you throwing a fit as well.”
 
   Jordyn stared at her father, hoping for help, but he placed his hand on her mother’s back. His stance was firm. Jordyn turned on her heel, racing back toward her bedroom. She thought again, stopped running and turned around. 
 
   “At least let me feed my son first.”
 
   Her mother pulled him away from her. “He’s already eaten.” Jordyn held her arms out for him, but her mother shook her head. He smiled up at his mother with a bright smile, oblivious to what was happening. “Jordyn, I don’t think that’s a good idea right now. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Who are you to tell me I can’t hold my son? You give him to me,” she demanded. 
 
   Ollie began to cry, obviously confused as to what was going on. Sarah nuzzled him gently, whispering in his ear softly. She looked at Jordyn. “I’m sorry. The answer’s no. Not now,” she said dismissively, as if Jordyn had asked for pudding rather than for her son.
 
   Tears burned her face as they fell down her cheeks. “I would never hurt my child,” she said. Without another word, she turned and stormed out of the room. A few minutes later, as she sat in her bedroom floor fuming, there was a knock on her door. She didn’t answer. She turned her back further from the door, willing them to go away.
 
   The door crept open and she heard footsteps walking toward her, but couldn’t be bothered to look up. She felt a hand on her back briefly, not a rub, just a light touch and then it was gone. Her sister slid down the wall next to her. “You okay?”
 
   “Of course not,” she spat out. 
 
   “Look, I know it’s bad and I get that you’re pissed, but they’re trying to do what they think is right.” Kate rested her head on the wall. “They’re really worried about you, Jordyn.”
 
   “What do you think?” she asked. “What do you think is right, Kate?”
 
   “I think that you’re one of the sanest, bravest, smartest people I know, but having a baby, I mean, I’m a little crazy before my period, so I can’t imagine how much worse this is.” She tried to laugh, but the sound fell short. 
 
   “Kate, this is not about Ollie. I swear to you, it’s not. I’m telling all of you the truth. I know how it must sound, but there are really people out there killing children. Just, just killing them because they can. And no one in this whole town is trying to stop them.”
 
   Kate was quiet, staring at her sister for a long time. “Can you prove it?” she finally asked. 
 
   A glimmer of hope flickered in her head as she rolled over and grabbed her phone. She pulled open her messages and handed the phone to her sister. “There.” 
 
   Kate’s eyes skimmed over the messages quietly and then she handed the phone back. “Jor, I’m sorry, but this proves nothing. Some idiot was pranking you maybe. Why in the world would you listen to them?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Jordyn answered honestly. “Because I trust the wrong people for the wrong reasons, but, Kate, this is the person. That little girl, Amber? She was on The List. She was supposed to die.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” 
 
   At the risk of sounding even crazier, Jordyn sighed. “It’s a long story,” she began. And then she told her sister the whole story.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   An hour passed with Jordyn telling her sister, piece by piece, everything that had happened since they’d moved to Bates. When she finished, she stopped, out of breath. 
 
   Kate stared at Jordyn for a long time, her eyes wide in shock. “Jor, if all of this is true, why on earth would you even want to stay here?”
 
   The question caught her off guard. If she were to be honest, she didn’t want to stay in Bates. Not one second longer. If she had her way, she’d be out the door faster than they were asking her to be, but there was a small part of her that now felt connected to this town and its story. There was a part of her that was stuck with Carrie and Allie and the rest of town, a part of her that couldn’t just up and leave in the middle of this. After the past night, the fire, she was just as much a part of it as all of the rest of them.
 
   Without a real answer, she shrugged. “I do want to leave, Kate, but it’s just not that simple. I still have friends here. Friends who’ve lost a lot and who really need me. I couldn’t just leave them, not knowing what would happen.”
 
   “You have a son who needs you more. I’m sorry, but I agree with Mom. You need to get away from this place. Whatever is going on here, it’s not normal. You need to go home with us. Do you know what would happen to Mom and Dad if you were killed? Or if Ollie was? Do you know what it would do to Connor? I may not really care for him, but, Jor, he’s crazy about you. And I’m sorry, if no one else will say it I will. You’re being really, really selfish. You’re putting us all through hell right now.”
 
   “Well I’m so sorry to hear that you’re suffering, Kate. As per the usual, your life sucks and my life is just grand!” 
 
   “Don’t get mad at me. I’m just saying that you need to come home, clear your head. I get that you want to feel like you’re doing something, but you can’t. You’re just one person, Jordyn. You aren’t thinking clearly, whether it’s this place or whatever else, you have to come with us.”
 
   “That doesn’t fix it! Contrary to the popular belief in the world of Kate, running away from life’s problems doesn’t always make them disappear,” Jordyn snapped. 
 
   “What the fuck do you know about my problems?” Kate asked. 
 
   Realizing she’d struck a nerve without much thought, she sucked in a breath. “Nothing, forget it.”
 
   “No, go on, big sis. Tell me about it. Tell me all about my life,” she said in an antagonizing tone. When Jordyn didn’t answer, she went on. “That’s right. You can’t! You don’t know anything about my life or my problems because you never bothered to ask.”
 
   “Kate, that’s not true.” She saw the weight of the pain in her sister’s eyes. 
 
   “Yes, it is. You packed up and left home at eighteen and you never looked back. I was ten years old and I needed my big sister but you could never be bothered to be there. Never. You lived two towns over and you never made it home, not for my birthdays, not even for prom. You left me at home with two parents who hate everything about me because I’m nothing like you. You just left me to figure it out on my own.”
 
   “I hardly left you, Kate. You were your own person. You’ve always been. Do it your own way and screw what everyone else thinks—”
 
   “Because I had to be,” her sister screamed, thick tears in her eyes. “Because no matter what I did, Mom and Dad could never see me in your shadow.”
 
   “That’s not true, Kate. They love you,” Jordyn whispered. 
 
   “Yeah, but how would you know anyway?” Kate wiped her eyes, eyeliner staining her cheeks. “You know, I may run away from my problems, but at least I admit when I have them.” With that, she stood up and left the room, shutting the door with a swift tug.
 
   Jordyn, feeling more exhausted than ever, climbed up into her bed, promising herself that she would make it right with Kate later. Almost instantly, Jordyn fell into a deep sleep. Three hours later, Jordyn was awakened to the sound of her phone buzzing. She sat up in bed, wincing and rubbing her eyes. She moved her hands around the bed, searching for her phone. Finally, remembering where she’d hid it, she pulled it out from under her pillow. 
 
   “Hello?” she asked groggily. 
 
   “Jordyn? Oh thank God. I just heard what happened! How are you?” Carrie’s voice rang out over the line. 
 
   “Miserable,” Jordyn said. She rolled out of bed and made her way to the door, checking that no one was eavesdropping. She shut it back and crawled onto her bed once more. Even knowing no one was outside of the door, she kept her voice low. “Listen, I need to talk to you. It’s bad.”
 
   “I was hoping we could meet up, actually. The whole group. It’s sort of urgent.”
 
   “Everything okay?” Jordyn asked. 
 
   “Not now. Let’s meet where we did last, okay?”
 
   “Okay, when?”
 
   “Five minutes ago?” Carrie asked, her voice quivering. 
 
   The women hung up. Jordyn walked to her dresser and pulled out different clothes. She slipped them on carefully, ran a comb through her unwashed hair, and walked out of the bedroom. She could hear her family bustling around in the kitchen. She picked up her keys from the hall dresser and jumped at her father’s voice. 
 
   “Going somewhere?”
 
   “Yes,” she said firmly, trying to find a jacket in the hall closet. “I’m going out.” She decided on the lighter one, sure to be the easiest on her wounds.
 
   “Where to?” He crossed his arms. 
 
   “Out, Dad. I’m not sixteen years old, I don’t have to okay my plans with you.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetheart. After last night, we aren’t letting you go anywhere alone. Your doctor said you can’t drive anyway, since he put you on pain pills.”
 
   “Pain pills? I took an Advil hours ago, I haven’t had anything else.” Frustration oozed out of her as she attempted to slip on her jacket, minding her sore arm. 
 
   “Connor’s out if you want him to pick something up.” 
 
   “I want to go out myself.” She made her way toward the door. 
 
   Her father put his hand up. “Absolutely not. If you think for one second, young lady, that you’re getting out that door—”
 
   “I’m an adult!” she bellowed, feeling like everyone in the house ought to be reminded of that fact.
 
   “Well you sure as hell aren’t acting like one!” He pressed his hand into the door, refusing to let her open it, his face bright red.
 
   “I’ll go.” A voice came from behind them. 
 
   “What? I said I want to go,” Jordyn said pointedly, turning to face her sister. 
 
   “I mean, I’ll go with you. I can make sure you aren’t hurting yourself or anyone else,” Kate said firmly, looking at their father. She nodded, as if trying to convince him it would be okay.
 
   “No. I’m not doing this. I don’t have to listen to any of you. I make that car payment. Who are any of you to tell me—” Jordyn pulled on the door handle, trying to move her father’s hand out of the way.
 
   “Enough.” Her mother’s voice ripped through the room. Ollie immediately began howling. “Now, Jordyn, we have tried to be nice about this, tried to help you, but if you continue to fight us, you will force our hand.”
 
   “Meaning what?” Jordyn’s hand dropped from the door handle.
 
   “Meaning we will call the police and tell them what we know.” She heaved a sigh, but her eyes softened. “We just want you, and those around you, safe. Now whether that means with us or behind bars, I guess that’s up to you. So you can either go out with your sister or you can wait for Connor to get home. That’s the end of the discussion. If you decide to leave this house alone you won’t get far, I can promise you that.” The truth of her statement burned in her expression. 
 
   Jordyn looked around the room. Her body shook with anger and sadness. She couldn’t remember a time when she’d ever felt so alone. “Fine,” she groaned, glancing at her sister. “But hurry up. We’re leaving now.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When the women pulled into Carrie’s driveway, Allie and Erin’s cars were already there. 
 
   “Stay in the car,” she said firmly. 
 
   Kate shook her head. “Uh, no way. That wasn’t the deal. I’m going with you.”
 
   Jordyn slammed the car door behind her, pounding her way up the concrete steps. She knocked once, then opened the door and walked in, not worrying about whether Kate followed her. The three women were standing around the kitchen table, talking in hushed tones. 
 
   “Hey,” Jordyn announced her presence, waving across the room. 
 
   “Oh God, Jordyn.” Carrie looked shocked when she saw her. 
 
   “You poor thing.” Erin said softly, her fingers covering her mouth.
 
   “How are you holding up?” Allie asked, genuine concern on her face. 
 
   Before Jordyn could answer, the front door swung open again and the women’s eyes widened in fear as Kate entered. Erin gripped Carrie’s shoulder, and Allie stepped protectively in front of them.
 
   “Sorry, guys. This is my sister, Kate,” Jordyn announced, her hands held up in an attempt to calm the group. When they visibly relaxed, she threw in, “She’s following me around now.”
 
   The women were still uneasy. “Why?” asked Allie. 
 
   “Apparently after last night, I’m on twenty-four hour suicide watch. They won’t let me go anywhere alone. I had to put up a fight to even leave my house at all.” She decided not to mention moving just yet, still trying to figure out a way to make sure that didn’t happen. 
 
   The women pulled her into a hug. “That’s ridiculous.” “I’m so sorry.” They whispered their condolences. The room fell silent as their hug ended, all eyes on Kate. 
 
   “Does she know?” Erin asked. 
 
   “Yes.” Jordyn nodded. “I’ve told her everything. She, like the rest of my family, chooses to believe that I’ve lost my mind, but we can speak freely.”
 
   Kate ran her fingers along the top of the recliner awkwardly, standing in the corner of the living room. 
 
   The women sat down at the kitchen table. “So, I guess you know the last child from the list died last night?” Carrie asked. 
 
   “What?” Jordyn sputtered. “No. Amber? No, I saved her.” Her mouth grew dry as she stared at the group. 
 
   Allie shook her head, a disappointed look on her face. “You tried to save her, Jordyn. She was on life support. Somehow the ventilator that was helping her breathe got unplugged last night. The hospital’s doing a full investigation.” She put air quotation marks around her last sentence. 
 
   “No way. You’ve got to be kidding me. Why didn’t anyone tell me? Surely it’s been on the news. That poor girl.” Jordyn’s head pounded. She rubbed her temples.
 
   “Of course it has, but, Jordyn, listen. The girl before her, Cara, she died last night too. Her parents found her wrapped up in her blankets, suffocated.”
 
   “Oh my God.” Jordyn covered her mouth, feeling as if she may throw up. She held her stomach in preparation. “The police?”
 
   “Are saying it’s a tragic accident, of course,” Allie answered. “Two kids haven’t ever died in one night before. Not separately, anyway. Never. No one was expecting to lose Amber because no one knew that Cara was already gone. The List moves in order. This was sloppy work. If the police would actually do something, they’d probably be able to catch someone this time.”
 
   “Yeah, you should’ve heard them questioning me about the fire last night. They basically asked my name and said ‘okay, we’re done here’,” Jordyn said. 
 
   Erin scoffed, placing her head in her hands. “Awful.”
 
   “Typical. We’re on our own here, ladies, as usual,” Carrie said, staring at the table. “Actually, that’s why I called you all here. We have a bit of news that you should be aware of.” She looked up at them, her chest rising with a giant breath.
 
   “Okay.” Jordyn did not like the anxious looks being passed around the table.
 
   “I’m pregnant, Jordyn,” Erin said, her eyes cloaked in fear. Her hands were pale white on the table in front of her.
 
   The words hit her like a gust of wind. For five seconds, she forgot about Bates and its problems. A wide smile grew on her face and she began to congratulate her new friend. All at once though, the look on Erin’s face struck her—world-shattering fear. Tears burned her eyelids. This was supposed to be a happy moment. In any other place, any other time they would’ve jumped for joy, hugged their friend, wished her well. Instead, they all sat in silence, each of their hearts as grief stricken as the other. Allie patted Erin’s back kindly. Erin’s hands came to rest protectively over her tiny belly. 
 
   “Oh, Erin.” Jordyn managed to put words together finally. “I’m so happy for you and I’m so so sorry all at once.”              
 
   Erin’s head bowed. “We always knew that we would love to have had children, if the situation was different. Not here, though, not like this. I’ve been on the pill for ages. We didn’t think this could happen.”
 
   “Okay,” Jordyn thought aloud, “but, you’re safe for now, right? I mean, nine months. We have nine months.” She looked around the table, waiting for someone to reassure her. “That’s plenty of time for us to figure something out, right, guys? Surely they won’t hurt your baby before there’s even a baby to hurt. And we’ll just keep it a secret for as long as we can.”
 
   Allie shook her head softly. “There are no secrets in Bates.” 
 
   Erin wiped a tear from her cheek, allowing three more to fall in its place. “She’s right, Jordyn. We couldn’t keep this quiet if we tried. I wish that you were right, but this changes things for me.”
 
   “So, now what? You just quit? We all just quit? Pretend we don’t know anything? Keep letting children die while everyone in this town just looks the other way?” she asked, realizing what they were telling her.
 
   “Of course not,” Carrie said, “Allie and I won’t give up. We’ve got no reason to anymore. But with the old List finished and the new List coming out soon, you and Erin should take a step back for a while. At least until we see what the new List says.”
 
   “How can you say that to me? How can you even think about asking me to give up? Nothing has changed for me. I’m sorry, Erin. I understand what you’re saying and I won’t ask you to continue, but I won’t stop, List or no List. We’ll follow the rules, be careful, all of that. But nothing has changed for me.”
 
   “There isn’t going to be a ‘careful enough’. Not now. I didn’t like putting your child at risk before, but now we’re putting two children on the line. I won’t have that on my conscience. I’m sorry, but the answer’s no. You can’t help us anymore.” Allie stared at her, her face firm. 
 
   “Once the new List comes out, we can talk again, maybe make a more permanent decision,” Carrie said gently, trying to ease the situation. 
 
   “By not doing anything, more children will die. Innocent babies. Someone’s children. Someone, somewhere turned their back and let your kids die.” She forced Allie and Carrie to make eye contact with her. “Are you all really okay with doing the same thing? If we can stop even one death, how can you even think about giving up? I’m sorry, but with or without you I won’t stop looking for answers.”
 
   “We have no leads, nothing at all to go on,” Allie said. “It’s a fool’s errand at this point.” 
 
   “We have the first children who died. What about that? We were making progress with them,” Jordyn argued. 
 
   “If they were even buried here,” Allie said.
 
   “It’s a start. We’ll do our research,” Jordyn protested.
 
   Allie nodded. “Yes. We will. You won’t.”
 
   “Do you guys actually hear what you’re saying? Do you understand how completely insane you all sound?” Kate’s shaking voice rang out from behind them. The group turned to look at her. She stood in the living room, her arms crossed, face stern. 
 
   “We know what we’re saying. We know it’s true,” Carrie said, her jaw dropped open.
 
   “How could you possibly know that?”
 
   “Because my family was killed for this secret, for revenge. My brothers, sisters, my daughters, Allie’s daughter. Our friends’ children. Children die in Bates. No matter how it sounds, it’s very true,” Carrie told her, a slight attitude in her voice. 
 
   Kate scoffed, searching their faces, “If this is some sick joke, it’s really not funny.”
 
   “Do we look like we’re joking?” Erin, usually the most soft spoken of the group, said with anger in her voice. “Does it look like any of us are taking this lightly? Your sister is one of the bravest women we know. She has no reason to help us, yet she has tried. No one has ever tried to save this town the way she has.” She looked up at Jordyn. “No one. For my child’s sake, I hope that you can.”
 
   Kate moved further into the kitchen. “Okay, say it is true. Why don’t you just go to the police?”
 
   “Because whenever anyone does, their families are massacred,” Allie said plainly.
 
   Kate’s eyebrows raised in disbelief.
 
   “It’s true. My mother wrote an article a while after we moved to Bates, asking if anyone had noticed the large number of deaths here. It was before we knew about The List, the police, any of it. After that, they were all dead. Her children, her grandchildren. A mistake here costs you everything,” Carrie said.
 
   “So then, leave.” Kate held her hand up toward the door. “Get out of here. Why would anyone stay?”
 
   “Leaving won’t save you. It’s like a haunting. When you leave, you’re still fair game to the list makers.”
 
   “Okay, so what were you doing to stop them, then?” Kate asked, still not looking like she truly accepted what she was being told. 
 
   “What? Do you believe me now?” Jordyn asked her sister. 
 
   Kate shrugged. “It’s a lot to take in, but it could happen, I guess.”
 
   “We were trying to find out who died first, to try and see where it all started,” Erin answered. 
 
   “Okay.” Kate pulled out her phone. “Who died first?”
 
   “No,” Carrie said. “You can’t use the internet here. They watch it. Phone lines too.”
 
   “So what? They don’t know me. I have no kids. Or grandkids. What on earth have they got on me?” she asked, still holding her phone up. 
 
   Jordyn thought for a moment. “You know something? She’s kind of right. Maybe we can get our answers right now. Maybe this is it.”
 
   Erin spoke up. “That’s what I thought too, though. I didn’t have any kids yet, so I was safe. Maybe I’ve already marked my child for death.”
 
   “I don’t have kids. I won’t ever, in fact. I can’t. So, I have no reason to worry.” Kate smiled, though her face showed pain. 
 
   Jordyn turned to her, wondering why her sister had never mentioned this before. 
 
   “PCOS,” Kate answered the question Jordyn couldn’t ask. “No big deal. Let’s move on. Give me a name.” She tapped her phone incessantly. 
 
   “Peter Billson,” Jordyn spoke slowly, “Alexis Crider. Janice Lynch. They all died in the same month, a few days apart. As far as we know, they should’ve been the first to die.”
 
   “All right.” Kate nodded, typing quickly on her phone.
 
   “Before we say anything else, everyone shut off your phones,” Allie whispered. 
 
   The group did as they were asked, all eyes locked on Kate. Nodding as she read, she grabbed a notepad from the counter and jotted down notes. When she was finished, she shut off her phone. “Okay,” she said, “So the first boy, Peter Billson, suffocated in his crib. Police were convinced it was a murder. He was only a few weeks old. A few days later, Alexis Crider died. She was found locked in her parent’s freezer. She was three. Next was Janice Lynch, seven. She fell through her window and broke her neck.”
 
   The women stared at Kate in horror. 
 
   “All three deaths were unconnected?”
 
   “Not quite. The first two, Peter and Alexis? Turns out, those families shared the same babysitter. She was,” she said, looking through her notes again, “twenty-three at the time, so she’s probably still alive.”
 
   “Was she ever charged?”
 
   “No.” Kate shook her head. “When Janice died, charges against her were dropped. But get this: Janice Lynch was the chief of police’s daughter.”
 
   The group stared at each other, waiting for Kate to go on. Could it really be this easy? Had they found their killer? 
 
   “Did it give a name? Maybe she’s still in Bates,” Carrie asked, standing from the table. 
 
   “Yes, it did. Let me see.” She looked through her notes again, tapping her pen. “Benson. Cecilia Benson.” Kate looked up.
 
   Every jaw in the room dropped, excluding Jordyn and Kate’s. Carrie reached for a chair once again. “I think I’m going to be sick.” 
 
   The women flocked around her. 
 
   “Do you all know her? Cecilia Benson? Is she still here? Still alive?” Jordyn asked. 
 
   “Yes,” Carrie said. “We know her. So do you, Jordyn. You met her the day that we met. At her parent’s grocery store.”
 
   Benson’s Deli. The place where she’d first seen The List. 
 
   “She’s also the principal of Bates Elementary.” Allie sighed. 
 
   “Kinley’s principal.” Carrie nodded. “She was my friend.”
 
   “No one would have more access to these kids. It’s a perfect cover,” Erin added. 
 
   “All right, so let’s go get this bitch,” Kate said. 
 
   “We can’t! We have no evidence, no weapons,” Allie said. “We aren’t just going to go bursting into anywhere until we have a plan.”
 
   “What? Weapons? Are we going to hurt her?” Carrie asked, looking as though she might faint. 
 
   “There’s enough death in Bates without us adding to it. We just need protection.” Allie shook her head. 
 
   “Fine.” Kate dug into her purse. “Got it. What else?” The room gasped as she pulled out a gun from her purse, waving it in the air. 
 
   “Charles has one in the bedroom too.” Carrie nodded. 
 
   “You guys, wait a second. What are we going to do? Just charge at her? Everyone knows Cecilia. That doesn’t seem like a good idea,” Erin said, her hand on her stomach again. 
 
   “She’s right. We’ll have to be smart about this,” Jordyn agreed. “We need a plan.”
 
   “I say we call in the FBI,” Kate said, digging in her purse again, before turning around and holding up her gun and two badges. 
 
   “What the…” Jordyn trailed off, standing up to get a better look. 
 
   “Relax. They were Anthony’s old badges. We tweaked them for Halloween a few years back, and I held onto them. It’s a good thing I did too.”
 
   “Your husband was in the FBI?” Erin asked. 
 
   “Boyfriend. And no, he was a cop,” Kate corrected. 
 
   “I didn’t know that.” Jordyn felt stunned. It was like she was meeting a whole new side of her sister today. 
 
   “Yeah, well, that’s because the only thing that mattered to Mom was that he cheated on me. Several times. She didn’t feel like anything else was important enough to share.” Kate frowned. 
 
   “Okay, so are you saying we pretend to call the FBI?” Allie asked. 
 
   “No, I’m saying we become the FBI. Dress up and go over there and get our answers. Tell her we have a few questions about the murders years ago. See if we can shake her.” 
 
   “But she knows us. That would never work,” Carrie said.
 
   “She doesn’t know me,” Kate said. 
 
   “Or me.” Jordyn shook her head. “I mean, not really. She met me once. Just once.”
 
   “She could still recognize you,” Carrie said, biting her lip in thought.
 
   “I could go alone,” Kate offered. 
 
   “You’re not going alone,” Jordyn fought. “If she does recognize me, I could’ve always been undercover.”
 
   “Are we forgetting that impersonating a cop is a crime?” Erin asked. 
 
   “So is murder,” Allie said. 
 
   The group fell silent. 
 
   “This seems like a really bad idea,” Carrie said quietly. 
 
   “That’s because it is,” Allie agreed. 
 
   “I don’t see anyone else coming up with any other ideas. We don’t have time to sit around and wait, either. We can move in and ask her some questions, or we can stay here and wait for more children to die. You guys said it was important but now you’re all chickening out. Do you want to do this or not?” Kate turned to Jordyn.
 
   “I’m in,” Jordyn agreed. 
 
   “Okay, well, if we’re going to do this we need clothes. Suits. We can’t exactly show up like this.” She gestured toward their jeans and casual shirts. 
 
   Carrie stood up. “I may have something.” She walked out of the room, returning a few moments later with two suits and a small handgun. “I’m afraid these won’t fit either of you just right, but they should work.”
 
   “They’re perfect, Carrie,” Jordyn said, taking the suits from her. Carrie, who was a little shorter than Kate and a little taller than Jordyn, smiled sadly. 
 
   “Do you know anything about guns?”
 
   “Our dad taught us to shoot when we were little. It’s just like riding a bike, right?” Jordyn grinned, trying to hide her nervousness. 
 
   They changed into their suits, Jordyn in black and Kate in gray, and placed their badges in their jacket pockets. They holstered their guns onto their sides. Carrie handed the address of the school to Jordyn and gave her a quick hug. “You guys be safe.” 
 
   “We will.” Jordyn nodded. “If we aren’t back in two hours, you need to call the police.” 
 
   The women each pulled her into another hug. “Take care of yourselves. Both of you.”
 
   “You too,” Jordyn told them, stepping out the door and forcing the nervousness out of her mind. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   As the girls pulled up to the school and walked in, Jordyn found herself sweating profusely. Her gun burned into her hipbone as she walked. They passed a sign that read ‘No Weapons Allowed’ in bold letters. The brick building had glass doors along the front. Jordyn pulled them open. The hall was quiet, empty, it was just passed one thirty, the school day would end soon. 
 
   Jordyn followed closely behind Kate, who walked forward with ease, showing no signs of fear. They wandered down two quiet halls that smelled of glue and floor cleaner before they finally laid eyes on a sign pointing them toward the office. Kate stepped forward first. The young receptionist who greeted them had small glasses and short, pixie-cut black hair. 
 
   “Hello there.” She smiled. “How can I help you?”
 
   “We’re here to see Cecilia Benson.” Kate said, sounding official. 
 
   “Okay.” The receptionist’s smile wavered just a bit, but was back as she grabbed the phone. “Is she expecting you?” 
 
   “No,” Kate said, “but she’ll want to see us.” Her voice was strong, authoritative, the exact opposite of how Jordyn felt. 
 
   “Okay.” She placed the phone to her ear, dialing. “Ms. Benson, there are two women here who need to see you.” She paused, nodding into the receiver. “No, I don’t. I’m not sure.” She held the phone away from her face, placing her palm over the speaker. “Are you all parents of children who attend here?”
 
   Jordyn shook her head. 
 
   “No,” the receptionist said into the phone. “No. Oh, okay. Should I ask them to come back then?” 
 
   Kate stepped toward the desk, her hand quickly in her pocket. She pulled out her badge, flashing it at the secretary. “It’s best that we don’t reschedule. Like I said, she’ll want to see us.”
 
   Jordyn didn’t recognize this version of her sister. She seemed so sure of herself even Jordyn almost believed her. 
 
   “Right.” The secretary placed the phone down and stood up. “The office is just down this hallway.” She pointed toward a hall behind her. 
 
   Jordyn nodded, smiling politely at the secretary. Kate followed the small hallway toward a wooden door and knocked three times. 
 
   “Come in,” the voice called. 
 
   Cecilia Benson sat at her desk, her blonde hair curled around her face. She wore a purple, unflattering blouse and took her glasses off as she saw the women. Cecilia looked much older in this setting than she had at the grocery store, her wrinkles more evident. Jordyn sensed recognition in her eyes, but Cecilia didn’t seem to be able to place where she knew her from.
 
   She stood, gesturing for them to have a seat in the chairs facing her desk. “Can I help you?”
 
   “We hope so. My name is Detective Dixon, and this is Detective Wyndell. We’re with the FBI, in town investigating a rash string of deaths here in Bates that seems to have gone unnoticed,” Kate answered. They flashed their badges quickly, like they had practiced, and slipped them back into their pockets. Jordyn had a seat; Kate did not. Cecilia sat anyway. 
 
   Her eyes grew big, staring at the women in shock. “Well I’d be happy to help, though I’m not sure that I’ll be of any use to you. Can I ask you which death, specifically, you’re here about?”
 
   “We’ll ask the questions here, Ms. Benson.” Kate shook her head. “You see, it seems that in a small town like Bates, any death would be unusual. But you guys seem to have several. Children specifically. The FBI is shocked by the absolute lack of investigation on part of the local law enforcement. Every case seems to have been opened and closed within a week, usually less. Why do you think that is?”
 
   “How should I know?” She spoke softly. “They’ve all been ruled accidents. If you have questions about that, wouldn’t the police be better suited to answer your questions?”
 
   “Oh, we’re talking to them as well. The local police have been less than cooperative with the FBI’s efforts, which is why they’ve sent us in. See, we’ve done some digging. Years and years of files with no follow up.” Kate paced around the room, crossing her arms across her chest. “In fact, the last case with any real, thorough investigation was almost ten years ago.”
 
   Cecilia writhed her hands together on the table. Her face grew pale white. 
 
   “And it seems like they had a pretty substantial suspect all those years ago.”
 
   Cecilia looked up, fire in her eyes. “If you saw those files, it means you also saw that those charges were dropped almost as quickly as they were brought up. The police cleared the investigation. I was never even arrested.”
 
   “Why is that?” Jordyn asked, finding her voice at last. 
 
   “Shouldn’t you know that?” she asked. Jordyn’s hands grew sweaty. 
 
   Kate paced in front of the desk casually, looking like she knew more than she did. “Remind us.”
 
   “I gave the police my alibi from the night of Alexis’ death.”
 
   “And that cleared you of both charges?”
 
   “I was never charged for Peter’s death. I gave the police my alibi for Alexis’ and they stopped coming around. That’s all I know. I was twenty-three years old at the time. Just starting out. The rumors cost me my job,” Cecilia said, her jaw shaking. She was either a great actor or incredibly sincere. 
 
   “Something cost those kids their lives, Ms. Benson. So, excuse us if your job isn’t our main concern. We want to know what happened the night those kids died. We want to know what’s happening to the children in Bates.”
 
   “I told the police all that I knew back then!” She stood from her desk. “Look, I’m really trying to be helpful, but the fact is that I can’t deal with this. This investigation was closed years ago. I’ve had no connection to any deaths since, so what use am I to you?”
 
   “No connection?” Jordyn joined them in standing. “These children go to a school where you are in charge. They live in a town where you live. What about Kinley Preston? Sources tell us that you were friends with her mother?”
 
   “Kinley’s death was an accident! I work with these children. I love them like they’re my own. How could you possibly think I could have anything to do with this?” Her face was red, her expression shocked. 
 
   “Just for the record, what was your alibi again, Ms. Benson? We’ll want to check into it again. I’m sure you understand.” Kate stepped in again. 
 
   “The police already—” she started. 
 
   “Your alibi, Ms. Benson,” Kate insisted. 
 
   She looked down at her desk, pulling out her desk drawer. She withdrew a stack of cards, sifting through them before pulling one out and handing it to Kate. “On the night that Alexis died, I was hospitalized for my miscarriage. This is the hospital I was at. I’ve been seeing the same doctor for years. Call them. Get whatever information you need.”
 
   Kate handed the card over to Jordyn. The girls stared at each other for a moment, unsure of what to say. The weight of the pain in Cecilia’s voice hung in the room. Jordyn turned the card over in her hand. “Right. Well, thank you so much for your time, Ms. Benson. We’ll check into this.”
 
   Cecilia blinked, looking down at her desk. The women made their way toward the door. Before they opened it, Cecilia spoke once more. “Detectives?”
 
   They turned around. 
 
   She glanced up at them, wiping a tear from her eye. “I was just wondering, if you’re checking into me again, does that mean you’ll be checking into the other suspects from back then as well?”
 
   Jordyn tried to hide her shock. 
 
   Kate nodded. “We’ll be checking into everything and everyone we can, ma’am.” 
 
   “Okay,” Cecilia said. 
 
   Kate turned toward the door again, but Jordyn held firm. “Is there something you need to tell us, Ms. Benson?” 
 
   Cecilia was quiet, staring off into space. She looked straight into Jordyn’s eyes when she spoke again. “I’m not sure if it’ll help. And, well, you probably already know. I just wondered if you’d be investigating the boyfriend?”
 
   “Boyfriend?” Jordyn asked. She heard Kate turn around, walking back beside her. 
 
   “Melissa Billson’s boyfriend. I think he was interviewed after Peter…” She trailed off, as if she were thinking of something. “You know, it’s probably nothing.” She waved her hand in the air, though her eyes looked haunted. “He was just always, I don’t know, creepy to me.”
 
   “Do you have a name?” Jordyn asked, crossing her fingers. 
 
   Cecilia frowned. “No, I’m sorry. I only met him a few times. Surely it’s in the police report, right?”
 
   Jordyn nodded. “I’m sure it is. We’ll look into it.” With that, the girls shut her office door, walking out of the lobby and then out of the school swiftly. 
 
   As they made it to their car, Jordyn looked to her sister. “So what do you think?” Before she could answer, Jordyn’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out, reading over the text message on her screen. Her heart lurched. It was Carrie. 
 
    
 
   It’s out. Get here. Hurry.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   When Jordyn pulled into Carrie’s driveway, Erin, Allie, and Carrie were all standing at the door. They rushed out before Jordyn or Kate could climb out of the car. Jordyn felt bile rising in her throat, knowing what was coming next. Ollie would be on The List. She had sentenced her son to his death. Carrie ripped open her car door, pulling Jordyn out of the car. 
 
   “Where is it? Where did you see it?” Jordyn asked. 
 
   “It’s posted at the pharmacy downtown. We overheard some kids talking about it when they walked past the house, so Allie went out to check.” They rushed into the house, shutting the door quickly behind them.
 
   “And?” Jordyn asked.
 
   “Wait,” Erin interrupted. “How did it go with Cecilia? Is it her? Did you get her to admit it?” Her green eyes were bloodshot and red. 
 
   “No,” Jordyn said. “No. She swore she was innocent. She even had an alibi.”
 
   “You believe her?” Allie asked skeptically. 
 
   “We don’t know yet. Her alibi was good. She said it was the same one she gave the police. But how would we know?” Jordyn answered. 
 
   “She did answer our questions, though. Definitely seemed shaken up by them. She also told us that there were other suspects, or at least one other, a boy the mother had dated. The article I found only talked about her, but we can look into it more,” Kate said. 
 
   “So, we have nothing?” Erin cried out. “After all of this, we still have nothing?” 
 
   Jordyn swallowed, unable to think about anything but Ollie. Her clothes felt like they were suffocating her. Suddenly, she couldn’t catch her breath. “Look, I need to get out of this suit. Can someone please tell me who’s on The List already?” She walked out of the living room and into the spare bedroom, where Carrie had allowed her to change before. Outside of the room, the group was silent. 
 
   She slipped out of her clothes, breathing deeply, and laid the gun on the bed. She pulled her old clothes back on and stepped back, allowing Kate to go in and change next. 
 
   “Well?” she asked. 
 
   Allie held out her phone. On the screen was a poorly lit picture, but Jordyn immediately recognized the font and style from the previous List. She braced herself for the worst as she scanned the numbers, looking for Ollie’s name. To her surprise, it wasn’t there. In going over it a second time, she recognized two names that broke her heart just the same. 
 
    
 
    
    	      Nicole Britman 
 
    	      Carter Scott
 
    	      Isaac Knowles
 
    	      Michelle LeBlanc
 
    	      Baby Simpson
 
    	      Lauren Taylor 
 
   
 
    
 
   Jordyn looked up at Erin, her eyes wide. She handed the phone back to Allie with shaking hands as Kate re-entered the room. Erin, who’d barely been holding it together anyway, burst into tears. Her face was pale, lips thin. 
 
   “Oh, Erin.” Tears filled her own eyes. She pulled Erin into a hug, patting her brown hair softly. “Oh, God. What do we do?”
 
   “We stop this. That’s what. There’s no way we’re going to let this keep happening. You were right this morning, Jordyn. We should’ve stopped this years ago,” Allie said. “We stop this now. Before anyone else gets hurt.”
 
   “Including Erin,” Carrie said. 
 
   “Especially Erin,” Jordyn nodded. 
 
   “You can’t think they’d actually hurt Erin?” Kate asked, catching up on what was happening. “You said it was only kids?”
 
   “It has always been kids.” Allie nodded. “Fully alive, already born kids. I’ve never seen a List with a fetus, though, never. I mean, how can they plan to…” She frowned at Erin. “I’m sorry, honey, but how can they plan to kill the baby before it’s born without hurting you too?”
 
   Erin’s tears continued to fall. Her head fell into her hands. 
 
   “We’re not going to let it happen, regardless of what their plan is.” Carrie patted Erin’s shoulders. She looked at Jordyn. “Erin’s top priority. And the baby.”
 
   “Lauren Taylor,” Jordyn said. “She’s my neighbor’s daughter. She has to be safe too.”
 
   They furrowed their brows at her, shaking their heads. 
 
   “Please. I owe Henry my life. From what I can see, she’s all he has.” Jordyn felt herself getting worked up. She hadn’t even checked on Henry since she’d been home. 
 
   “Okay,” Carrie said. “But look, we all know all of these kids. In a perfect world, they all live. But in order for that to happen, we need to figure all of this out, and quick.”
 
   “Luckily for us, Erin and Lauren are both last on The List. They’ll be the last ones we have to worry about, which buys us extra time,” Allie promised. “Like I said earlier, The List always goes in order.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   When they arrived back home, Jordyn unbuckled her seatbelt. “Thanks for coming with me, Kate, really.”
 
   Kate nodded. “Jor, there’s something that’s been bothering me.”
 
   “What is it?” Jordyn asked, her hand resting on the door handle. 
 
   “Why do you think Erin was on The List? I mean, how could these people already know? It’s not like she’s showing.”
 
   “They know everything,” Jordyn said plainly. “I know how that sounds, but it’s like they have the whole town bugged or something. It’s the only way to explain it.”
 
   “You think they want her because you all are plotting to catch them?”
 
   “I guess so. Why do you ask?” 
 
   Kate was still, staring at the steering wheel. “Why just Erin, though? Not anyone else?”
 
   “There are five other names on The List, Kate. One of which is Henry’s daughter. They live over there.” She gestured to his house. “Five other lives are going to end if we don’t stop this. Erin is not the only one.”
 
   As if on cue, Henry appeared at his front door. Upon seeing Jordyn, he pushed it open and rushed out. His arms were bandaged poorly and he walked with a slight limp. Jordyn climbed out of the car and offered him a small hug. 
 
   “Henry, I’m so glad you’re okay. I wanted to thank you this morning before we left the hospital but I never saw you.”
 
   He held up his hand, interrupting her sentence. “You have to take that down.” 
 
   Kate climbed out of the car finally, joining Jordyn. Henry paid her no attention. 
 
   “What do you mean? Take what down?”
 
   “The ‘For Sale’ sign. You have to take it down. You can’t sell this house.” He hobbled over, attempting to pull the sign up himself. 
 
   “What are you talking about? You sold us this house. Of course we can sell it,” Jordyn insisted. 
 
   Jordyn heard the front door slam and turned around to see Connor rushing out. “Is everything all right?” His voice was calm, though he held out his hand to stop Henry from pulling up the sign. 
 
   Henry stopped, breathing heavily. “You have to take this sign down.” He pointed at it, as if they wouldn’t know which sign he meant.
 
   Connor shook his head. “I’m sorry, but we can’t do that. It’s not the house. Your house is beautiful. We’re sorry if it’ll be an inconvenience for you. We’re just moving back home. It’s too much for us, this town. Don’t worry though, we’ll make sure it’s kept up until it sells.”
 
   “No.” Henry shook his head. “You don’t understand. You can’t leave Bates.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Connor asked, obviously starting to get annoyed. 
 
   “No good can come from leaving Bates,” Jordyn said, remembering Allie’s words. 
 
   “What?” Connor snapped at her. 
 
   Henry nodded. “She’s right. Once you’re here, this town is like a curse. It follows you everywhere. Leaving would only make it worse. You have to stay.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Connor frowned. 
 
   “This town, the deaths, it’s all contained here. All of it.” He glanced around as he spoke, checking to make sure they weren’t heard. 
 
   Connor stared at him, his jawline twitching. 
 
   “Once you leave Bates, try to escape—” 
 
   “Escape?” Connor yelled, his face visibly troubled. 
 
   “Listen to me,” Henry demanded, his voice low and strained. “Anyone who leaves Bates dies.”
 
   “Dies? Is this some kind of joke?” he asked, looking around wildly. Suddenly, his eyes found Jordyn. “Did she put you up to this?” His eyes bugged out of his head in anger.              
 
   “Listen to him, Connor! This isn’t about me. I haven’t been making this up! He’s right.”
 
   Henry spoke again. “All of the deaths here, the murders…people try to leave, but they always end up dead. Always. Whatever plagues this town, it follows you.”
 
   “What? What follows you? Are you saying Bates is haunted?” Jordyn asked. 
 
   Connor laughed. “Oh my God, you’re both completely delusional.” He slapped his thighs in outrage.
 
   Henry’s face became stony. “I’m not a very gullible man, Mr. Atwood. I like to believe that I’m reasonable. But I don’t know what else to call this. Now, I shouldn’t even be talking to you about this. It’s not safe. Just think about what I said and take it down. Please. Before there’s not even all three of you left to leave.” He ducked his head, hobbling back toward his house. “Take care.”
 
   Jordyn looked at Henry as he walked away, remembering The List, and ran toward him. 
 
   “Oh, Henry!” 
 
   He turned back around. 
 
   “I just wanted to say I’m sorry about Lauren. I’m going to do everything I can to stop this,” she said sincerely, touching his arm. 
 
   His face grew pale. “What do you mean?”
 
   His face told her he honestly had no idea. “I- I mean, the, I, haven’t you seen…” She bit her lip. 
 
   Recognition flooded his face and he bolted for his house. “Lauren,” he screamed as he threw the door open and ran inside. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Once they were back inside, Jordyn followed Kate toward the kitchen. Connor stomped in last, his face red and filled with rage. “What is with you people? Is there no one in this town that’s sane?”
 
   “Connor, please. I know this is hard to believe, I know it seems crazy, but it’s all true. All of it. Someone, something in this town is murdering children. Someone threatened Ollie. You saw the text message!”
 
   “Yes. I did. And I asked you to stop doing whatever it was you were doing that would cause it. Whoever this is, they threatened our child and you still continue on like nothing’s happened.”
 
   “They’ve threatened people I really care about too. How selfish would it be of me to only think of Ollie? You heard what Henry said. Running away won’t help, which means Ollie is always going to be in danger. You could help me stop them.”
 
   “What in the world could you possibly do, Jordyn? You are just one person. You’re one small woman up against God knows who. And for that matter, how do you know that it’s not Henry? Maybe he’s just telling us this because he doesn’t want us to leave. Maybe he wants us to stay, wants to hurt us. We have no reason to trust him.”
 
   Jordyn crossed her arms, her back pressed up against the kitchen table. “It’s not Henry.”
 
   “How do you know that? You couldn’t possibly know who it is. I want Ollie, you, all of us as far away from this town as possible.”
 
   “It’s not Henry. I know you don’t believe me about The List, but it’s real. It comes out every six months with six new names. This time Henry’s daughter is on The List.” Jordyn paused, letting it sink in. “His daughter is set to die. It’s not Henry.”
 
   Connor was quiet, staring past Jordyn for a while, collecting his thoughts. When he finally turned, his face was softer. “This List.” He rubbed his mouth, refusing to make eye contact with her. “Was, uh, was Ollie?” He stopped talking, unable to ask. 
 
   “No,” Jordyn assured him, touching his arm. “No. Ollie’s safe. For now, at least. But it’s like I said, until we end this, he’ll never be safe forever.”
 
   Connor nodded. “Which is why we’re leaving.”
 
   “Have you not heard a word I said?”
 
   Connor lowered his face to hers. “I don’t care what some old man says on our lawn. I don’t care what your little friends have told you. Let someone try to follow us, try to kill us. Hear me, Jordyn, when I say that we are leaving Bates, and we aren’t ever looking back.” He placed his hands around her face, stroking her cheeks. “I can’t let anything happen to you or Ollie. I can’t. And I don’t know how I can protect you here. I need to keep you safe.”
 
   Before Jordyn could respond, the silence in the house hit her. “Connor, where’s Ollie? Mom? Where is everyone?”
 
   Connor dropped his hands from her face. “They’re gone. Back home.”
 
   “What? What are you talking about?”
 
   Kate, who had been quiet up until this point, finally spoke up. “They just left me?”
 
   Ignoring Kate’s question, he went on. “They took Ollie home to keep him safe. We’re all going to be joining them next week. We just need to pack up the rest of the house.”
 
   “You just made this decision without me? He needs his mother, Connor! You can’t just decide something like this. You didn’t even let me tell him goodbye. What if something happens to him before I get to see him again?” She was nearing hysterics, her whole body shaking, as she stared at her husband’s cold expression. 
 
   “Nothing is going to happen to him. Your parents wouldn’t let that happen. We made a joint decision that this would be the easiest way for everyone. After last night, no one was sure where your head was. It’s just a week, not even a full week. Five days, actually. I thought it would help you clear your head.”
 
   “You thought wrong.” Jordyn shoved her way past him, rushing toward the nursery, finally letting the tears flow. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When Jordyn awoke, Kate was with her in the nursery. The dark night came in through the open windows. She rubbed her eyes for a few moments, dark circles filling her vision. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Kate asked. 
 
   Jordyn pushed herself up off of the floor into a sitting position. “I don’t know how to even answer that.” She stared at the floor, pushing the carpet around with her hands.
 
   Kate frowned. “I know.” She pushed back in the rocking chair, swinging slightly.
 
   “Where’s Connor?”
 
   “He went to bed a few hours ago. I said I’d stay up with you. I figured that’d be better.” 
 
   Jordyn nodded. “Yeah, thanks.”
 
   “He brought you some tea earlier, but I’m sure it’s cold by now.” She gestured toward a mug of Earl Grey. Jordyn made no move for it, though her throat ached for a drink. “Look, Jor, you of all people know I am far from being Connor’s biggest advocate, but I really do think Ollie’s safer there. At least for now. Not because of you, I’m with you now, but at least this gives us five days to get all of this figured out. Five days with Ollie away from this place.”
 
   “Five days?” Jordyn stared at her, pouting. “Five days to solve a mystery that has been going on for ten years? Who’re we kidding, Kate? This was a stupid idea. We’ll never be able to stop this. And now Ollie’s gone and I’ll probably never see him again and it’s all my fault.”
 
   Kate climbed out of her rocking chair, moving to the floor beside Jordyn. “Hey now, stop it. I know you’re upset. You have every right to be, but that doesn’t give you the right to quit. I won’t let you. Unlike Connor, I can see what an amazing thing it is that you’re doing here. You’re giving these women hope, Jor. Hope that they probably never had before. That’s on you.” She pushed Jordyn’s hair out of her face. “I know that you’re sad, but Ollie’s still alive. He’s healthy, safe. Most of the people here don’t have that. You do. I really do believe in you. You’ve always been able to lead people in a way that I’ve never seen. So lead, Jordyn. Lead this town.”
 
   “But how? How am I supposed to lead them when I have no idea what we’re dealing with and no time to find out?”
 
   “Okay. Our biggest guess is what?” Kate begged her. 
 
   Jordyn thought for a moment. “Well, it’s probably a group. With the amount of intel they have, there has to be more than just one or two.”
 
   “A group. Okay. Of how many?”
 
   “I don’t know. Eight or ten at least, right?”
 
   Kate nodded. “Eight or ten. Okay. There are eight or ten of these people. There are, what, twenty-five hundred others? At least? People who have lost. People who are just looking for a way to fight back. You can’t believe that Carrie, Allie, and Erin are the only ones. There’s strength in numbers, Jordyn. So, we get numbers.”
 
   Jordyn frowned at her sister. “But how? I mean it’s not like we can print out flyers and go door to door. People in this town are terrified, Kate. It’s not going to be easy.”
 
   Before Kate could answer, there came a loud, unfamiliar sound from outside. The girls stared at each other in shock, jumping to their feet. Adrenaline pulsed through Jordyn’s body.
 
   “Was that—” Kate started, but the sound rang out again, interrupting her. 
 
   “Gunshots,” Jordyn confirmed, pulling the nursery door open and rushing toward the front door. 
 
   “Wait, Jor, wait up.” She heard Kate yelling behind her, but Jordyn couldn’t stop. She met her front door, slinging it wide open and bursting out into the darkness of the night. Around her, the night was surprisingly still. She heard Kate’s footsteps catching up to her. She turned in circles, trying to determine which way the sound had come from. A few neighbors had stepped out onto their porches, looking around for the source of the sound. She spied a few peeking out of their blinds, too afraid to come out. No one dared leave their own yard. 
 
   Jordyn and Kate rushed into the street. Out of the corner of her eye, Jordyn saw something dark moving behind Henry’s house. She turned. In the dark it was hard to be sure of anything. She ran toward where she’d seen the shadow move, without regards to her own safety, but they were too quick. The dark figure disappeared into the patch of woods behind their houses and Jordyn stopped, panting. 
 
   Kate was close behind. “Did you see who it was?”
 
   Jordyn shook her head, too out of breath to answer. 
 
   “Was it a man or a woman? Could you tell?”
 
   “No. I couldn’t see. It’s way too dark.” Jordyn stared into the tree line, willing the stranger to come out again. 
 
   Suddenly, she heard Henry cry out from the inside of his house, his wails blood curling, and it hit her. Lauren. She turned on her heel, rushing toward the house. “Call an ambulance,” she screamed at the worried onlookers gathered on their porches. A few people turned and headed inside, but she couldn’t be sure of what they were doing. “Please! Please call for help,” she shouted again, though no one answered. 
 
   She rushed onto Henry’s porch, twisting the handle of the front door back and forth quickly. She pounded on the wood. “Henry? Henry, it’s me. It’s Jordyn. Let me in,” she screamed. The door was locked, but she slammed her body into it with all of her force anyway, until she felt as though either she or the wood were sure to break soon. The door finally swung open and Henry stood in front of her. His face was pale and ghastly, a bright contrast to the dark red coating his arms and shirt. 
 
   “Oh God,” Jordyn spit out, her stomach churning. 
 
   He pointed his bloody finger toward the stairs and opened his mouth, shaking his head when no words would form. Jordyn shoved past him, running up the stairs two and three at a time. There were two doors at the top of the stairs, both shut. Taking a gamble, they both pushed the doors open. Jordyn stared into a small guest bedroom, but Kate gasped beside of her. 
 
   Jordyn turned, hurrying to Kate’s side. The room was small. A purple bedspread had been tossed into the floor, and Lauren laid twisted in her bed, a deep red hole in the center of her stomach. Her large-framed glasses were strewn on the floor next to a notebook. Blood had spattered onto the wall.     “Jor—” Kate whispered beside her. 
 
   Jordyn rushed into the room, but Kate remained in the doorway, ghost white. There was a gun lying on the floor, which Jordyn was careful to step over. “Kate, call the police,” she whispered to her sister. 
 
   “Jordyn, is she…” Her sister’s voice was soft, childlike. 
 
   “The police, Kate. Now,” she said over her shoulder. She reached onto the bed and rolled Lauren over gently. Blood had trailed down her shirt and up onto her neck. Her eyes were bloodshot and glassing, staring open. Her body was still warm, but not quite warm enough. She checked for a pulse, but couldn’t find one. Thinking quickly, she scooped up the comforter from the floor, knocking the gun further away. She pressed the comforter into the wound, trying to stop the steady flow of blood. She heard Kate on the phone outside of the bedroom door, but couldn’t focus on her words. All that mattered to her in that moment was keeping Lauren alive. 
 
   She patted Lauren’s face, trying to get her conscious. “Lauren.” She begged for a response, still holding the comforter on her stomach. 
 
   She heard heavy footsteps coming up the stairs behind her and for a moment hoped that her prayers had been answered and the police had arrived. She turned around and was surprised to see not a cop and not Henry, who would’ve been her next guess. Instead, a short, balding man stood in the doorway. In his hand, he held a small, black bag. Jordyn stood, blocking Lauren’s body defensively. 
 
   He held his hands up. “It’s okay. I’m a doctor. I live a few houses down. My wife’s already called for an ambulance. The cops should be here soon. I may be able to help in the meantime. Could I look at her?”
 
   Jordyn nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
   The doctor approached the bed, pulling the comforter back and peeling Lauren’s blood-soaked shirt off. He sighed. “The bullets went straight through.” He looked at Jordyn briefly. “That’s good.”
 
   “Is she?” She couldn’t bear to spit out the word. 
 
   “She’s not dead, no.” He shook his head, opening his bag with one hand. He produced a stethoscope, placing it on her bare chest. “But she’s barely hanging on. With the placement of the bullets, I’d say she’s probably bleeding straight into her stomach, possibly her lungs. She doesn’t have long.”
 
   As if on cue, blood began to pool out of Lauren’s mouth, thick and dark. It trickled up into her hair, staining it crimson. “Oh, God,” Jordyn said, her knees beginning to buckle. 
 
   “You can leave if you want,” the doctor said sadly. “It only gets worse from here.”
 
   “No. No, I’m staying.” Her body shook as she spoke, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave. 
 
   “Good.” He nodded. “Then you should know that there is blood in her lungs.” He pulled the stethoscope out of his ears. “I need to make an artificial airway. I need you to keep her still.”
 
   “She’s unconscious, right?”
 
   “Severe pain can sometimes bring them back. And this is going to hurt,” he said stiffly. 
 
   Jordyn nodded, stepping up to the bed once more. She took the comforter from the doctor and placed it back on the floor, placing her body over Lauren’s. “Hold on, baby girl,” she whispered. 
 
   The doctor dug through his bag, pulling out a long, thin needle. 
 
   “What are you going to do with that?” she asked. 
 
   “Look away,” he instructed, pressing his fingers into Lauren’s collarbone. 
 
   She did as instructed. She heard a thud, and Lauren’s body shook underneath her and then she heard sputtering. She let out a scared whimper, unaware of whether she was watching the girl die in front of her. Finally, Lauren’s chest heaved and she sucked in a shallow breath. 
 
   “She’s alive?” she heard Henry ask from behind them, relief washing over her. She hadn’t realized Henry was back upstairs, but she was glad he could see her breathing.
 
   A short, skinny woman stood next to him, her dark hair tossed up into a clip. 
 
   “Lorelai,” the doctor said, pushing his glasses up onto his nose with his shoulder, “I asked you to keep him downstairs.”
 
   The woman looked troubled. “I tried. He needed to be here with her. There was no stopping him.”
 
   “Is she alive?” Henry asked again. 
 
   The doctor stood up, wiping his bloody hands on his shirt. “She’s alive, for now, Henry. But she’s going to need surgery. She’s lost a lot of blood. I don’t know if you’re a match, but if so you’ll need to stay close. If that ambulance isn’t here soon, though—”
 
   Like clockwork, Kate ran into the room. “They’re here. The ambulance is here.” 
 
   They heard the front door open and a parade of EMTs ran into the room. They carried a long, silver stretcher. Jordyn climbed off of Lauren, allowing them to hoist her off of the bed. She walked to the door, collecting Henry in a hug. Her hands were covered in thick, sticky blood, but it was the least of her concerns. As they carried Lauren down the stairs, Henry followed them closely, climbing into the back of the ambulance as soon as he was able. He left the door standing wide open, nothing on his mind but her. 
 
   The doctor, his wife, Jordyn, and Kate stayed behind. Once the ambulance had pulled away, Jordyn turned to the man. “Thank you.” She smiled at him. “For helping her.”
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t know that I did any good.”
 
   “You did,” Jordyn assured him. “Even if you didn’t, you did.”
 
   “Should we clean this place up for him a bit?” his wife, Lorelai, asked, glancing around the bedroom. “Henry shouldn’t have to come home to this, especially if she doesn’t pull through.” 
 
   Jordyn started to agree, but the doctor cut her off. “No,” he said firmly, “The police will want it left alone. We can clean it up after, but we shouldn’t touch anything else until they arrive.” He sighed, mumbling under his breath. “Not that it’ll do much good regardless.”
 
   They all nodded in agreement, and Jordyn saw her chance. “Something has to be done about that,” she coaxed. 
 
   The doctor shook his head, wiping his brow with his arm. “Good luck with that.”
 
   “I’m serious,” she said. “We all know the police will do no good. They don’t investigate these deaths at all. You can’t honestly tell me that you believe every death here is an accident.”
 
   “We don’t,” his wife said, speaking up. “Rick and I haven’t believed that in a long time. Honestly, I don’t know anyone who truly does anymore. Not since The List started coming out.”
 
   “Why don’t you say anything then? Do anything?”
 
   The doctor stared at her. “What could we do? What do you suggest? For the past few years, a few of my colleagues—friends, good people—we’ve been investigating on our own. Trying to find answers. But the truth is, I’m afraid, the answers aren’t there to be found. No crime is ever the same. Random victims. And with the lack of actual investigation done by our police, hell, they don’t even fingerprint anymore.”
 
   “We have a group too,” Jordyn told him, his eyes lit up in surprise. “Women, who’ve lost children. We all want this to stop.”
 
   “Everyone wants this to stop, my dear, but it won’t. Whoever they are, whatever they are, they’re too good.” He paused at the top of the stairs, looking back to her. “Listen, by the way, you shouldn’t go around telling people what you’ve told me. It isn’t safe. You never know who you’re talking to.”
 
   “I’m talking to you. I’m telling you. We want to be the ones to end it. Your group could help. Strength in numbers, right?” Jordyn begged. 
 
   He walked down the stairs, the others following him into the kitchen. He flipped on the light with his elbow and turned on the sink. “How exactly do you plan to end it?”
 
   “Have you ever investigated Cecilia Benson?” Jordyn asked, stepping up to wash her own hands once he was finished. The blood swirled down the drain quickly, spinning in circles as it disappeared.
 
   Lorelai spoke up. “Cecilia didn’t do it. Not then. Not now. Neither did Brian Kautz, if you were going to ask about him next.”
 
   “Brian Kautz?” Jordyn asked, drying her hands. 
 
   “The other man the police investigated. His alibi checked out, just like Cici’s.”
 
   “Was he the boyfriend?” Kate asked. 
 
   “Boyfriend?” The doctor stared at her. “What boyfriend?”
 
   “We were told the police investigated the boyfriend of one of the mothers who’s child was killed,” Jordyn answered. 
 
   “Oh, no. Brian was a teacher at the school. He was good friends with Cecilia. Alexis Crider’s parents were married, so I’m not sure who you could be talking about,” the doctor replied. 
 
   “There was another little boy too. Peter Billson.” 
 
   “Yes, Peter’s parents were married, I believe, too. Don’t quote me on that though. Regardless, I’ve never heard of anyone else being seriously suspected of the crime,” he said. 
 
   “Well, what information does your group have, then? Surely if we work together, we can come up with a plan.” 
 
   “I wish we could help, I really do, but the truth is we’ve hit more dead ends than I care to tell you. These people are smart. God knows what they’re capable of.” He placed his hand on her shoulder. “I want to help you, I do, but unless you can show me evidence, we’d just be wasting our time.”
 
   “What if we rallied the town?” Kate asked from the opposite side of the room. 
 
   “Rallied the town? These people have been hiding away for over a decade, most of them. Avoiding their friends, dropping their acquaintances, they don’t leave their houses.”
 
   “But if we tell them we want to stop this? Surely there are more of us out there, groups like yours and mine. People who feel the way we do. People who remember the way it used to be.” Jordyn looked to Lorelai. “Parents who have lost, people who just want this be over with. Maybe if people knew that there were others out there, that they weren’t alone, maybe they’d come out. There’s no way they can outnumber all of us.” 
 
   “They don’t have to outnumber us, just outsmart us,” the doctor said. 
 
   “Rick, maybe they’re right,” Lorelai said. “We must have at least thirty friends who could help us, plus her group. If we all work together, call the town to action, maybe, I mean, there have to be others. There must be. No one wants this. We could ask everyone to meet us. A rally of sorts.”
 
   “Yes.” Jordyn nodded excitedly. “If we all agree to work together, even if we don’t catch the killers, we could stand up to them. Maybe scare them enough to make them stop.”
 
   “It’s not that easy,” the doctor, Rick, said. 
 
   “Living this way can’t be easy, either,” Kate argued. 
 
   Rick sighed. “Okay. It certainly seems like I’m outnumbered. I’ll contact the guys from my group, see what I can do. You contact your people. What’s the plan, exactly? What do I tell them?”
 
   Jordyn thought about it a second, surprised she’d even made it this far. “Okay, tomorrow at nine we’ll start contacting everyone in town. Contact everyone who’s been affected, everyone who’s suffered immeasurable loss, people who have nothing left to lose but everything to gain. At noon, we’ll meet downtown and see what our numbers look like. If we have enough, we’ll stage a protest. Riot. We’ll stand out there for as long as it takes.”
 
   “As long as it takes for what?” 
 
   “If we can do this right, only two things can happen. We’ll either talk to enough people, put enough heads together to come up with a plan, someone somewhere has to know something or remember something. We can figure out who it is we’re up against.”
 
   “Or?” Lorelai asked. 
 
   “Or the killers reveal themselves.” 
 
   “What? You honestly think they’ll just give themselves up?” Rick scratched his head. 
 
   “No. No, I don’t think they’ll give themselves up at all.” She looked down. When she looked back up, her face was fierce. “I think they’ll try to stop us, however they can make us afraid again. But we can’t let that happen. No matter what.”
 
   “Should I tell my people to come armed then?” Rick asked cautiously. 
 
   “These people murdered our children in cold blood. Maybe, hopefully, they’ll see our numbers and they’ll leave peacefully. But more likely, I think we should bring every weapon in this town.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning, Jordyn met Connor in the kitchen as he was on his way out. 
 
   “Good morning,” she said coolly. 
 
   “Morning.” He smiled at her sadly. 
 
   “Did you watch the news this morning?”
 
   “No.” He shook his head. “Why?”
 
   “Henry’s daughter was shot last night.”
 
   He gasped at her as he slipped on his blazer. “Next door?”
 
   She nodded. 
 
   He pulled her into a hug, kissing the top of her head. “It could’ve been us. They could’ve come here.” Pulling out of the hug he stared at her. “Do they know who did it? Did they catch them? Is she okay?”
 
   “No, they don’t know who did it. It took them an hour to even show up and once they did, they were basically useless.” 
 
   “What do you mean it took them an hour to show up?” he asked. 
 
   “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you, Connor. The cops here—”
 
   “Were you over there?” he demanded. 
 
   “We heard the gunshots! Henry’s my friend. I went over to help. To see what I could do,” she said defensively. 
 
   His face was filled with anger as he backed away from her, shaking his head. “You could’ve been killed. Are you crazy? What could you have possibly been thinking?”
 
   “I was thinking about someone other than myself,” Jordyn snapped. 
 
   Connor’s eyebrows raised. “Whatever. Just stay home today, okay? Pack. Please.”
 
   “I can’t,” she said, holding his gaze. 
 
   “Why the hell can’t you?”
 
   “Because. I have things to take care of.” 
 
   He grabbed his lunch box, slipping his phone into his pocket. “What could you possibly have to do? Oh wait, running into burning buildings, perhaps? Chasing down gunmen? Maybe someone will have a bomb that you can jump on top of.” His voice raised in feigned excitement. 
 
   “Oh, just forget it, Connor.”
 
   With that, he turned on his heel, slamming the door shut behind him. Even through the glass, she heard him say, “Why can’t you ever just leave it alone?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jordyn and Kate hit the road at exactly 8:50, ready to set their plans in motion. Their first step was to stop by Henry’s place. Jordyn knocked softly, hoping she wouldn’t wake them if they were still asleep. If they were even home. 
 
   Much to her surprise, Henry was at the door immediately, looking like he hadn’t slept a bit. His gray hair stood up in every direction and his wrinkles looked somehow more prominent today. 
 
   “Henry,” Jordyn said softly. 
 
   “Why is it you just seem to be in my doorway so often lately?” he asked, his breath reeking of whiskey. 
 
   “I wanted to check on Lauren. And you. See how you were holding up. I tried to watch for you to come home last night, but I must have missed you.”
 
   “Yeah, well, thanks for your concern, but I don’t much feel like company.” He moved to shut the door. 
 
   She put her arm up. “Henry. She’s okay, isn’t she?”
 
   Tears filled his old, blue eyes, and his chin began to quiver. 
 
   “Henry?” Jordyn’s stomach twisted into knots, knowing the answer to her question. 
 
   “The bullets were clean through, but the last one…it broke. She was gone before we even made it to the hospital.” He wiped his eyes, trying to pretend that he wasn’t tearing up. 
 
   “Oh.” Jordyn blinked rapidly, wanting to hug him but unable to move. “Oh, Henry. I’m, I’m just so sorry.”
 
   “What are they doing about the person responsible?” Kate asked. 
 
   “They…there wasn’t anyone responsible. Said she, said she did it herself. I should’ve never, never…left that gun. Should’ve gotten rid of it years ago.” His face was filled with an angry sorrow, trying not to break down, but looking so ripped apart. 
 
   “They can’t believe that she would—Henry, she wouldn’t. You know that. Don’t let them inside of your head,” Jordyn said, touching his chest. 
 
   “I know what I know. And what I know is that I told her about that, that damn List. Next thing I know, she’s gone. Maybe she didn’t wanna wait it out. Stubborn, that one. Maybe she wanted things in her own hands, you know?”
 
   “Henry, no.” Jordyn shook her head. 
 
   “I’ll be fine.” He stepped back further into his house, pulling the door nearly closed. 
 
   “Do you need anything? I’m just so sorry. Let me help you. Please.”
 
   He shook his head. “It’s best that you leave now, Ms. Atwood. Leave me alone. Maybe you oughta just go ahead and move after all. Save that son of yours.”
 
   His mood changed so quickly that it shocked her. “What about all the things you said yesterday? You said I’d be in danger if I left. What about that?”
 
   His face grew strange as he looked at her. “Seems to me it’d be awful hard for you to be in danger, when you’re the one behind it all.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   HIM
 
    
 
   He pulled into an empty parking spot inside of the lot. His head still fumed from the night before. How had he managed to let things get so out of control? It was this woman, this interference. He’d never been so sloppy before. Not even the first time. Always, there’d been a plan, a set of actions and reactions that had to occur before each murder and then after. There was a pattern of not leaving a pattern. He’d always been so good at what he did, keeping emotion out of it. 
 
   In last night’s rage, the girl had died a painful death. It hadn’t been his intention. He hadn’t had time to even set up the scene, leave enough clues for the police to deem it an accident. It was sloppy work, work that he wasn’t proud of. He had to collect his head. Had to. No longer optional. He needed to clear himself of all the recent negativity before he messed up something worse. 
 
   He climbed out of his car, hitting the button to lock it and began to cross the parking lot. Before reaching his destination, a blonde woman came into view. She climbed out of her gray SUV in a hurry. She was turned away from him, but he recognized her immediately. He watched her grab her purse from the passenger’s seat, she turned around, jumping at the sight of him being so close. 
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. You scared me,” She apologized, clutching her chest, a giant smile plastered on her once pretty face. She stepped out of the way, making room for him to pass. She didn’t recognize him, it was obvious, but he’d recognize her anywhere. 
 
   He stepped aside, making his way through the space she’d cleared. “No problem.” He heard her heels clicking as she began to walk the other direction, probably headed toward the bank. It would be so easy, he thought, to rob her right now. To snatch her purse and run. It probably had several nights’ worth of school deposits, maybe even her parents’ store deposits. Were he a petty criminal, he might have tried it, just for fun. But his plan was much more important. Besides, it wasn’t as if he truly needed the money. He put the thought out of his mind, suddenly forming a new idea. 
 
   He turned around, staring at her as she walked. One, two, three, he counted internally, and then,
 
   “Cecilia?”


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter
 
   Twenty-One
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordyn
 
    
 
   “What are you talking about?” Jordyn’s heart pounded at Henry’s accusation. Her phone began buzzing in her pocket, but she ignored it. 
 
   “You think I haven’t noticed how bad things have gotten since you moved in? Two deaths in one night? Shootings? You’re pushing so hard for answers trying to look innocent, and yet somehow your child was nowhere to be found on that list. You place your house for sale, nothing. I may be old, but I’m not stupid. I know you’re involved with them somehow.”
 
   “Henry, you can’t possibly believe that. I would never.” Her phone began buzzing again, but she couldn’t find the motivation to check it. 
 
   “You should go, Ms. Atwood. And don’t ever come back.” He shut the door in her face without another word. 
 
   She pounded on his door. “Please don’t do this! Please, Henry,” she begged. “You know that isn’t true! You know it!” 
 
   Beside her, her sister touched her arm softly, pulling her off the door. “Jor, we should go. Let him grieve.”
 
   Jordyn allowed herself to be pulled away, but thought better of it and turned back once more. She leaned into the door. “Henry, we’re protesting. Today at noon, okay? We’re asking everyone to be there. We’re going to end this before anyone else gets hurt.” She paused, expecting him to open the door. When he didn’t, she continued, “I’m sorry, Henry. I’m so so sorry that you lost her. You don’t know how badly I wanted to prevent that. But you should come today. Help us. Help us for Lauren.”
 
   When he didn’t respond and the door didn’t open, she sulked off the porch to join Kate, who wrapped her arm around Jordyn’s shoulders. Jordyn’s phone was buzzing again. Finally, she pulled it out, glancing at the screen. 
 
   “Carrie?” she called into it, climbing into her car. 
 
   “Jordyn? Where are you? I’ve been trying to call.”
 
   “Headed over to your house, actually.”
 
   “Jordyn.” Something in her voice sent chills down Jordyn’s spine. “Something’s happened.”
 
   “What is it?” Beside her, Kate’s eyes grew wide in fear. 
 
   “It’s, Jordyn, it’s Erin. She’s in the hospital. She fell down the stairs this morning.”
 
   “Fell?” Jordyn’s face burned. There was a silence on the other line, confirming what she knew. “Carrie, the baby?” 
 
   “The baby’s gone,” she said, her voice muffled and cracking. 
 
   “I’m coming to the hospital now.”
 
   “No,” Carrie said quickly. “We have to stick to the plan. Spread out. Get the news out. Jordyn, we have to finish what we started. Two children are already dead and it’s been one day. One day. This has to end. We have to end it. Erin’s husband is with her. She’s going to be okay. They should release her soon.”
 
   “You’re right,” Jordyn said grimly, though she didn’t like it. “Carrie, do you think this is because of last night?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Carrie answered honestly. “I honestly don’t. I’d like to think not. But even so, what we decided last night was right. We can’t be scared anymore. And that starts here, on the phone. No more speaking in code, or hiding. Let them know we’re coming for them.”
 
   Jordyn nodded, though she knew Carrie couldn’t see her. 
 
   “We do this for Erin,” Carrie said. 
 
   “And Lauren.”
 
   “And Kinley. Rebecca.”
 
   “For everyone.” Jordyn smiled sadly. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By eleven thirty, Jordyn and Kate had gotten thirteen people to agree to help them. Five people said maybe. Eight people told them to go away. One lady had offered to pray with them. Before heading downtown, Jordyn passed a small dead end street with one house sitting back away from the road. They pulled into the drive carefully. 
 
   The dilapidated old house’s shutters had begun to crack and the yard was overgrown. A small lawnmower sat on the corner, where it looked like someone had given up months ago. It didn’t look like anyone had cared for this place in years. 
 
   “This place looks empty, Jor,” Kate said skeptically. 
 
   “No, look.” Jordyn pointed. “There is a car back there. And there’s no grass growing through the gravel, which means someone is still driving this road. This is the only house. Someone must live here.”
 
   The girls climbed out of the car, looking for movement behind the old windows. As they approached the big green door with its peeling paint, it swung open before they could knock. The woman before them had to be about their age, though she looked much older. Her cheeks were sunken in, her black hair was matted and uncut, and her eyes seemed empty. She wore a grey t-shirt, which was several sizes too big and had a few questionable stains on it. The smell from inside the house was a combination of cigarette smoke, animal feces, and mildew. 
 
   “Who’re you?” she asked. 
 
   “Hi. My name’s Jordyn. This is my sister, Kate. I was wondering if you had a few moments to talk.” 
 
   “Why?” she asked.
 
   “It’s sort of a long story. Do you mind if we come in?” Jordyn asked, though she didn’t really want to.
 
   The woman thought for a second. “Okay, but I got guns. My husband’s in the bedroom too. He’ll kill you if you try something. So don’t even think about it,” she warned them. 
 
   Jordyn nodded, following the woman into a small living room. It adjoined the kitchen, bright green carpet lining the floor. The walls were yellow and tarnished, giant cracks pointing to severe foundation issues. Jordyn sank into a red-and-tan couch after the woman pushed a stack of laundry out of the way. Jordyn severely hoped it was clean rather than dirty. A skinny lab walked into the room, sniffing at Jordyn’s feet, then Kate’s, before turning and laying down. 
 
   “Ya’ll want something to drink? I ain’t got much. Water? Beer? I could make some tea,” the woman offered. 
 
   “We’re fine.” Jordyn smiled. “But thank you. Actually, we’re here with a purpose. It’s going to be an earful,” she warned. “Oh, I’m sorry, I never even got your name.”
 
   “Melissa,” the woman answered. 
 
   “Melissa. It’s really nice to meet you. A few people from the town, we’re out going house to house today, asking for help.”
 
   “I ain’t got no money,” Melissa said. 
 
   “Not that kind of help.” Jordyn smiled shyly. “Do you have any children, Melissa?”
 
   The woman’s dark eyes grew darker. “No,” she said simply. 
 
   “You see, I moved here about a year ago with my husband and our baby. I’ve been really bothered by all of the death here. So, I started asking questions. I’m sure you know what I found.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Melissa patted her dog’s head gently. 
 
   “Well, to be frank, I know about The List. And about the people behind it.”
 
   “You know who’s behind the dead kids?” She bit a piece of skin beside of her fingernail, looking intrigued. Her voice was squeaky, hoarse sounding.
 
   “Well, no. But my friends and I have been doing a lot of research. As of this morning, two children are already dead off of the new list. We both know they won’t be the last, Melissa.”
 
   “So what are you saying?”
 
   “We’re meeting in the town square today, protesting. Demanding that this all stop. If you and your husband would like to join us, as well as any of your friends, we’d really appreciate the support.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but what? You’re protesting murderers? You think you can stop this?” Her forehead wrinkled. 
 
   “Well, we certainly think it’s worth a shot.”
 
   “And when this whole town is shot up and our blood is on your hands? Then what? You’re new to Bates, you said. You don’t know what these people are capable of.”
 
   “I know what’s happened here. I’ve been told the stories. I know that no one else in this town has stepped up to stop this.” She paused. When the woman didn’t respond, she said, “You’re right. I am new here, but I’m here. And I’m staying. And I’m going to end this. You don’t have to help, but don’t say it can’t be done if you won’t even try.” She stared at her defensively, standing up and walking toward the door.
 
   Melissa was quick behind her. “This won’t stop. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not ten years ago. It will never stop,” she said, her browning teeth quivering.
 
   “How do you know?” Jordyn asked. 
 
   The woman was still. “Just listen to me. You don’t want to do this. Not like this. You’ll only make it worse. You’ll only make all of it worse.”
 
   “It can’t get any worse,” Jordyn said spitefully, pulling open the door and sucking in a breath of fresh air. She stepped out onto the concrete steps. 
 
   “You don’t know what you’re doing,” the woman warned. 
 
   “Yes, I do. I’m doing what no one else in this town will. Unless you have something to tell me, I’ll be going. I’m sorry to have wasted your time.”
 
   The woman bit her lip, looking into the house behind her. Finally, without another word, she shut the door and Jordyn had her answer. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter
 
   Twenty-Two
 
    
 
    
 
   HIM
 
    
 
   The plan was in place. As soon as those troublemakers showed their faces in town, the text would be sent out. Every phone in Bates would light up with a revelation unlike anything they’d seen before. His heart raced with adrenaline. 
 
   It wasn’t supposed to be this way, he reasoned with himself. Everything was going smoothly until it wasn’t. One little stone could cause enough ripples to destroy everything he’d worked so hard to build. He’d always known that. Until now, though, he’d done well getting rid of any ripple-causing stones. 
 
   After today, this particular stone would never cause him any problems again. Her friends either. His plan was foolproof, error free, and perfect. Just like always. Taking the second child off of his list had been just what he’d needed to clear his head. Meeting Cecilia after had been the cherry on top of a perfect morning. From there, his plan had all but laid itself out. 
 
   His phone buzzed. They were starting to show up. He turned on his street cameras. He had two on each side of the town square. The cameras had been essentially useless for years, but they were proving exceptionally handy now. His smile grew as he watched them fill the square. It was cute, really, how their faces were filled with determination, unaware of what they were about to face. 
 
   He picked out the ones he could name: Rick Harris, his wife Lorelai, Jerry Flanders, Troy Scott, Lucy O’Neill, Carrie Preston, Jordyn Atwood, Allison Carter, Red Evans, Nolan Thomas, Erin Simpson and her husband Michael, Leonard Cooke, George Martin, Tim Nately, Joe Smith, and many others. Person after person, they lined the downtown square. He was surprised, honestly, by their numbers. It looked to be about two hundred people, maybe more. They looked proud, standing arm in arm. If only they knew what was coming. 
 
   He pulled up the screen on his desktop, letting excitement fill him. Pulsing hit his fingertips, spreading through his temples and down to his toes. It was time. 
 
   Send. 


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter
 
   Twenty-Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordyn
 
    
 
   Jordyn held Allie’s arm tight, looking down at Carrie and Rick in the line. Rick had brought more than thirty men with him, and they’d all brought their families. She was surprised to see Erin had made it, and after a tearful hello, she pulled her to her other side. The thirteen people she and Kate had recruited had all showed up, some bringing friends with them. Between all the men in Rick’s group, they’d managed to recruit an extra twenty. Carrie and Allie had rounded up twenty-eight more. Jordyn tried to keep count as people continued to join them, but eventually gave up as the number doubled and then tripled rapidly. It was empowering, being in a group this size. 
 
   As they packed into the tiny downtown square, every part of their bodies touching the person next to them, people filed out of the tiny stores to see what the commotion was all about. Onlookers stared in awe as the group paraded arm-in-arm through the square. Finally, when there was nowhere left to move, the group held their ground. They stared ahead in silence. 
 
   “What is going on?” an elderly woman asked, pulling the child she was with close to her hip. 
 
   The group was silent, each waiting for the other to answer. Jordyn felt eyes on her. She took a deep breath. “We are here today to say enough is enough! No more deaths! Our children should be free to run and play. The people of this town should be able to trust and make friends again! Our grocery stores, newspapers, hospitals should not house the Lists that sentence our children to death! Our police men and women should protect us. Enough is enough, Bates. And we’re going to stand here until the strength of the entire town is with us!” Jordyn’s voice shook with adrenaline as she spoke. 
 
   There was only silence at first, and then a slow clap from somewhere inside of a store. Jordyn squinted in the sunlight, trying to see her audience. Henry hobbled out of the pharmacy, looking much better than he had this morning. Eventually, the crowd behind Jordyn joined in his applause. A few onlookers looked leery, but no one made a move as Henry made his way across the sidewalk to join the crowd, smiling proudly at Jordyn. When he reached her, he held her face in his hands for a moment. “I’m sorry, kiddo. I didn’t mean what I said.” 
 
   She nodded. “I know.” She hugged him back and made room for him beside her. 
 
   A voice called out from the side of the crowd. She recognized Officer Sullivan from her earlier meeting. “Ms. Atwood? What are you doing? There’s no need for this.” He addressed the crowd. “You all need to go home. Go home or just carry on with your shopping. We don’t need this scene here.”
 
   “We don’t need this?” A voice rang out from the crowd. “We don’t? One hundred twenty seven. One hundred and twenty seven deaths in ten years. Bates loses more kids each year than any other city in South Carolina, most of which are three times our size! There are only thirty-six hundred of us, Daniel. If we keep going like this, there won’t be enough of us left to carry on. There is a need.”
 
   The crowd parted and Jordyn could make out the top of a head moving through the crowd. Mumbles rang out. 
 
   “Melissa?” Sullivan asked, his face radiating pure horror. “Melissa, you shouldn’t be here. You know you shouldn’t be out.”
 
   Jordyn finally caught a glimpse of her face, recognizing her as the woman whose house she and Kate had just been kicked out of. Walking out of the crowd and toward Sullivan, she shook her head. “I’m so sick of everyone in this town telling me where to be and what to do. I’m done listening. You all live your lives so afraid of what this monster will do, who’ll be next. When I warned you, I warned you all what he was capable of all those years ago. I begged you.” She faced the crowd. “I begged you to help me. But no one would. Not one of you was willing to fight for this town with me. Not one.” Her eyes scanned the crowd, locking on Jordyn’s. “Until her. An outsider. An outsider willing to fight for a town most of us gave up on ten years ago.”
 
   The crowd was silent, staring at her. She took a step toward Jordyn and spoke again. “Now, I don’t know about the rest of you, but I am sick of living this way. I want it done, over with. He stole everything from me. My home, my husband, my children.” Her voice cracked as she spoke. “We can put an end to this today, but it has to be all of us.” 
 
   The crowd began mumbling in hushed tones, looking around. The woman grew closer to Jordyn. 
 
   “Excuse me, but do you mean you actually know who’s behind this?” she asked. 
 
   Melissa frowned. “In order to tell you that, I have to tell you a few things first.” 
 
   Before she could speak, the crowd was consumed by immediate commotion. Cellphones began ringing all at once. Jordyn felt hers vibrating in her pocket, but she couldn’t take her eyes off of Melissa, who seemed to feel the same way. 
 
   “I loved him,” she shouted over the crowd, so that Jordyn could barely hear her. 
 
   Carrie tugged at Jordyn’s shoulder. “Jordyn. You have to see this.” 
 
   Annoyed, Jordyn broke eye contact, pulling out her phone. The text message read:
 
    
 
   Well played, Bates. Have to admit I’m impressed. Too bad the joke’s on you. You’re all in for a massive surprise. At exactly 12:34, look up at the rooftop over Bernie’s Grill. I can’t wait to let you in on a little secret. Here’s a hint: The true killer walks among you.
 
    
 
   The town was in shock, a massive uproar rang out and chaos ensued. 
 
   “What does this mean?”
 
   “What have we done?”
 
   “Should we leave?”
 
   “What’s going to happen?”
 
   “We’re all going to die!”
 
   “Did you get it too?”
 
   Jordyn turned to face the crowd. “Everyone! Please calm down! Just keep calm!” Her voice didn’t carry over the crowd, the few people that heard her only stared at her in confusion. 
 
   “Hey!” Henry bellowed, his voice echoing through the square. “Shut up! Panicking isn’t going to help. Put your phones down! Let’s listen to what the woman has to say! Right now, our best defense is knowledge. We’re all armed. Their best hope is that we all panic, which is exactly what you’re all doing.”
 
   “His,” Melissa corrected. 
 
   “Huh?” Henry looked down at her. 
 
   “His best hope. Him. It’s just one person.”
 
   “There’s no way,” Carrie said. 
 
   Melissa shrugged. 
 
   “Look,” someone yelled, pointing to the sky. Everyone turned to look up. On top of the shortest building in the square was a small woman with blonde hair. Cecilia. 
 
   A few guns came out of their holsters, but no one made a move. Cecilia held up her hands, showing that she wasn’t armed, but instead held only a piece of paper. She began reading, screaming out so that her voice could be heard. “The person behind the attacks would like to demonstrate how in control he is.” She closed her eyes for a moment and reopened them. “He has cameras in every part of this town. He is watching us all, right now.” She looked around anxiously, as if to prove her point. “He says that if things go smoothly, we can all go back to normal. If everyone goes home quietly. If not, he has planted snipers in five buildings here. Friends of his. People ready to kill us all.”
 
   “She’s lying!” Melissa cried out. “It’s just him! It’s just—”
 
   “Shut up,” Cecilia screamed hysterically. “He said if you all go back to your cars now, that’ll be the end of it. Before you make your decision though, there’s something he wants everyone to know.” She put her note down on the ground, pulling a small black box out of her jacket. She placed it on the ground carefully and then turned, running off of the roof in full force.
 
   Before Jordyn could even question whether or not it could’ve been a bomb, or before anyone else could either, the speakers started up. There were a few throughout downtown, most likely for the festivals Allie said they used to have. They looked as though they hadn’t been used in several years and Jordyn was surprised to hear that they even worked. 
 
   A voice boomed through the speakers: loud, menacing, anonymously filtered so it couldn’t be identified. The voice laughed. “So you’ve finally asked the question, Bates. Who is killing your children? Who murdered your families? The answer?” The voice paused, leaving them all in a haunting silence. “Look around! That’s right, look around!” As if to prove they were really being watched, the voice waited until every head was glancing around to speak again. “The person standing next to you? He did it. The woman in front of you? She did it too. The truth is, I’m not your killer, Bates. Each one of you has more blood on your hands than I do.” The crowd was still. “Hey, Chelsea Nettle, where are you? There you are. Remember your son, what was his name? Dakota? Yes. What ever happened to him, again? Drowning, right? Why don’t you ask Neville Tucker how those holes got in your boat to begin with, huh? Oh, and Carrie Preston, where are you, Carrie?” 
 
   Jordyn looked at Carrie, her eyes wide in horror. 
 
   “Carrie, Carrie, Carrie,” the voice taunted. “You just can’t catch a break, can you, sweetheart? How was it your little girl Kinley died? Poisoning? No, silly me, it was an allergic reaction. Why don’t you ask James Clarke how those peanuts just happened to end up in her cupcakes? Pretty little Hilary Hutson, why don’t you ask your fearless leader Ms. Jordyn Atwood how exactly your house caught on fire that night? Erin Simpson, so sorry to hear about your little slip this morning.” The voice cackled. Everyone in the crowd stood still as stone, Jordyn’s hair standing on end. “Why don’t you ask Ms. Cathleen Porter why your stairs were just so slick?” 
 
   The list went on and on and on. Murder after murder. The people grew restless. A middle aged man stared at his friend in disgust. “How could you? She was only seven years old!” 
 
   Another woman, middle-aged and crying, shouted out, “You knew him! You held me after he died! How could you just hit him and not stop?”
 
   Crying people, angry people, and distraught people everywhere. People began screaming. If the voice continued, it could no longer be heard. The pandemonium spread like wildfire. 
 
   “We have to calm these people down,” she said to Carrie, but it was clear she wasn’t being heard. Carrie’s face was covered in tears, her wounds all fresh again. 
 
   “Allie,” Jordyn exclaimed, but somehow Allie’s arm had escaped hers and she’d managed to get lost in the crowd. That’s when she heard the first shot. Deafening, earthshattering, the crowd fell silent for only a second, but Jordyn couldn’t see who’d been shot. Another gunshot rang out, then another and another. Having these people angry and armed had turned out to be the worst possible idea, and something told Jordyn this man had known that. The crowd around her began to panic, knives were out, punches being thrown. Jordyn saw someone fall, blood smeared on their face. A body made contact with hers, shoving her to the ground. She rolled over, staring into the tear-filled eyes of Hilary Hutson. 
 
   “Is it true?” she demanded. “You killed my little girl? I don’t understand. You were nice to her. Why?” she screamed, pounding her fists into Jordyn’s stomach. 
 
   Jordyn saw Henry coming her way. He scooped Hilary off of Jordyn. “Go,” he said, struggling to hold her. “Go.” 
 
   Jordyn took off from the crowd, looking for a familiar face. Rick saw her first. “Jordyn, you need to find the woman who has the answers.”
 
   “I’m not leaving,” she insisted. 
 
   “Don’t you see? This is what he, they, whoever, this is what they want. I’ll try to calm them down, get the guns away. None of it will matter if we still don’t know who’s behind this. The most important thing is that you find her.” He shoved her backwards, away from the crowd, and then disappeared into the ruckus again. 
 
   Jordyn skimmed the crowd, looking for her face anxiously. She’d been next to her just seconds ago, and now she couldn’t catch sight of her. Finally, she caught a glimpse of Melissa’s grey sweatshirt. She made her way through the sea of people, pushing her way passed angry faces and screaming parents. 
 
   “Melissa,” she cried out. Jordyn could see her moving just up ahead, but she was moving through the crowd much quicker than Jordyn was able to. Eventually they came to a point where the crowd had spread out from and she was able to catch her. “Melissa!” she screamed again. 
 
   Melissa turned around to face Jordyn, her face pale white in shock. She held her hands over her stomach, her thin, pale fingers painted with blood. 
 
   “Are you hurt?” Jordyn asked. 
 
   Without a word, Melissa opened her hands, looking down and allowing Jordyn to see the dark blood pooling out of her stomach, purple on her gray sweatshirt. She stumbled backwards, looking around aimlessly. Jordyn reached for her, pulling her own jacket off and wrapping it around her. “Hold on, okay?” she told her. “Just hold on.” She looked around desperately for help, but no one seemed to notice them. 
 
   Her saving grace came in the form of Officer Sullivan. He jolted toward the girls, gun drawn. His eyes fell on Melissa. “What happened?” he demanded. 
 
   “She was shot, I guess. I don’t know. I just found her.” She moved her jacket away so he could see the wound. “It looks really bad.” 
 
   He grabbed the radio on his shoulder, yelling into it. “For God’s sake, this is my third call for backup. Get here. Somebody. We need a bus.” He looked around hopelessly. “We need all of the buses.” Together, Jordyn and Sullivan looked around at the crowd, bodies beginning to litter the ground. 
 
   Melissa stirred in their arms. “Daniel,” she whispered, her eyes blinking slowly, lips shaking. 
 
   “Shhh. It’s okay, Missy, you’re going to be okay.” He wrapped his arms around her, rocking her gently. 
 
   “We should move her. It’s not safe here,” Jordyn insisted as another fight fell near them. 
 
   “We can’t move her. It could hurt her even more,” he said. “Did you see who shot her?”
 
   “No,” she answered honestly. “No. I saw her walking away. I just went after her to check on her. When she turned around, she’d already been shot.”
 
   He pushed a hair away from her face, holding her bloody hands in his. “She was just a child when this all happened, just a baby really. She never deserved this.” 
 
   “Daniel,” Melissa whispered again, raising her fingers toward Jordyn. 
 
   “What is it? What? Did she—” He looked at Jordyn with disdain, reaching for his gun. 
 
   Jordyn held up her hands. “I don’t even have a gun.” She looked at Melissa. “I didn’t do this. I didn’t shoot you, okay? It wasn’t me.”
 
   Melissa shook her head softly, pulling her hand from Daniel’s. She reached into her front pocket, attempting to pull something out. Daniel helped her, pulling out her wallet. She pushed his hands toward Jordyn. 
 
   “What is it?” Daniel asked. 
 
   She looked at Jordyn, through her eyes full of tears she smiled. “I loved him so much.”
 
   “You shouldn’t talk,” Daniel told her again, pressing his fingers to her lips gently. 
 
   “She needs to know.” She forced the words out, trying to catch her breath. “I started it all. It was my fault. He, he needs control, that’s what it all comes,” she took in a sharp breath before continuing, “that’s what it all comes down to.” She was silent for a moment, wincing in pain. “You have to stop him. Don’t let him hurt anyone else.”
 
   Jordyn reached for her. At the same time someone fell into Jordyn, knocking her over. Her knee scraped the pavement hard and she screamed out in pain. The bandage on her arm ripped off. 
 
   “Get down!” Kate screamed, landing beside her sister. 
 
   Jordyn released the wallet, allowing it to fly out of her hands as she reached for Kate instinctively. A gunshot echoed in Jordyn’s ear. Kate rolled onto the pavement and the wallet landed face up. Melissa’s words echoed in her ear as Jordyn sat up, checking first on Kate and then looking at the driver’s license of Mrs. Melissa Billson. I started it all. 


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter
 
   Twenty-Four
 
    
 
    
 
   HIM
 
    
 
   His first day of freshman year was all a blur. He couldn’t remember his old locker combination or what his first class had been. Instead, he remembered that day as the day he met her. 
 
   He had seen her for the first time standing outside the principal’s office, waiting for her schedule. She was beautiful; that’s what he noticed first. Not in the way that other girls tried to be, with their faces caked with makeup and their pushup bras. This girl was beautiful in a way he hadn’t seen before. He remembered the way the light reflected off of her dark hair and how she smelled of cinnamon gum when she turned to talk to him. 
 
   “I’m Melissa,” she said when he introduced himself. Her front tooth was a tad bit crooked, and he found that he liked it. He offered to show her around and she agreed. She told him that she was a sophomore, a year older than him, but she didn’t seem to mind. After school he’d walked her home, even though it was on the complete other side of town than his grandparent’s house. 
 
   She told him she’d just broken up with her boyfriend from back home, so she didn’t need a new one right now. He told her that was okay, but that he’d like to be friends anyway. He could see in her eyes how far gone she already was, and like he knew she would, she said yes. 
 
   By the middle of the year, he and Melissa were inseparable. When she got her license, they began to date. The very last day of summer before his sophomore year, they stayed up until midnight at Bates Park, watching the stars. She told him how she wanted to be a writer, to write children’s books for her kids someday. He wondered silently if they would be his kids as well, but never had the courage to ask.
 
   They grew even closer as the year went on. He received his license in the spring and was finally able to take her on an official date. They drove out to Myrtle Beach for the day, both exhausted, salt-covered, and sun burnt by the end of it all. She told him she’d always wanted a beach house. She giggled when he promised her they’d have one someday. 
 
   “Does that mean you’re gonna marry me or something?” she teased, splashing him with water. 
 
   He rubbed his eyes, ignoring the water that burned inside his nose. He didn’t tell her then that he had every intention of marrying her, instead he just laughed it off and pulled her into a kiss. 
 
   On the way home that night she’d fallen asleep. He pulled over for a while, watching her sleep, imaging a time when he would wake up to that every morning. When he dropped her off that night, he drove home thinking of their future. 
 
   His junior year, he was called out of class. When he got to the office, his principal had a grim look on his face. “Son, I’m afraid I have some bad news. It’s about your grandmother.” The words hit him hard: she’d had a stroke. The principal told him he was excused to leave and he should go and see her, say his goodbyes. But he couldn’t move. Then, he felt hands on his back, bringing him back to reality. She rubbed his shoulders gently until he stood. 
 
   “Come on,” she told him, putting his arm over her shoulders. She led him out to her car, helping him into his seat. “It’s gonna be okay,” she whispered, kissing his cheek. 
 
   His throat was dry, lumpy. He couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe quite right. Somehow, she seemed to understand. They rode to the hospital in silence, her hand on his leg, his mind entirely elsewhere. 
 
   At the hospital, he’d wandered aimlessly through the crowded hallways and silent elevators. When Melissa finally pointed out his grandfather, he felt himself pulled from a trance. The old man stood, his arms outstretched for his only grandson. “Come here, boy,” he whispered, patting him on the back in an awkward, all-consuming hug. 
 
   “Is she?” he asked, afraid that saying the word would make it real. His parents’ death had happened when he was so young that it didn’t feel anything like this. This pain was real, like a fire in the pit of his gut, ripping apart his organs and burning his bones. It coursed through him, devouring all that he had. As his grandfather led him into the room, he felt Melissa let go of his hand for the first time since they’d left the school. He looked back at her, wanting to see her face. 
 
   She smiled at him sadly. “I’ll be here,” she promised. And she was.
 
   The hospital room, filled with glass walls and noisy machines, was cold and unfriendly. His grandmother lay in the center of the room on a small bed. Her tiny body, with its blue veins and sagging translucent skin, still looked very alive to him. She could’ve just been sleeping. He watched her chest rise and fall, rise and fall, heard her heartbeat under his ear when he laid his head on her chest. 
 
   “Grandpa,” he said, placing his hand on her chest. 
 
   “It’s not her,” he said to the boy. “It’s not your grandma, son. She’s already gone.”
 
   “But she’s still breathing! I can still feel her pulse. They can still save her,” he pleaded. 
 
   The old man wrapped his arms around him again. “There’s nothing they can do. This isn’t what your grandmother wanted.”
 
   He shook his head. “There’s always something that can be done. Always.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That night, he couldn’t go home. The thought of the empty house was enough to make him sick. Melissa drove him out to the beach again, taking him toward the coast. They stood on the shore, letting the tide hit their feet. Something that had brought him so much joy during his last trip, only broke his heart more now. His grandma would never see the ocean again. 
 
   The water was different at night, more menacing somehow. He stared across the deep, dark water for hours on end, unable to form words. 
 
   She laid out beach towels for them and when he was ready, he joined her laying on them. She placed her head on his chest, rising and falling with each breath, and watched him. He stared at the stars, trying to prevent the tears that stung his eyes from falling. In the end, they fell anyway. She pretended not to see them, which he loved her more for. She rubbed circles on his chest with her fingers. Eventually, she simply asked, “Do you wanna talk about it?”
 
   He shook his head, though he didn’t trust his voice yet. 
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “We should swim,” he told her after a few minutes of silence. 
 
   “We can’t swim at night, you dork. Jellyfish are out,” she teased him, kissing his chest.
 
   He shrugged, kissing her forehead. She looked up, her eyes locking with his. He sat up, pulling her face to his. They kissed then, like they hadn’t before. The kiss filled the dark, empty parts of his soul, where just hours before he’d been sure they’d never warm again. 
 
   He pulled her on top of him, wanting her desperately. She’d told him once that she was saving herself, but tonight that didn’t seem to matter to either of them. She pulled her shirt off, revealing a black bra. 
 
   “Is this okay?” she asked, stopping their kisses suddenly. 
 
   Without a word, he pulled her bra off, forcing her mouth to his. Within minutes, they were both stark naked, staring at each other’s bodies in awe. The shadows cast by the clouds covering the face of the moon made her even more breathtaking. His body responded to her instantly. He pulled a condom from his wallet, one he’d been saving for over a year now. 
 
   She kissed his chest. He turned her over and slid into her. “I love you,” she whispered. 
 
   So, he thought, this is what I’ve been missing. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By the end of the year, Melissa was all he ever thought about. They hardly left each other’s side. So, when she told him she was thinking of applying to school on the west coast, he was stunned. It would mean a year apart for them, a year he couldn’t stand. 
 
   “Can’t you go to college here? There are so many schools close to here. At least for a year, then we can go wherever you want.”
 
   She kissed his nose playfully, tussling his hair. “You’ve known that I want to move away from Bates. This place is my home, you’re my home, but I have to try other places.”
 
   “Other places or other people?” he asked hatefully, fixing his hair back.
 
   “Don’t do that,” she said. “Don’t be like that. You know I love you. It’s just one year. We’ll still talk constantly. I’ll be home on breaks. If we can’t last a year apart, what does that say about our love?” She touched his nose again. 
 
   He brushed her away. “Stop it. Don’t treat me like I’m some child. I’m your boyfriend, Melissa. I thought I meant more to you than that.” 
 
   She scooted toward him on her bed. “You mean everything to me. Everything. This isn’t about you. It isn’t about us. It’s just about me. Nothing changes here.” She tapped his heart and then her own. 
 
   He didn’t respond. 
 
   “Look, if it makes you feel better, I’ve applied to several schools here too. No decision has been made yet.”
 
   Still, he couldn’t say anything. 
 
   “Babe, don’t be like this,” she begged. 
 
   He kissed her cheek. “I just love you.”
 
   “I love you too.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When Melissa found herself sick with mono during the last semester of her senior year, he found it all too easy to forget to bring her assignments to her. It wasn’t necessarily that he wanted her to flunk, it was just that the thought of his life without her, even for a few months, made it hard for him to breathe. It would just be so much easier if she were in the same grade as him. He reasoned that after all was said and done, it would be worth it. 
 
   Of course, turning in a few late assignments and then not turning in any at all, was enough for the school to contact Melissa’s parents and for his secret to come out. In May, Melissa graduated with the intent to attend Vanderbilt University in Nashville, TN. 
 
   “It’s only a day’s drive away,” she promised him the night of her graduation. “I’ll come home all the time. We can even meet halfway sometimes. You can come visit me whenever you’re out of school.” 
 
   “It won’t be the same,” he said. 
 
   “It doesn’t have to be the same. Nothing can ever be the same forever, but that doesn’t change the way that we feel about each other, right?” She grabbed his hand. “Nothing will ever change that.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   For the first few months of her being gone, she was right. They called each other each night, catching up on their days. On weekends, they would meet and spend their days together. For fall break, she came home and they spent every waking moment together. 
 
   Christmas break was when things started to go wrong. Melissa arrived home the week before Christmas, but when he’d asked about seeing her she put him off, saying that she needed to visit with her family for a while. Her dad’s family was in town and they had a full house. 
 
   After two days without much contact, he drove to her house. The first thing he noticed about her was that she’d chopped off about six inches of the hair he’d loved so much. The second was that she didn’t look happy to see him. 
 
   Ordinarily, her eyes lit up a room when she was with him, but this time was different. She walked down the porch slowly, avoiding eye contact with him. He opened his arms, expecting her to jump into them, her lips to find his. Instead, she hugged him quickly. Her body felt stiff in his arms. 
 
   “I’ve missed you so much,” he told her, rubbing her hair. “What’d you do? It looks so good,” he lied. He hated her hair, missed the long and flowing locks from before. 
 
   She turned her head from him. “I’ve missed you too. How have you been?”
 
   “The same. Ready to get away from here. To be with you.”
 
   She sat on her porch steps, looking up at him finally. “We need to talk.”
 
   Up until this point, Melissa had been the thing to distract him from his grandmother’s death. It wasn’t that he’d forgotten about it; it was more like a piece of eyelash in the corner of his eye. It was still there every day, painful and bothersome, but it wasn’t at the center of his vision now. He could live with it.
 
   As she said those words, however, the pain and the loss, along with the very real possibility of him losing someone else all flooded over him at once. His stomach tied in knots as she spoke. 
 
   “There’s something you should know. It’s not…I’m not sure how to tell you without hurting you.” She writhed her hands together. 
 
   “Just tell me, please,” he begged. 
 
   She placed her hands on her stomach. “I’m moving home.”
 
   “For college? You going here now?” Instant relief washed over him. 
 
   “No.” She shook her head. “I’m dropping out of college.” 
 
   “Oh,” he said. “Okay. That’s all? You had me terrified.” 
 
   “That’s not all.” She held her hand up. “I’m moving home because I’m pregnant.”
 
   The world around him spun in circles. Her brown eyes were filled with tears. He’d always known he wanted to have kids eventually, but it wasn’t something he’d planned for years to come. Her hands shook as she rubbed her stomach. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, I just don’t know what to say. I feel terrible. I never wanted to hurt you, you have to know that. I love you so much. I’ll always love you. I never meant for any of this to happen.”
 
   He stood up, placing a kiss on the top of her head. “Hey, it’s okay. Calm down.” He pulled her to her feet. “Please don’t cry.” He dropped her hands then, running back to his truck. Two months before, he’d spent a big chunk of the money his parents had left him on a diamond engagement ring. His plan was to propose at his graduation, in front of the town that had brought them together. Instead, he pulled the box from his glove compartment and held it firmly. He wanted nothing more than to be with Melissa forever, now more than ever. 
 
   He walked to her, his heart pounding, smile wide. He kissed her lips firmly and bent down on one knee, holding the box high. “Melissa Dowdy, I love you. I love you so much. I want everything with you, forever. I want a family with you. I want to grow old with you. I know this isn’t the perfect proposal, but I want you to know how serious I am about you and about us.” He placed his hand on her belly. “All three of us.”
 
   Before she could answer, the screen door slammed and her parents made their way onto the porch. He smiled at them, noticing for the first time that no one was smiling back. 
 
   “I thought you understood,” Melissa cried, shaking her head. “I’m moving home to get married to the baby’s father.” 
 
   If he wasn’t already on his knees, he would’ve been then. “What are you saying?” Red-hot tears stung his eyes. Her parents turned around, walking back inside without a word. She pulled him up to face her. 
 
   “I met someone in Nashville. The baby is his. We’re going to get married in the spring. He’s moving home with me.”
 
   “You were cheating on me? You swore nothing would change us!”
 
   Tears poured down her face. She patted his shoulder. “Don’t you see? If we were meant to be together, this wouldn’t have happened. Besides, you’re just a kid. You’re barely even a senior. You still have so much ahead of you. A baby would only slow you down.”
 
   “Don’t call me a kid.” He tossed her hand aside. “If you want to be with someone else, just own up to it. Don’t make excuses.”
 
   “Aaron is a man. He’s twenty-five, settled. He can give our baby a life.” She looked at him. “I have to think about something other than what I want, don’t you see that? I never wanted this to happen. I swear I didn’t. I wish more than anything that it didn’t have to be this way.”
 
   “It doesn’t,” he said, but she’d already turned around. She walked into the house without looking back, leaving him standing in the driveway. Leaving him alone, just like she’d sworn she never would. 
 
   He slammed the box shut, cursing loudly. He threw himself into his truck and peeled out of the driveway, throwing gravel in all directions. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Eight months later, he saw the birth announcement in the newspaper, ripping the bandage off of his still fresh wound. He hadn’t spoken to her in the months since her wedding, but he still saw her and her new husband around town. He was nothing impressive, this man she’d chosen to love. He’d gotten a job at the local hospital, but it wasn’t even like he was a doctor or anything. Just a receptionist, from what he’d heard. 
 
   After graduation, his grandpa had grown ill. He landed a job at the local telephone company to help around the house. It was decent money. He and his friends had learned how to cut into phone conversations, snickering loudly as they learned all of the gossip around town. 
 
   The night his grandfather passed away, something in him snapped. He was more alone than he’d ever been in his life, and as far as he could tell it was all her fault…or the baby’s rather. Things had been perfect for him before that baby came along. 
 
   He went to a bar with his friends after the funeral, a plan in his mind. He’d never been fond of the taste of alcohol, but he needed the liquid courage to make this work. Half past midnight, he drove to the house Melissa and her new husband had bought. It was out in the middle of nowhere, a rundown old place. She deserved so much more. He’d been watching them for the past few days, learning where the rooms were. The baby’s room was in the back corner of the house. He parked his truck a block away, slipping his gloves on as he walked. 
 
   He slipped into the window with ease, eyeing the baby with disgust. They’d named him Peter. What an awful name it was. He imagined what he and Melissa would’ve named their own child.
 
   The baby stirred, rubbing his eyes with tiny fists. For just a moment, he considered leaving, turning around and running home like this had never happened. It wasn’t really the baby’s fault, after all, but he’d learned what loss could do to a person. He’d learned firsthand how losing someone you love can destroy you from the inside out. 
 
   Loss, and the pain that comes after, were the worst possible punishments he could think of to punish the people who had hurt him. He picked up the pillow, wrapping it in the blanket that had been covering the baby and pressed it into his face. The baby squirmed, a muffled cry coming out. He pressed harder, careful not to press hard enough to leave a bruise. It was over in less than a minute. Carefully, he laid the blanket down and placed the baby on top of it, face down. The only fibers on the child’s lips would match the blanket. There’d be no signs anyone had ever been here. It would be ruled an accident. Exhausted parents who had made a terrible mistake by letting their child sleep on his stomach maybe. Either way, there was nothing implicating him. 
 
   He climbed out of the window, sliding it into place carefully. On the way back to his car, he allowed himself to cry over the child. It was an indescribable feeling, knowing that he had ended a life. His body shook with sobs, sadness, alcohol, and adrenaline.
 
   Once he arrived home, he swore to himself he’d never cry over it again. He’d done what he had to and that was that. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next morning, he woke up to a knocking on his front door. The officer addressed him quickly. “We’re investigating the murder of a four-month-old infant. Can you tell me where you were last night between the hours of twelve and five?”
 
   He held the door open, unmoving. “My grandfather’s funeral was yesterday. Is this really necessary right now?” The sun burned his hungover eyes. 
 
   The officer furrowed his brow. “I know that, son, but an infant is dead. If you could just answer a few questions, we could be on our way.”
 
   “Why don’t you just get on your way now?”
 
   “Don’t do this. We’re here as a courtesy.” His face softened a bit. “I knew your grandfather well. He was a good man. I am sorry for your loss, but please don’t make this harder on us or yourself.”
 
   He sighed. “I was at a bar. Gordon’s.”
 
   “Can anyone confirm that?” the officer asked. 
 
   “Sure, anyone working. Half the guys I work with: Roy, Travis, Allen, Trevor, Kyle.” 
 
   The officer nodded, jotting down names. “And they can confirm that you were there the whole time?”
 
   “Last call is at three.” He rubbed his hair. “So that’d be a no. I came home, passed out, and then woke up to your pretty face.”
 
   His comment was ignored as the man continued to scrawl notes onto his pad. “All right, so can anyone confirm your whereabouts from three to five then?” 
 
   “Oh, why of course.” He paused, his blood pressure rising with every question. “Sure. I live with my grandpa, so let’s just ask him.” He paused. “Oh wait.” His feigning surprise only seemed to further annoy the officer. “If you’re done here and you’re not arresting me, I’m going back to bed.”
 
   The officer didn’t respond. Finally, he shut the door in his face, turning around and heading back to bed anyway. 
 
   The sadness and guilt he’d felt the night before were gone this morning. Instead, his belly was full of something else entirely: lots of bourbon and lots of pride. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That afternoon, the police visited again. This time, they asked him to come down to the station with them. He followed them, stating that he had to go to work after. They asked the same questions. Where were you? Can you prove it?
 
   “I’ve already told you guys this, all of this. I’m trying to be cooperative, I really am, but it’s not fair. I’m grieving.”
 
   “Melissa Billson is grieving too. Her husband is grieving,” the female officer snapped. “And they seem to think you may have had something to do with this.”
 
   This time, the shock on his face was completely genuine. “Melissa thinks I would hurt her family? How could she? I could never do something like this! She knows what she means to me! I would never do anything to hurt her.” 
 
   “How much?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   The officer leaned forward. “How much does she mean to you?”
 
   “She means everything. Always has. I just want what’s best for her,” he lied. 
 
   “Her babysitter, Cecilia Benson, also said she’s seen your vehicle traveling down the dead end road the Billsons live on throughout the day.”
 
   “It’s a small town,” he reasoned. “There aren’t a whole lot of streets. I haven’t spoken to Melissa in months, truth be told. I’m not even sure I know where she lives. I don’t know Cecilia Benson. If I’ve driven down a certain road too many times, I can promise you it’s merely coincidence. I love Melissa more than anything, I’d never want to hurt her.
 
   The officer sat up, his eyebrows raised. “You said love. You love Melissa.”
 
   “That’s right,” he confirmed.
 
   “She tells us you’ve been broken up for almost a year now. Don’t you mean loved?” 
 
   He looked down at his hands, then back up at the officer, his anger rising. “No,” he said simply. “I meant love.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After he left the station, he realized his plan would need a few revisions. He had to make sure that the eyes of this town were no longer on him. He smiled proudly, realizing his new scapegoat had placed her pretty little self right in his lap. 
 
   It was true. He’d seen her babysitting several kids in town. Everyone knew her because of her father’s store, so he supposed she must be well trusted. That had to change, and he was going to make sure it did. 
 
   That night he followed Cecilia, watching her as she went to the Crider’s house. He didn’t know the family well, but he had seen Cecilia with their young girl often. She truly seemed to care about her. All the more reason for her to be the one, he thought. He watched Cecilia sneak that creepy teacher, Mr. Kautz, into the house when the parents left. It disgusted him. 
 
   The next day, he set his plan into action. He spent an entire evening watching the Criders, and then once all the lights in the house were out, he made his move. Another Bates child would die tonight and, if he did his job right, all signs would point to Cecilia.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A few days after Amber Crider’s funeral, they arrested Cecilia Benson, and he felt as if his plan had worked out perfectly. The next day, he went to work for the first time since his grandfather’s funeral. He sat at the station staring into space, hardly listening to his headset. He couldn’t think about work. His mind was still on Cecilia, imagining what prison would do to her. Thinking quickly, he snatched up a call going into the police station. 
 
   “Chief, her alibi checked out. The doctor just confirmed it. There’s no way she’s our girl.” He sighed. “We’re headed back now.”
 
   The chief cursed. “So, where are we at then? What now?”
 
   “Honestly, my money’s still on the boyfriend,” the officer said. 
 
   “Benson’s boyfriend had no motive, even if he was a creep.”
 
   “No, I mean Melissa Billson’s ex-boyfriend. Kid gives me the creeps.”
 
   The chief was silent for a second. “Let’s talk about it more when you get here. Just hurry back.”
 
   The phone call ended and he sat back in his seat in disbelief. How could this be happening? He’d set everything up perfectly. He’d been careful, left no evidence that he’d been there. But even still, they were suspicious of him and he had no true alibi for either night. This had to stop, he realized, and he had to stop it. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By the next day, he was ready to set his plan into motion. He emailed the chief of police in Bates using an email account that he’d set up through a phony server. He’d set it up so that his signal would bounce from tower to tower, making the email completely untraceable, but just in case he used an old Blackberry he bought from a pawn shop. As soon as the email was sent, he’d destroyed the phone. 
 
   The email was simple: 
 
    
 
   The Billson infant’s murder investigation is over. No more questions, no more digging. You will see that this happens or Janice dies. Your move. 
 
    
 
   He’d pressed “Send” with confidence, sure that this would indeed be the end of it. For the next two nights, he awoke multiple times from awful nightmares, terrified that he’d heard pounding on his door, afraid that they’d somehow found him out. His fears were unfounded, of course, as he soon realized the cops had moved onto their next suspect. Turned out, the cops arrested Cecilia’s boyfriend, and former teacher, Brian Kautz. While he felt relieved that he seemed to be off the hook for now, he was sure it wouldn’t be long before he’d need to worry again. Furious that they’d ignored his commands, he saw this only as a test of his strength. The girl would have to die, but he couldn’t risk doing it himself again. Instead, he’d find someone else to do it for him; someone he could threaten into doing his bidding. 
 
   As the months passed, he began listening in on more and more phone calls, as if it were an addiction. The integration of text messaging into society was like a gift to him, making it easier than ever to hack people’s conversations. He found people in the local government and doctor’s offices that were willing to give him news in exchange for their own children’s safety. He made it his mission to enforce every rule he ever laid out. All it would take was one moment of weakness for the town to see him quiver in his authority, and his empire would crumble down as quickly as he’d built it, quicker even. He could never let that happen, never be weak again. 
 
   For three years he carried out his plan flawlessly, eventually turning to list-making as a more effective and economical way to keep the town in line. When the first family left Bates to try to escape what he’d created, he worried that others would follow their lead, now that people knew it was no longer mere accidents claiming their loved ones’ lives. He had to make sure others didn’t get any ideas about leaving. He followed them, killed the children all at once, and set an example out of them. 
 
   He watched happily as the town grew fearful and began to understand just how far his reach spread. He was in complete control.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter
 
   Twenty-Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordyn
 
    
 
   Jordyn fumbled with the wallet and her newfound discovery. She turned around to see what Kate was doing. On the ground, she clutched her shoulder. 
 
   “Kate!” Jordyn shouted, clutching her arm, momentarily forgetting about everything else. 
 
   Her sister jumped at her touch. “Ouch,” she cried out. “I’m okay. It barely grazed me, but it stings.” She pulled her hand away from the wound, her palm lightly covered in blood. 
 
   Jordyn pulled her up, helping her to stand. She turned to Sullivan, who was now clutching Melissa’s lifeless body in shock. “You need to move her,” she told him firmly. “Move her body and radio your chief. You need to tell him to give me a name. I need to know who’s doing this. Tell me who she was talking about.”
 
   He didn’t look her way, his face and hands soaked in Melissa’s blood. “She was just a child,” he said again. 
 
   Jordyn grabbed his hand, making him look up at her. “You need to move her. There’s nothing that can be done now. Get yourself somewhere safe. Call me once your chief has a name.”
 
   He nodded, though he still seemed to be in shock. Jordyn pulled out her phone as she and Kate made their way to the car. “Did you see the others? Allie? Carrie? Erin?” Jordyn asked. 
 
   Kate shook her head, opening the car door and sliding inside. “No. We all scattered when hell broke loose. You’re the first person I saw after that.”
 
   Jordyn dialed Connor’s cell phone number, whipping out of the parking lot. She wasn’t going to die without making up with her husband, that was for sure. 
 
   “Where are we going?” Kate asked, wincing in pain. 
 
   “Back to Melissa’s. I need to find out who is doing this and I think she’s the only one in this town with answers.”
 
   “We’re going to break into her house?”
 
   “What choice do we have? Besides, there’s a spare key in her wallet, I’ll bet it goes to the house.” They pulled into Melissa’s driveway within minutes. Jordyn threw one of Connor’s shirts to Kate to press into her shoulder. His phone went to voicemail and she searched her contacts, calling his work phone.
 
   “Thanks for calling First Financial. Can you hold?” A voice finally came over the line. 
 
   “Sure,” Jordyn mumbled, fumbling with the key to the house. Thankfully, it fit perfectly. They entered the living room, being greeted once again by the familiar lab. Jordyn left the door open, letting him run. “No one’s coming back for you, bud,” she told him sadly. 
 
   “I’m going to go in the bathroom and see what I can find to clean your shoulder. Even if it’s not deep, I want to clean it up. See if you can find anything to help us figure out what’s going on.” 
 
   Kate nodded without question and opened the cabinet underneath the TV, pulling out old picture albums. Jordyn found the laundry room and a closet before she finally opened a door that led to the bathroom. She pulled open the only cabinet in the room. There was a half empty bottle of peroxide but no bandages. She looked through the bottled medicine. Jars of allergy pills and Tylenol, prescriptions for anti-depressants made out to Aaron Billson. She pulled out bottles, looking for anything that may be able to help. 
 
   Finally, the voice on the phone returned, startling Jordyn so that she tossed a bottle into the sink. 
 
   “Thank you for holding. This is Karen. How may I help you?”
 
   “Yes, could I speak to Connor please?”
 
   “I’m sorry, who?” the lady asked politely. 
 
   “Connor Atwood, please. This is his wife.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, ma’am,” the woman said, hesitation in her voice. “There’s no Connor Atwood working here.” 
 
   “Excuse me? Maybe I called the wrong branch. Are you on Second and Commerce?” She glanced at the number on her phone. 
 
   “Yes, ma’am, but there’s no one by that name here.”
 
   Before she could respond, Kate’s voice cried out from another room. “Jordyn!” 
 
   She slammed her phone down, racing toward the living room. “Kate? What is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
   “In here. Come quick,” her sister shouted. 
 
   Jordyn followed her voice, past the living room and into a bedroom. “Kate?” She gasped when she opened the door, her sister standing in front of her. The walls were lined with newspaper clippings, article after article about the deaths in Bates. It looked like Melissa had drawn hearts around several of them, most likely ones she knew. 
 
   She had a framed wedding photograph of a very young Melissa and a man with a full head of blond hair and a big, bright smile. Melissa’s hand was on her round belly. Another image showed a brown-haired infant smiling in her arms. Another of a blonde toddler being held by her father. The children favored Melissa extensively. Jordyn studied the photos, trying to imagine Melissa in a happier time, when her cheeks weren’t hollow and her eyes weren’t empty. 
 
   Her eyes drifted to an obituary and then to two more. One for each of her children and then another just two years ago for her husband. She recognized the young girl’s name, Christina Billson, from the children whose names they’d found on tombstones. Her heart hurt, wondering if the List Maker had taken both of Melissa’s children like they had Carrie’s. 
 
   “Jordyn,” Kate said, her voice shaking, “You need to see this.” 
 
   Jordyn turned to face her sister, taking the photo from Kate’s hands. Upon touching it, she immediately let go, as if it were piping hot. “Oh God.” Cold chills ran over her body. 
 
   “Is that—” Kate began, but before she could speak, the closet door flung open. There he was. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter
 
   Twenty-Six
 
    
 
    
 
   HIM
 
    
 
   When the second family left Bates, it took him longer than usual to find them. It was a young mother and her daughter, two who probably would’ve survived had they stayed in Bates. When he finally tracked them down, they were in Atlanta, Georgia, staying with her grandparents. 
 
   After the girl was dead, he went to see a Tyler Perry play and then got a bite to eat at a place called Johnathan’s. After dinner, he decided to get a hotel room and sleep off his buzz, though he wasn’t positive that the alcohol was even the cause. These days, power excited him and death thrilled him more than any other substance. He was high on loss of life. It was all like a game, a game that no one could win but him. 
 
   It was the next morning on his way out of town that he’d seen her. She was incredible, nothing like the girls back home. She wore her red hair in a loose ponytail, her skirt swinging down around her ankles. She was wearing large sunglasses, but he could see the freckles peeking out from underneath them. She smiled at him casually as he passed her, more out of what seemed like habit than anything. He turned around, watching her go into a book store. Without a thought, he followed her, standing back as she sifted through the shelves, idly twisting a piece of hair around her finger. 
 
   “Excuse me, sir, could I help you?” a worried-looking clerk asked. 
 
   “No, I’m just looking,” he answered honestly, not bothering to peel his eyes from her. The woman turned around to face him, her sunglasses now up so that he could see her green eyes. 
 
   She smiled at him, her head cocked to the side in a way that he found alluring. “Hi.”
 
   He smiled back, approaching her slowly. “That’s a good one.” He pointed at the book she held in her hand. “He dies in the end though.”
 
   Her jaw dropped. “Have you actually read this or was that a joke?”
 
   He smiled at her coyly. “Guess you’ll have to read it to find out.”
 
   She was silent, her cheeks turning a bright shade of red, which only made her green eyes shine brighter. She placed the book back on the shelf, pulling a new one out. She raised her eyebrows at him. “Any spoilers on this one?” 
 
   He thought for a moment, glancing at the book. “Just one.” He smiled up at her. “In the beginning, you’ll agree to go out with me.”
 
   She flushed darker, pushing a piece of hair out of her eyes. “I’m Jordyn.” She held her hand out for him. 
 
   “Hi.” He shook her hand slowly. “I’m Connor.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter
 
   Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordyn
 
    
 
   Connor walked out of the closet holding his gun high. 
 
   “Connor?” Jordyn’s voice was high and shaky, her reality standing on its axis. The picture of him with Melissa lay on the floor, broken pieces of glass scattered everywhere. “What are you doing here? What in the world is going on?” 
 
   “You just couldn’t leave well enough alone, could you?” he asked, a vein in his neck throbbing, “Even after all the warnings, even when I begged you to stop. I had everything under control, Jordyn. Everything. This is all your fault.” He pointed the gun at Kate suddenly, pulling the trigger before Jordyn or Kate could react. 
 
   “No!” Jordyn screamed. 
 
   Kate crumpled into a pile on the floor, a pool of blood immediately forming around her skull. 
 
   Jordyn froze, the gun now pointing her way, preventing her from moving. “You? How could you? She was my sister, Connor.” Hot tears formed in the corners of her eyes, her whole body shaking. “And all of these kids? You were behind it all? Why? How could you?” Tears poured down her face. She stared at him in disbelief. “What? Are you going to shoot me now? Is that your big plan? Ollie too?”
 
   “Of course not, Jor.” He lowered the gun slightly. “Don’t you see how much I love you? I got us this house, brought you somewhere safe, away from the city.”
 
   “The city was my home! You brought me here because you got transferred.” 
 
   He looked uneasy, but didn’t speak. 
 
   She remembered her call to his office. “Do you even work at First Financial?” 
 
   No answer. The gun twitched in his hand. 
 
   “Why here? Why Bates? It can’t have always been you, right? I mean, we just moved here. Surely it can’t have been you ten years ago. You were just a kid. You couldn’t have.”
 
   “I can and have done anything I want. You don’t know these people, Jordyn. You don’t know what they’re like. You’ve known them for a year. I’ve known them my whole life. You have no idea what they’re capable of.”
 
   “People like Melissa?” Jordyn took a step forward, wanting to reach for the gun. 
 
   His reaction was immediate. The gun came back up and his face grew hard. “Don’t talk about her,” he warned her. 
 
   “What did she do to you, Connor?” 
 
   Before he could answer, there was a commotion in the front of the house. 
 
   “Jordyn? Kate?” Rick’s voice rang out through the house. She opened her mouth to scream, to warn them.
 
   Connor lunged, his hands over her mouth in an instant. He shook his head, telling her not to speak, and then with his gun held out, he reached for the bedroom door. Jordyn ran for him, jumping onto his back, digging her elbows into his neck. She reached for the gun, clawing his arms and face. He fired two shots in the air, screaming out in pain. 
 
   “Jordyn?” Carrie shouted. 
 
   Several sets of footprints echoed through the house, headed her way. Jordyn held onto Connor, struggling to keep him from leaving the room. She placed her feet on the door, pressing it shut with all of her might. “Get out of here,” she screamed. “Please, get out! He’s going to kill you. Get help!”
 
   Connor pressed free, swinging his arm around and hitting her with the butt of his gun. She fell to the floor with a bang, the wind knocked out of her. Connor bolted through the door, his heavy footsteps baring warning for what was to come. 
 
   “Run!” Jordyn screamed, attempting to stand. 
 
   A gunshot rang out in the house, then another. Jordyn pushed herself up from the floor. She grabbed Kate’s purse from the bed, praying her gun would be in there. She touched the cool metal, pulling it from her bag with gusto. 
 
   I’m about to kill my husband. The words rang through her mind, asking her if she was truly willing to go there. She pushed every thought from her mind, focusing solely on saving her friends. 
 
   She ran out of the bedroom, the weight of the gun feeling odd in her hand. Her finger shook on the trigger as she made her way into the kitchen. 
 
   “Don’t shoot,” Allie cried out. 
 
   Jordyn gasped when she saw them: Henry, Rick, Allie, Carrie, Officer Sullivan, and two other men Jordyn recognized from the men Rick brought to the rally. They looked like the cover an action movie, all blood covered and with guns raised. She looked to the floor where her husband laid, blood streaming from his chest. His eyes were open, the same eyes she’d looked into so many times before and felt nothing but love, and his breathing sounded hollow. 
 
   Jordyn dropped her gun, suddenly feeling like it weighed a thousand pounds. Sullivan knelt down next to his body, checking his pulse. “I have backup on the way,” he said to no one in particular. “An ambulance too.” 
 
   Rick bent down next to him, unbuttoning Connor’s shirt slowly. He lifted him up a bit, Connor heaving a sigh. “The bullet didn’t go through. It should have missed his heart at this angle, but I can’t be sure.” He looked to Sullivan. “That ambulance needs to hurry.”
 
   “What are you doing?” Jordyn asked, trying to pull Rick back. “Don’t you realize who he is? What he’s done?” 
 
   Rick pushed her back gently, still attending to Connor’s wound. “We know who he is, and we know what he’s done. That doesn’t change my job.”
 
   “Or mine,” the officer agreed, his face solemn. “Enough people have died here today.”
 
   Jordyn was silent, watching the men work. A lump formed in her throat, tears in her eyes. “He killed people. He killed your children. Why would you help him? He doesn’t deserve any of your help.”
 
   Rick pressed on Connor’s chest rapidly, his breaths coming out as heavy wheezes. “I need a knife,” he said hurriedly. “I need to see the wound better. His lung may have collapsed.”
 
   No one in the room moved. Jordyn looked at Carrie, whose fast was pale white. Allie and Henry stood huddled together, guns still in each of their hands. 
 
   “He’s going to die,” Rick cried again. Finally, Carrie stepped up, walking toward the counter and opening a drawer. She walked like a ghost, almost in slow motion. She pulled a knife from the drawer, looking over it before handing it to Rick.
 
   “Carrie, don’t,” Jordyn whispered. “You of all people know what he deserves.”
 
   “He deserves a lot worse than this, Jordyn.” She met Jordyn’s eyes. “But not on my hand. I pulled that trigger for my girls, but it’s not my decision whether he lives or dies, it’s not any of ours. I won’t have that on me.” She stepped back, watching Rick work. 
 
   “Where’s Kate?” Allie asked suddenly, looking around the room in fear. 
 
   Jordyn opened her mouth to answer, but couldn’t pull her voice from her throat. She shook her head, covering her mouth in horror, finally allowing herself to feel what had happened. 
 
   Henry instinctively approached her, arms open. He patted her head against his chest as she began to sob violently. 
 
   “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.” She repeated it over and over again, looking away as her husband, a man she barely knew, lay bleeding out on the floor.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter
 
   Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Ten Years Later
 
    
 
   Jordyn
 
    
 
   Jordyn rushed to the door, excited to see her face just beyond the glass. She pulled Carrie into a hug. “Come in. Oh, I’ve missed you.”
 
   Carrie and Charles came into the house, their six-year-old daughter Bethany following close behind. 
 
   “I’m so glad you could make it,” Jordyn told them, hugging Bethany. 
 
   “Of course. You know we wouldn’t miss Christmas. Traffic here is getting so bad. I swear it’s worse every time we come back to Bates.” She laughed, looking at Charles. “I never thought I’d say that.”
 
   Jordyn laughed, taking their bags from them and placing their presents around the tree. In the kitchen, Ollie stood at the sink beside of Derek Taylor, Henry’s nephew and Jordyn’s new husband. 
 
   “All right, kiddo. Let’s take this over to the table.” He handed Ollie a stack of plates, kissing Jordyn as they walked past. Erin’s husband, Mike, Henry, Rick, Lorelai, Jordyn’s parents Sarah and Patrick, Allie, and Jordyn’s three-year-old all sat around the table, ready to dig in. 
 
   “Before we eat, I just want to say something,” Jordyn announced. “It’s been ten years since—”
 
   “Jordyn,” Carrie started to interrupt her, patting her hand. “You don’t have to say anything.”
 
   “No.” Jordyn shook her head. “It’s okay. It’s been ten years. I don’t want to get all emotional, but I want you all to know how much I appreciate each of you. After what happened, I thought you’d all want me to leave.” Her eyes began to burn. She fanned herself, trying not to make a fuss. “I guess I’m just trying to say thank you, all of you, for keeping me. You changed my life.” She looked around the table, so much love in her heart. “I love you all.” 
 
   “You saved our lives too,” Henry said. “You saved this town and you saved us. No one even asked you to, in fact most of us asked you not to, but you did.”
 
   “I wish I could’ve saved more of you. More lives.”
 
   “We love you, Jordyn,” Allie said. “You’ve given some of us the families we never thought we’d have.” She leaned into Henry’s shoulder, and he kissed the top of her head lovingly. 
 
   Sarah raised her glass. “To everyone who couldn’t be with us tonight.”
 
   “To Kate.” Jordyn lifted her glass as well. 
 
   “And Lauren,” Henry said. 
 
   “And Kinley and Rebecca.” 
 
   “Cecilia.”
 
   “Erin,” Mike said solemnly. 
 
   “Melissa.” 
 
   “Dylan.”
 
   “Lindsey.”
 
   “Anna.”
 
   The list went on and on as the table named lives that had ended too soon. Finally, they all raised their glasses a final time and took a sip of their drinks. 
 
   “And to the woman who’s the only reason any of us are still here,” Carrie said, tipping her glass toward Jordyn. They all mumbled in agreement, beginning to eat. 
 
   The town of Bates had begun to rebuild: new people began to move there, industries came in, friends found each other once again. The residents, those who stayed, no longer lived in fear. They had festivals again and on nearly every corner you could find children playing and laughing, a sight that had nearly been extinct only ten years before. 
 
   “Hey, Dad?” Ollie said. 
 
   “Yeah?” Derek asked, scooping a helping of potatoes onto his son’s plate. 
 
   “Can we get ice cream after this?”
 
   “Ice cream?” Henry chuckled. “In December?”
 
   Ollie nodded. “Grandpa Henry, it’s never too cold for ice cream!”
 
   Bethany giggled. “I want ice cream too, Momma.”
 
   “Well then.” Carrie smiled. “We’ll have to ask the mayor about that.”
 
   All eyes at the table fell on Jordyn, who flushed, still getting used to her new title. “I think we can manage that.”
 
   The children cheered, their hearts full of love and happiness, blissfully unaware of the pain and loss they had been destined to endure only a few years ago. This Christmas, like the past nine before it, was perfect, and it was going to stay that way.
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