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Within These Walls

A Novel
Written by: 
Leigh M. Hall




Prologue

“Bye Lilly, I’ll see you at study group tomorrow night,” Charity calls out as she rounds the corner that separates her from her friends. She has just left a local diner where she met up with some other first-year students from her Art History class. It was supposed to be a study session, but they didn’t end up getting much studying done. Charity enters the dark walkway that leads to her dorm building. She hates this part of her nightly walk. Even after eight months of being on campus, she still hasn’t gotten over the fear of walking home alone.
Nothing has ever happened to her to warrant this fear, but stories can dig deep for some people. Mainly stories about young, attractive women who find themselves in a predicament when alone—at night—after they told everyone they were fine to make it home on their own. Only sometimes they do not make it home, sometimes they make it to a hospital or a morgue, and sometimes they are never seen again.
Charity laughs at herself and her own paranoia as she walks under the canopy of a large Moreton Bay fig tree. The tree marks the halfway point of her trek home. Nothing has ever happened to her or anyone she personally knows, at least nothing of excitement that is worth retelling. It's always just a story that someone has heard, a friend of a friend, and so on. Charity tsks herself at the thought that something would happen, but then it does.
First, there is a short rustling in the branches beside her. Before she can even turn her head to take a look, she is violently dragged from the concrete path. Charity hits the hard dirt ground with a sickening thud followed by a snap. She hasn’t even managed to let out a scream before pain shoots its way down her left arm, and a gloved hand covers her mouth, muffling her cry for help. It is pitch black, but even in her panicked state, her eyes had already adjusted, and she sees the figure that hovers over her.
“Shhh,” he whispers.
Charity immediately shakes her head and kicks her limbs, trying to get free. She quickly finds out that her efforts are ineffective. The man holds his full weight over her—pinning her down. He reaches a hand up, and through the mouth hole of what she believes is a pink ski mask, she can see his lips form into a tight grimace. With the flick of one gloved thumb, he uncaps a syringe. She doesn’t hesitate, taking this moment of preoccupation to push him off her with all her might. He tumbles to her left. Without thinking, Charity jumps to her feet and takes off, leaving behind her books and purse that had fallen to the ground when she did. Just two steps in, and she feels him behind her. She pushes her chest forward, trying to stay far out of his reach. As loud as she possibly can, Charity lets out an earth-shattering wail. It vibrates through her entire body, rings in her ears, and instantly leaves her throat raw.
As soon as the scream leaves her lips, she is tackled onto the pavement; all the breath she had leaves her lungs, and her face hits the concrete with a crack. Blood fills her mouth, along with the metallic taste it brings. But it's out there, and he can’t take it back. Her scream was heard.
The attacker is up and running right when Charity hears the sound of some students worried voices coming to answer her call for help. She lifts her head and sees two boys rushing to her aid through tear-fogged eyes.
“Oh my god, are you okay?” asks the first boy that reaches her. He kneels down and tries to grab her by the shoulder to help her up. A soft whimper is all Charity can manage to let out as a reply. The boy lets go, worried that he may have injured her further. Just then, the second boy arrives. He is winded from his run and takes a moment to catch his breath.
“What happened? Did you fall?” boy number two asks.
Charity slowly brings herself up onto her knees. Cradling her broken left arm, all she can manage to do is cry. Boy number one heads over and starts collecting her belongings that lay a few yards away as boy number two pulls out a cell phone.
“Do you need an ambulance? There is blood all over your face,” he says, cell phone in hand and ready to dial.
When boy number one returns, he sets Charity’s stuff down next to her then takes his shirt off. “Here, use this to wipe your face.” As painful as it is, she lightly pats the cotton around her nose and mouth. She can feel that her nose is broken, so she is careful not to apply too much pressure.
“Thank you,” Charity spits, the taste of blood still thick in her mouth.
“What happened?” boy number two asks, holding the light from his phone out so they can see each other better.
“I was attacked!” Charity manages to get out. The boys start looking around for what might have attacked her but come up empty.
“I’m calling campus security,” boy two announces.
Charity shakes her head and says, “No, call the police; I need the police, not security.” Boy two makes the call, and as he talks to dispatch, boy one stands guard and asks if there is anything he can do. Charity can’t believe her luck. She will be eternally grateful for these boys—her saviors—for the rest of her life.
Questions circle over and over in her mind on repeat. Who was he? What was he planning to do? Where did he come from? Where did he go? The questions continue until two officers arrive. They approach the three students with questions of their own.
Charity finally snaps out of it enough to give a statement. They find the discarded, crushed syringe a few feet away from where Charity sits on the paved walkway. The students are thanked for their assistance, and after giving their own statements, they are free to leave. Charity didn’t even get their names before getting loaded up in an ambulance and taken to the closest hospital. A fractured arm, a broken nose, a chipped tooth, and a busted lip is all she suffered. Her life was still intact—her sanity was all he managed to abduct.




Chapter One

Charity finished the semester online. She couldn’t bring herself to set foot back on campus after what had happened to her that night. She stayed in her childhood room back in Barstow for almost a year while her mother obsessively watched over her. Refusing to socialize, work, or continue her education, her mother grew more and more worried by the day. Finally, she had had enough.
“Charity, that’s it! These telephone meetings you are having with that shrink just aren’t working. I think you might need some real help.” Before that, Loretta Fellner had been cautious not to crush her daughter's fragile spirit, but enough was enough.
“What are you trying to say, Mom?”
“I am saying that time is up. I know you can't put a limit on this recovery, but that asshole didn’t kill you.” Loretta crosses her arms over her chest and gives her daughter a stern look.
“I know he didn’t kill me, Mom.”
“Then why the hell are you acting like you are dead? You don’t go anywhere or talk to anyone. USC didn’t give you an unlimited extension on your scholarship. Have you thought anything at all about returning to school?”
The truth is Charity hadn’t thought about anything since that night. They never caught the guy, no clues, no leads. Poof, he was there, then he was gone. All he left behind was a printless, untraceable crushed syringe and a partial, undistinguishable footprint in the mud. The syringe was dried out by the time they got it to the lab; they were unable to figure out what had been inside it. No hairs, fibers, nothing that could have given police a lead. Her mom was right, and Charity knew it. She needed to get over it and get on with her life.
✽✽✽
 
Baby Steps. That’s what Charity keeps telling herself as she walks to her summer Psychology course. She didn’t want to lose her scholarship and end up disappointing not only her mother but also herself. She had worked way too hard for this. All those nights she stayed up late studying, all the party invites she declined. Her mother never went to college; no one in her immediate family had. She was bound and determined to make a change, be the captain that sailed the Fellner family onto a new voyage. However, the fear was still there, front and center, and she wasn’t sure how to overcome it.
Before Charity could bring herself to sign up for a full course load and move back to Los Angeles, she decided to commute to a once-a-week summer class to test the waters. She knew the drive back and forth for a two-hour class would be challenging, but it was a start. Charity’s original goal was to get a degree in art, but since her attack, she now has more interest in the mind and how it works. The Psychology class would help her decide if she should change her major or not.
Charity has made it to Los Angeles, parked, and is now slowly walking to her class. She almost stops and calls her mom, but it is the middle of the day. There are hundreds of people around, and the idea that her mother would think she is an idiot keeps her from dialing. You can do this. She tells herself while approaching the building and staring at the large double doors. An arm reaches around Charity startling her.
“You going in?” an attractive older gentleman asks. He pauses, standing next to her, waiting for a reply.
Stepping back, she stammers out, “Thinking about it.”
“We are about to start. You don’t want to miss out on the introductions,” he says, pulling the door wide open and holding it for her to enter first. Not wanting to be rude, Charity enters the large room where at least a dozen students are already seated, and another dozen mingle in various corners.
Making her way to the middle of the room, Charity finds a seat that isn’t too close that she may get called on and not too far that she may have trouble hearing or end up looking like an outcast. She sets her bag down by her feet and pulls out her laptop. Logging into the university’s Wi-Fi, she finds her schedule and starts to get familiar with the syllabus before class begins. This is something Charity knows she should have done before today, but she wasn’t too sure she would even make it this far. No point in wasting time on something you are not going to follow through with in the end.
The room fills up quickly. Within a few minutes, every seat is taken. She is lucky to have gotten into this class—it is a popular one. Most people get anxious around large crowds, but after what happened last year, Charity prefers them. The larger, the better.
“Good afternoon, students,” the professor greets the class, and everyone settles down into their seats. “My name is Mr. St. James, but as long as you contribute to the class, you may address me as Cameron. If not, stick with Mr. St. James.” Cameron pauses to write his full name on the large whiteboard behind him. “Welcome to History of Psychology. This is a summer crash course of sorts. You get one less hour a week than you would if you took this class during a fall or spring semester but don’t worry; you have an advantage. You get me. I can only be found here during the summer, so take advantage of me while you can. During our time here on campus, we will discuss many ancient ideas and theologies and study the minds of many historical thinkers.”
Cameron stops talking, takes a slow glance around the room, adjusts his tie, then continues, “Many of you may wonder how we plan on fitting all of this in during this short time but do not worry. In class, we will discuss, and I will give you an assignment to complete on your own that will continue on to the next week. Feel free to pair up if you wish. The assignments may start off simple, but you will quickly learn that isn’t the case for them all.”
The first task Cameron assigns is an imaginary interview with a great mind from the past. It could be anyone of notoriety that is no longer living. The interview must be original and have exactly ten questions, no more, no less, and ten answers, preferably not one-word answers. Charity is intrigued by the man that seems so comfortable in front of at least fifty students. Everyone is silent as he speaks and moves with grace at the front of the room. His voice carries and sounds kind. He wears glasses but keeps taking them off and twirling them between his fingers, so Charity feels that they are only reading glasses. They give him a sense of intelligence that doesn’t always work on everyone. Considering that he is already a college psychology professor, the look fits him well.
Once the class comes to an end, Cameron St. James writes his email on the board next to his name and encourages students to contact him with any questions.
“I am a night owl, so it is never too late to try and message me. I look forward to seeing how creative your minds are. Please email me your final interview by midnight on Tuesday. That way, I might have time to get through all of them before class next Thursday.”
Given the fact that Charity has no life, she finishes her paper rather quickly. Finally having something to do with her time is refreshing. Professor St. James said they could do the assignment on anyone as long as they were no longer living—that was easy for Charity. Edgar Allan Poe was the first person to pop into her mind, and instead of pondering her choice and making the decision difficult, she stuck with it.
Be creative, imaginative. Make it your own. This meant Charity couldn’t just Wikipedia then copy and paste her answers. Anything goes. Fact blending with fiction is what Mr. Cameron St. James is looking for, so that is what he will get. There wasn’t a minimum word count included in the instructions, just ten questions with ten fictitious answers.
Charity emails her complete assignment to the professor on Saturday night before she can change her mind and scrap the whole thing.
To: Mr. Cameron St. James
RE: History of Psychology assignment 1
From: Charity Fellner
An exclusive interview with the mysteriously morbid Edgar Allan Poe
Interviewer: Hello Mr. Poe, I would like to thank you for joining me today. The first question I would like to ask is, Are you aware that you’re dead?
Mr. Poe: Yes, I am quite aware as I have been dead for almost two centuries now. The fact that I am not among the living is rather hard to ignore.
Interviewer: The facts surrounding your death are a little fuzzy. Are you able to clear that up for us today?
Mr. Poe: Well, that was quite some time ago, but I believe that I left the living on my own accord. I had grown bored with the mundane activities of everyday life. I imagined there must be more, and I was correct in my assumption.
Interviewer: I will take your answer as confirmation on suicide, and we will move on from there.
How have you been spending your time in the afterlife?
Mr. Poe: The first several decades were spent in confusion until I found my footing and discovered my place among the dead. Now I have made many allies, and I am part of a battle reenactment group. We meet on Mondays and Thursdays. Some arrogant guy
named Saddam is our captain, but many of us are trying to overturn him and elect this new woman named Betty something or other. She is way more laid back and funny, but some of these guys are still stuck in the era where women are not included. Saddam only ever focuses on one war, and it is getting rather old.
Interviewer: Wow, that’s quite the crew of people you surround yourself with; you might want to branch out a bit. It’s probably a good idea to give Betty the job over Saddam. Tell me, are you aware that the work you did while you were alive has become somewhat legendary?
Mr. Poe: Of course I do. I am not blind. I can see what happens in this now chaotic world. However, some of my work has been twisted and misconstrued but considering that the world is littered with simpletons, this is no surprise to me.
Interviewer: Okay, moving on. Since you can see the world as it is today, what do you think about the rise of technology?
Mr. Poe: It is impressive but being used all wrong. The vast majority of the human population is full of greed and destruction.
Many problems could be solved, diseases cured, but no, for the most part, humans have decided to use the technology to create false idols. People are fighting with other people on the internet over stuff they do not care about and things that do not concern them.
Interviewer: That’s pretty specific and very observant. Given a chance to be reincarnated, would you choose to live a life in today’s society, to start as a new person among the living as the world is today?
Mr. Poe: I do not even know why people are still reproducing. There are so many people. Sure, they have it a million times better, but is it worth it? I died at the age of forty. To me, I had lived a full life. Now people live over twice that long. They also spend the majority of that life working in jobs they hate and surrounded by people they can't stand. Maybe if the population could get cut in half, I would consider signing up for a reincarnation gig.
Interviewer: Are you saying that reincarnation is an option, and in the afterlife, you get to decide whether you do it or not?
Mr. Poe: Yes, there are salespeople that can get rather pushy on the subject. You have to be careful, though, because there is no getting out of it once you sign up. Also, when you are assigned a new life, your old one is gone, along with every memory you had from that life. People like me are never forgotten, you know, the ones that left a stamp but everyday Joes and Janes like yourself will be forgotten entirely.
Interviewer: It is stated that you had a rather tragic life starting at a young age. If given a chance, would you want to relive the life you had, and if so, what changes would you make?
Mr. Poe: I don’t know if I would want to relive the same forty years that I already endured. If I had to, I would like to be given the chance to have my biological parents raise me. I lost them at a very young age, and even though I am grateful to my adopted parents, it was not the same thing. Some people had it far worse than I did.
Interviewer: What is it like in your afterlife? Is it anything you had imagined or written about when you were alive?
Mr. Poe: No, it's nothing like I had imagined; it is also nothing like anyone has written about or predicted. It might be a little like walking among the living, just that there isn’t any pain, not much feeling at all. It is basically however you want it to be, like a lucid dream. I am able to interact with other perished souls, and if I do not want to see someone, then I don’t have to see them at all.
Interviewer: Last question. Of all your written work, what is your favorite?
Mr. Poe: None. Every last bit of it is gibberish. I can't believe people are still reading it after all these years. I was a troubled man, penniless in my time. People love tragedy, and that is why my work became notable after my demise.
Interviewer: Thank you for your time, Mr. Poe. It has been a delight. I look forward to meeting you again in the afterlife.
Charity felt confident when she chose her subject, but after pressing the send button, her confidence falters.




Chapter Two

Only one person ever called Charity these days. Her friends seem to have given up on her after many declined invites to hang out and messages that went unanswered over the past year. So, when her phone rings on Monday morning, she knows it is her only remaining friend, Nikki, without having to check.
“Whatever the question is, the answer is a hard no,” Charity says into her smartphone as she rolls her eyes, anticipating her best friend's rebuttal.
“Uh, hi. I'm looking for Charity Fellner. Do I have the correct number?” a smooth-sounding man asks on the other end.
“Oh, yes!” Charity’s voice rises an octave in surprise. “I’m sorry, this is her.”
“Hi, this is Cameron.” A brief silence leads him into an elaboration. “Cameron St. James, your psychology professor.”
“Oh, yes. I know. Is everything okay? How did you get my number?” Not that she is upset about him calling, it’s just unexpected.
“It's on my roster along with everyone else's number. Is this a bad time?” Cameron asks, almost amusingly.
“No, I can talk. Is something wrong? Is this about the assignment?” Charity sounds worried, and this earns her a slight laugh from Cameron.
“No, nothing like that, but I am glad to learn how easy it is to bend your hard no’s. I am calling about your paper, but nothing is wrong. I would like to talk to you about it. Are you free this afternoon?” Cameron says all of this with ease and amusement.
“This afternoon? I am, but there is a little problem if you want me to meet you on campus. See, I am not near campus. I'm actually pretty far. I only come to LA for class on Thursdays. Otherwise, I am stationed here in Barstow. That’s almost a four-hour drive round trip. Is it something that can wait till Thursday, or maybe something we can discuss over the phone?” Charity doesn’t want to disappoint her professor, but she also has no desire to make an extra trip if it can be avoided.
“Oh, wow, Barstow. Do you commute for all of your courses?” Cameron thinks she must be joking.
“Your class is the only one I am taking this summer, so yeah, I guess you can say I do commute for all of my courses. You can see how coming to meet you today could be a problem,” Charity says.
“Yes, I can see that. Tell you what, can we meet before class starts on Thursday? I really would like to discuss your paper in person. Also, I like to get to know my students one-on-one. That way, I can personalize the work I have to grade. Can you meet me at the coffee shop on campus at, let's say, three? That would give us plenty of time to chat and get to know each other.” Charity thinks this was an odd request; none of her other teachers had ever wanted to get to know her before. However, she likes the idea.
“I can do that, yeah. I’ll see you Thursday at three.” They hang up, and Charity spends the next three days contemplating different scenarios in her head. How bad was it? Did he hate it? Would she have to redo the assignment? Would he recommend that psychology just might not be for her?
Before she knows it, Thursday has arrived, and she is parking her beat-up Blazer in front of King Hall. Cameron had sent a text that morning to clarify which of the several coffee shops he meant. When Charity walks into Café 84, Cameron St. James is already waiting for her at a two-top table in the back.
Ever since that night last year, Charity does not pay much attention to her appearance. She hasn’t had any need to, given the fact that she never goes anywhere. As she spots Cameron idly scrolling through his phone across the room, she starts to regret not putting in any effort before leaving her house. The two-hour car ride most likely didn’t help her out any. Glancing at her reflection in the glass door, she ruffles her hair up, trying for the purposeful messy and a little sexy look.
“Charity!” Cameron calls to her. She turns from the door and gives him a weak smile. As she approaches the table, Cameron stands and pulls a chair out for her. Such a gentleman, Charity thinks. She can’t ever recall a time that a date or anyone had made such a gesture like this before.
“Hi. I'm sorry, have you been here long?” Charity asks.
“Not at all. I was just checking some emails before you got here. I hate to admit it, but I still had a couple of papers to read before class today. What can I get you?” Charity is confused by the question before she remembers that they are in a coffee shop and ordering some coffee would be ideal.
“Oh, I’ll just have a latte. Thanks.” Charity excuses herself to the restroom while Cameron orders her drink. It was a long drive, and she has been holding a full bladder for a while now. She could also go for an honest look at her reflection before settling in at the table. In the small two-stall bathroom, Charity stares into the mirror for almost five minutes. She scrutinizes her dry pale skin, wiggles her slightly crooked nose, a souvenir from her attack last year. She criticizes her flat, dull brown hair. At five-foot-seven, Charity always thought she was tall for a girl. However, after standing next to Cameron, who must be over six feet, she feels like a child in his company. She should, compared to him, that is precisely what she is.
Charity exits the restroom in her loose V-neck tee, purposely ripped skinny jeans, and scuffed-up, lace-less checkered Vans feeling about as unattractive as she ever has. Cameron again rises from his chair as Charity approaches the table and offers her a large latte.
“Thank you so much. I need this,” Charity says, taking the cup from his hands and sitting in the seat across from her professor. That is what she needs to keep reminding herself. He is her professor, her superior, her senior. She shouldn’t be worried about him finding her attractive as it can’t lead anywhere, even if he did. She is sure there was some kind of rule about him getting involved with his students anyway. She is getting ahead of herself, so she shakes it off and tries to focus on why he had asked her to meet him.
“Have you been meeting with students all week?” Charity asks.
“Huh? Um, no, you're the first student I have asked. Of course, your assignment was the first one I received. Even so, it still stands out, high above the others.” Cameron takes a sip of his black coffee and meets Charity's confused gaze.
“Oh, on the phone, you said you like to get to know your students one-on-one, so I just assumed that you had started doing that before me, considering most people that attend school here live much closer than I do. Sorry I couldn’t meet with you sooner. I hope you understand.” Charity is concerned that she may be reprimanded or have points marked off her assignment. She isn’t sure how this works. None of her past teachers had ever asked for a private meeting outside of the classroom; this is all so foreign to her.
“Well, you are the first. It is still early, and I’ll make my way through everyone eventually. I was surprised by your subject choice, and you piqued my interest. I just had to meet you face to face and ask. Why Poe?” Cameron leans back in his chair, cupping his hot mug with both hands as he waits for a response.
“You did say it could be anyone of notoriety that was no longer living. So, that meant my grandmother was out, but anyone else that a stranger may be familiar with was on the table. He was the first to pop into my head, so I went with it. Was it a bad choice?” Charity looks abashed, but she will not falter. There is no way he is going to make her redo the assignment. If he was looking for a more specific subject matter, he should have been more precise in the assignment description.
“No, not bad at all. I have been doing this summer course for five years now. I give this assignment out every year as an icebreaker of sorts. You are the first to choose such a macabre interviewee. Most people tend to go with the obvious. Faulkner, Einstein, Mother Tereasa. It was refreshing, but it wasn’t just your subject. It was how you conducted the interview.” Cameron sits his mug on the table and issues her a warm smile. A smile so sincere that Charity feels a tightening in her gut, a longing she hasn’t felt in a while.
“You interviewed his ghost, very unique and impressive. No one has ever gone that route before, and not only was it pretty good, but I also found it quite humorous.”
Charity lets out a sigh of reprieve, “That’s a relief to hear. You had me a little worried there. Poe was seen as a mad man; he died destitute and unpopular. I wanted to interview him as I saw him. I typically think of dead people as ghosts, not how they were when alive, but how they might be now. Weird, I know. Also, I wasn’t alive back then, so I have no idea what questions would have been asked when he was alive.”
“Tell me, Charity, why are you taking my class?” Hesitation takes over Charity. She knows why, she just isn’t sure she is ready to share that information—not with him or anyone else.
“Call me adventurous. I want to know more about the human mind, and I figured History in Psychology was a good start.” Charity replies with a smile. Her nerves are starting to settle a bit, and a feeling of comfort is slowly taking over.
“That it is. Be careful exploring too deeply. A mind is something some people can get lost in, but is also something people tend to lose.” Cameron reaches over to a satchel that hangs from the back of his chair and pulls out some papers.  “I hope to see many more like this in the coming weeks, Miss Fellner.” He sets the papers in front of Charity. It is a printed copy of her assignment; on the top, written in red pen, is a silly face scribbled into the one hundred. Just like a grade school teacher would have done.
The two of them chat until it is time for class. Cameron escorts Charity out of the coffee shop, and they part ways upon entering the building. For the next three hours, Charity daydreams about his lips. The lips that speak so smoothly to the students that surround her. She thinks about them up close, releasing warm breath that somehow sends shivers down her spine. She chooses a closer seat this time, now feeling comforted by her professor's presence. She imagines those lips meeting her own, then dipping lower and pressing into her collar bone. She watches Cameron St. James move with ease; she catalogs everything about him. He will lean against his desk and hike up his left foot. His khaki pants bunching up around his crotch, and if you look close enough, you can see an outline—or maybe she is imaging that part. Halfway through class, he removes his sports coat, then shortly after that, unbuttons his cuffs and rolls the sleeves up to his elbows. Fuck! Charity inwardly groans. Those forearms looked like they could work magic. It has been way too long since Charity has been with a man, and at the moment, she is feeling the side effects of physical neglect.
Cameron St. James is tall and lean. He has what one might call a runner's body. She just knows under all that sophisticated material is muscle she could gnaw on forever. Looking around, she notices the stares. Charity isn’t the only one drooling over teacher today. However, a sly smirk takes over her face as she knows she is the only one he had walked to class, the only one he had met for coffee that afternoon, and the only one who had gotten a printed copy of her assignment back with his stamp of approval on it. Yeah, she feels pretty special.




Chapter Three

Because Charity had spent all of her time during class enthralled with Mr. St. James, she had no idea what he’d assigned for the following week. What little notes she took down make no sense to her. Great, only a week in, and I am already falling behind, Charity thinks. By Friday night, she decides to send her professor an embarrassing email, figuring it is better than being embarrassed by showing up with no assignment in hand. After all, she didn’t know any of the other students in the class, it was not like she could just ask a random person to send their notes her way. Less than five minutes after hitting send, her phone rings.
“Hello,” Charity has learned her lesson after the last call and actually checks before answering. She knew who it was as his number is now programmed in her phone under ‘Hot Teacher'.
“Hello, Miss Fellner,” Cameron says from the other end.
“Please, call me Charity.”
“I got your email. You have some confusion over the assignment?” he sounds amused. That seems to be a theme when it comes to Charity. Cameron finds her funny, and she likes that.
“I am sorry, I must have spaced. What was it again?” Charity tries to not sound like a child, but the squeak in her voice wins out.
“Now, that doesn’t sound like you at all. Whatever came over you? My first impression was that you are a very attentive student. Was I wrong?” Cameron now sounds stern, adding authority to his tone.
“No, not at all. I usually am. I don’t know, could you please just maybe email me the details?” Charity isn’t sure if he is upset with her. She truly hopes he isn’t.
“I will be glad to go over the details with you, Charity. Meet me for dinner tomorrow night.” He does not state this as a request but more of a demand.
“In LA? Wait, is that even allowed?” Charity isn’t sure what he might be asking.
“If you want to come to LA, that will work, but I would be more than happy to meet you somewhere of your choosing. As far as it being allowed, no one has to know but us.” Confidence bleeds out of Cameron and seep into Charity's ear. In the back of her mind, a tiny warning bell is trying to break through. She ignores it, figuring it’s her recent fears trying to talk her out of doing anything worthwhile, just like it had been doing for the last year.
“I guess I could come to LA; a Saturday drive won't be so bad. Could I meet you somewhere?” Charity figures she could crash at Nikki’s place for the night instead of having to drive back. She also feels more comfortable driving herself and not depending on him for a ride.
“That would be great. I’ll text you the info. Till tomorrow.” The line goes dead, and that feeling in Charity’s gut is back. She is full of excitement, anticipation, and something else Charity can’t quite place.
✽✽✽
 
Charity spends all day Saturday fretting over what to wear. Cameron St. James always looks so proper and put together. One can tell that he has style and possibly even a little money. She isn’t sure how much a college professor made each year, but she guesses it had to be more than a public school teacher. Her mother works as a teacher's aide, and has for the last twenty years. Without a degree, she couldn’t be a full-time teacher, but Ms. Fellner was content with her career path and meager salary. Charity wasn’t. She doesn’t resent her mother for the choices she made, but she wants more in life. Loretta Fellner struggled, raising a child on her own wasn’t easy, but they managed, and for that, Charity was grateful.
Charity met Nikki Bloss at orientation before starting her freshman year at the University of Southern California. They were both scholarship students and fast friends. Even though they were nothing alike, they got along more than Charity had with any of the friends that came before Nikki.
Nikki is outgoing. That’s a nice way to put it. She is wild, easy to like, and at times a little crazy. She never pressures Charity into doing anything she doesn’t want to do and always has her back. Nikki is from San Jose, and at the start of her sophomore year, when she had turned twenty-one, she got a job and an apartment with a couple of other friends in Los Angeles. The two don’t see much of each other anymore, but they talk almost every other day.
After deciding to go with a simple summer dress and strappy heels for the evening, Charity calls her best friend.
“Hey, trick! You have been to LA twice in the last two weeks, and you haven’t come to see me. What's your deal?” this is Nikki’s way of answering the phone.
“You were at work, hooker. But I can see you tonight. What time do you get off?” Charity replies.
“Well, you could have come and seen me at the bar, duh! Anyway, are you coming into town today?” Nikki asks.
“I sure am,” Charity responds.
“Sweet! I close though, won't be home till around three.” Charity can visualize Nikki’s pouting face as she says this.
“That’s cool; maybe I can go hang out at the bar till you get off, you can vouch for me at the bar so they will let me in. Of course, I will not want to drive back so late, can I crash at your place?” Charity asks with eagerness. She knows the answer will be yes, but she is always a little woeful when asking for a favor.
“Always! You coming just to see me?”
“It's Saturday night. I need to get out of here for a bit. Now that I have started getting out of this house again, I can’t stand to stay locked up in it all the time anymore. So yes, I am coming just for you.” Charity hates lying to her friend but doesn’t want to mention her dinner plans. Cameron had said they should keep it between them, and she didn’t want to lose his trust before she even had it.
“Alright, trick, I’ll see you when you get here. I'll be the one slaving behind the bar for all the posh drunks around here,” Nikki complains.
“Shut up! You love it,” Charity says with a laugh.
They end their call, and Charity feels less anxious now that she knows her follow-up plan. If Cameron doesn’t show or ends up being a creeper, she can always hightail it out of there and head over to see Nikki.
✽✽✽
 
Pulling up to the restaurant, Charity checks her reflection in the visor mirror. She never felt beautiful, but she put extra effort into her appearance tonight. Not sure why, she scolds herself for being audacious. Cameron St. James seems like a stand-up guy, at least so far. There is no reason why she should think he wants to do anything other than talk about her assignment. He is hot, though, and she just might be open to other scenarios. Well, scenarios that might lead to him seeing the pretty lace underwear that she wore just in case.
Walking into the elegant restaurant, Charity almost runs right into Cameron. He stands at the hostess podium, a broad smile lighting up his face.
He takes her hand and brings it to his lips, giving her knuckles a slight swipe, almost not even touching, the smile never leaving his face. “Charity, you made it. How was your drive?”             
Stumbling for words, Charity feels almost light-headed by his close contact. “Uh, yeah. I mean, it was okay. And you?” she grimaces, “I mean, you made it too. That’s good.” She sounds like an idiot, so she decides to stop talking before more verbal diarrhea comes out of her mouth.
Cameron lets out a laugh and takes her hand as the hostess shows them to their table. He is wearing black dress pants and a white button-up shirt. Charity is hoping that he gets a little warm during dinner so that he might roll up those sleeves again. Their server arrives, goes over the specials, and leaves them with a menu after Cameron orders a bottle of wine. Charity, only being twenty, hasn’t the faintest idea what kind, and she doesn’t care. A glass is offered to her without question, and she accepts.
After they order, Cameron asks, “Tell me, Charity, what made you say yes?”
Charity, having just taken a sip of the tart wine, almost chokes but recovers quickly, “I’m sorry. Say yes to what?”
“To having dinner with me tonight,” Cameron says, all confidence and class as he swirls the wine in his glass, gives it a sniff then takes a small, almost non-existent sip.
“I wasn’t aware that I had a choice. I asked for details on the week's assignment, and you said I could get them over dinner.” Charity looks confused, so Cameron narrows his eyes in her direction.
“I didn’t take you for a dunce. I know you are smarter than that.” Cameron’s eyes widen, waiting for her to respond.
“Excuse me! I am not a dunce,” Charity says, clearly insulted.
“Then do not act like one around me. It is not an attractive quality.” The waiter arrives with their salads giving Charity a moment to gather her senses.
“Again, I am sorry for my naivete. I have never been invited to dine with one of my professors. I am not familiar with the protocol.” Charity casts her gaze down and adjusts the napkin on her lap, not wanting to meet his stare.
“That is alright, dear. We both know that this,” Cameron waves a finger between the two of them, “is going to happen. Maybe not tonight, but it will happen. Can’t you feel it? We must not ignore the chemistry between us.”
A blush creeps up Charity’s neck and heats her face. She is ashamed that he sees her innocence. Not that she is all that innocent, but he was forced to be so forward with her, and she almost likes it. She has never had a conversation like this with a man. She’s only been with boys. Prom night creeps into her mind and causes her to cringe internally. Once there was that twenty-something Freshman year, but he was still just a boy in her eyes. Cameron St. James is all man, and he just admitted in so many words that he wants to fuck her. “Mr. St. James,” she starts.
“Cameron! Always call me Cameron. There is no need to be so formal,” he interrupts.
“Yes, Cameron. I am aware of this chemistry that you speak of, but I find it rather presumptuous of you to think I would be so willing.” Charity lowers her head, smoothing out the napkin on her lap once again to hide the delight that must show on her face.
“In time, my dear Charity, in time.” Cameron begins to eat his salad, and Charity follows suit.
After their meals arrive, Charity decides to change the subject. “You are only here during the summer. Where do you live the rest of the year?”
“Rangeley, Maine. It is a small town right on the outskirts of New Hampshire.”
“What do you do there?” Charity asks.
“Why, I live! But I also teach, well I used to teach. Now I mainly write and fish,” Cameron says as he cuts into his steak, myoglobin pooling all over his plate and soaking into his potatoes.
“You fish?” Charity asks in surprise. “You do not look like someone that fishes.”
The truth is, Cameron hardly ever goes fishing anymore. He still likes to tell people that it is one of his active hobbies because it makes him seem wholesome and down to earth.
“You mean I am not wearing a decade-old ball cap, drinking cheap beer, or reek of certain oceanic qualities?” Cameron looks amused as he takes a bite of his steak and slowly chews his food.
“Yeah, something like that,” Charity says, sounding bashful.
“Rangeley is a fishing and farming town, mainly cattle farming. It is a couple of hours from the coast, fishing and crabbing are how most people there make their living. Most Rangeley people fish, well the majority of people in Maine for that matter and not all of them look like a typical fisherman. At least I don’t. It is more for leisure than a sport for me. I am surprised that out of the two things I mentioned, you fixated on the fishing one. Hm,” Cameron gives her a smug look, so Charity tries to backpedal.
“What do you write?” Charity picks at her fish; she is suddenly too nervous to eat.
“Mystery. You don’t like it,” Cameron announces, calling their server over to the table.
“Mystery? No, I like mystery, but I am more of a romance reader,” Charity says, a little confused.
“Your food, you don’t like your food.” The server arrives and asks if everything is okay. “No, the lady is not pleased. Charity, what would you like?”
“Oh, no, it’s fine,” Charity says, trying to keep the server from taking her plate away.
“Nonsense, order whatever you want,” Cameron demands.
“Okay, can I have a piece of cheesecake?” Charity asks.
“Of course,” the server replies and reaches for her plate.
“Oh, but I still want the fish. Could you bag it up for me?” Charity asks, smiling up at the irritated man.
“It would be my pleasure,” he says, walking away with her food.
“You’re a dessert before dinner kind of girl,” Cameron states.
“I am a dessert at any time kind of girl,” Charity replies, clearly delighted that she is about to get cheesecake.
After dinner, Cameron walks Charity to her Blazer. “I feel bad that you have to drive all the way home this late. I also feel inclined to invite you back to my place,” Cameron says as they reach her car.
“Nice try, but I have a friend here that I am going to go spend the night with,” Charity smugly replies.
“Oh really. Who might this friend be?” Cameron tries to hide the possessiveness in his tone, but Charity catches it.
“Her name is Nikki; she is also a student at SoCal. She is at work right now, so I am going to meet her over there.”
“Well, if she is a student, then I guess it would be best not to invite myself to tag along. Since you will be here in the morning, have brunch with me tomorrow,” Cameron is hesitant to let her leave and looks for any branch he can grab onto so that he might see her again soon.
“Okay,” Charity nods.
“Okay?” Cameron repeats.
“Yes, text me the details, and I will meet you before I head home tomorrow.” Cameron gives Charity a lingering kiss on the forehead before she climbs into her car and drives away.
Her mind is racing. She has never had these feelings before, and for an almost stranger, this is insane. She can’t wrap her head around how he managed to get into her mind so fast. Not only that, but he is slithering into other places as well. The skin on her forehead tingles from his touch. As she drives, one hand mindlessly reaches up to gently touch the spot his lips had been. All Charity wants is more. More of Cameron St. James and more of his touch.




Chapter Four

Charity may not be of legal age to drink, but nothing is holding her back with her best friend as the bartender. She didn’t plan on drinking so much, but Nikki just keeps placing them in front of her. Cameron sent her a text with the address of the DoubleTree Hotel and a time to meet. A few hours later, after she had started to loosen up, she sends a text back asking if he wants a booty call. His response is, “Whenever you are ready.” Tempting, Charity thinks.
Nikki pesters her all night, asking who she is texting. After a few drinks, Charity is having a hard time not spilling the beans. Finally, she decides to turn her phone off and just chat with Nikki about what her best friend has been up to lately. Shifting the focus works, Charity is able to keep her mouth shut about Professor St. James for the rest of the night.
It is ten in the morning, and Charity is having a hard time dragging herself off Nikki’s couch. She didn’t know how her friend managed to stay up so late almost every night, but then again, she wasn’t the one drinking. After taking a quick shower and borrowing some of Nikki’s clean clothes, she decides to go ahead and swallow the mouth wash that swishes inside her mouth. Alcohol fumes are seeping out of her pores, and she desperately needs to mask them. She doesn’t want Cameron to think she is the typical college girl who parties all the time.
Charity rushes out of Nikki’s apartment with the excuse that she wants to make it home before her mom gets out of church. She is running late, so before starting up her car, she sends Cameron a quick text saying, “On my way.” However, once she is shut into her hot car, the overpowering smell of rotting fish hits her before she can drive off. She left her dinner from last night in the car, and now she needs to stop at the dumpsters and get rid of it right away.
Not wanting to be too late, she speeds over to the Doubletree, pulls into the parking lot, and spots Cameron waiting outside for her. He is leaning against a dark blue Corvette. She didn’t take him for a muscle car kind of guy.
“Hey,” Charity says, a little breathless as she shuts her driver’s side door after parking next to him.
“Hey,” Cameron replies. He is wearing jeans and a tightly fitted tee-shirt—he has never looked more appealing in Charity’s eyes.
Pushing off the car, Cameron moves to open the passenger door, “Get in,” he says, and she does.
“Is this your car?” Charity asks.
Cameron lets out an embarrassed laugh, “No! This is a rental. Don’t worry, I am not a douche, and I am not overcompensating for anything. It was all they had at the rental place.”
On their way to the diner, Charity asks, “Is that where you are staying?” she points in the direction they just came from.
“Yes, my room has a separate living area and a small kitchen. More equipped than your average hotel and less expensive than a resort-style place. It is small but a bit of a reprieve from home.”
“What is your home like?” Charity inquires.
“Less like the room I am staying in now. Perhaps you can see it some time,” Cameron gives her a wink then focuses back on the road.
“Your hotel room or your house?” Charity laughs.
“Mmm, both. I have a feeling that in time, it may be in the cards for you to see both.” They pull into the diner parking lot, and Charity is simultaneously perplexed and intrigued by his answer.
Over brunch, the pair talk about everything. Cameron’s writing, where he has taught in the past. Charity’s family, or lack of, her studies and anything else they can fit into the morning. She admits that she isn’t much of a reader. When she does pick up a book for pure pleasure and not something that has been assigned for a class it is mostly smut. Charity asks him about his books, and he is a little vague, but he promises to give her a copy of one soon. Before they know it, time has flown by, and Charity bemoans having to drive back to Barstow. Cameron emails this week's assignment to her as they sit at the table, and assures her that she will do well. They say their goodbyes with promises to do it again.
Charity is high as a kite on the drive back. She hasn’t felt this way in God knows how long. It feels good, and she wants to hold onto it.
On Thursday morning, she gets a text from Cameron telling her to pack an overnight bag. She does not respond to the text, but she does pack the bag. They had been communicating back and forth all week. Charity highly enjoyed the good morning and good night texts she was now getting. It has been a long time since anyone had shown her any interest. Not that she’d been giving anyone a chance lately.
She sees him passing her glances during his lecture. He usually smiles as he speaks, but today she has a feeling that the smile is more for her and less for the love of his job. Once the class is over, everyone gathers their belongings and heads for the door. Charity is one of the last to leave. She hasn’t spoken to Cameron since the night before, and she never answered his last text, but she plays the role of ‘just your average student’ well.
“Miss Fellner, can I see you for a moment?” Cameron calls from where he sits behind his desk. Charity glances around but sees that the room is almost empty, and no one is paying her any attention. Slowly, she makes her way over to the desk as Cameron stands.
“Yes, Mr. St. James?” she asks coyly.
“What have I told you about calling me that?” Cameron says as the last student leaves the room, the door slams, echoing around them, making it clear that they are alone.
“Well, you called me Miss Fellner.” She tugs on her bottom lip with her teeth, and this causes Cameron’s slacks to tighten.
“Enough with the games, Charity. Did you get my text?” Cameron demands as he grabs her by the hips and brings her in closer to him. She can smell the mint gum he chews on his breath and gets a little light-headed.
“I did, and I did.” Charity states with a smug smile feeling proud of herself.
“Good, let's have dinner. I will bring you back to your vehicle in the morning.”
“Okay,” Charity replies. Cameron gathers his things, and they wait a few minutes before they exit the building just in case any students are mingling in the parking lot. During dinner, they can’t keep their hands off each other, stealing a handhold here, a toe tap there. Little conversation is had. They can’t seem to concentrate enough to form full sentences.
After dinner, Cameron heads straight for the hotel. There is no question as to what is happening—they both know what this is—or at least Charity hopes this is what she thinks it is. After all, she did shave her legs for tonight.
✽✽✽
 
Cameron is attentive, caring, giving. Charity has never experienced anything like it before. None of her past partners came close. He makes sure she is satisfied in every way; he asks questions that she is hesitant to answer, but he pushes for her to express herself.
After they have fully explored each other's bodies, they lay in bed and talk. She learns that he is forty-two, has never been married, and has no children. He learns that her mother raised her; Charity hasn’t seen her father since she was six and is an only child.
“Me too,” Cameron says into the dark.
“You haven’t seen my father either?” she teases.
“No, the only child thing. My father died a little over five years ago—a heart attack. It happened right before I took the summer teaching job here in California. But no one has seen my mother since I was eight, I think?” Cameron says, his voice going low.
“She disappear or something?” Charity asks, trying to see his facial expression in the dark.
“Yeah, something like that.” Cameron hops out of bed and pulls Charity with him. “Come on. This place has a jacuzzi tub.” She wants to know more about what happened to his mother, but she doesn't ask, considering the discussion might ruin the current mood.
That was all it took. One night and the two of them were hooked. Charity tried going home after that but being away from him hurt, physically and emotionally. She didn’t get it; no one had ever done this to her before. Cameron felt the same. After one night together, followed by one night apart, Cameron told her to bring a bigger overnight bag. Charity told her mother that she was staying over at Nikki’s. Loretta was so elated that her little girl had finally broken free of the shell she built around herself, that she didn’t think anything of it.
They had a hard time trying to play it cool during class. Every moment off-campus was spent together. Charity had almost forgotten about her fears—almost.
One month into their summer love affair, they ate ice cream and watched Jimmy Fallon in Cameron's large hotel room, naked after a somewhat heated activity. Charity had spent the last couple of days with her mother, and they were making up for lost time. Cameron gets off the couch to rinse their bowls out once the show ends. Charity sits in a daze, absorbing her surroundings when the news catches her attention.




“A body was discovered early this morning washed up on the sands of El Matador Beach. The identity is yet to be revealed, but sources say that it was a female, and police believe it may be the body of Christina Wallace, the thirty-eight-year-old Pilates instructor that went missing last month. Investigators still have no leads on her disappearance from her LA studio, and the only hope is that the body found today has a story to tell us.”


Charity is frozen as she now stares at a picture of Christina on the large flat screen. She avoids watching television for this very reason; it all comes back to her. That night, the man, the broken bones, the struggle, the what-ifs.
Cameron comes back over to Charity, bringing her out of her trance. “Hey.”
Charity almost jumps off the cushion, “Oh, hey, sorry, what?”
“I asked if you were ready to turn in. Are you alright? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Cameron’s concerned voice calms her.
“Yeah, I’m okay. Yes, let's go to bed.” Happy to flick off the screen, she tosses the remote and tries to forget about the disturbing news story.
After they make love one more time, Charity lay in bed, unable to sleep. She can’t get the picture of the masked man out of her head. She realizes that she hasn’t even thought about him since Cameron came around. She is grateful to have him; with him here, she knows the picture will soon fade and possibly disappear forever.




Chapter Five

The summer is coming to an end. With that, Charity knows that Cameron will leave, go back home and carry on with his life. She is disappointed, but she knew it was coming. It’s not like they could have a real relationship. He is twice her age. To prepare herself, Charity starts to make excuses as to why she needs to go home some nights during the week, but by the time August starts, Charity learns something. She has been so wrapped up in her temporary love affair that she didn’t even notice. She starts scouring her calendar, checking the dates. Sure enough, she is late, like really late. She hasn’t had a cycle since early June.
They have been careful, and they use protection every time because Charity is not on birth control. At least that was what Charity thought. As she pondered back on all their escapades, there may have been a time or two where they were in the heat of the moment, and Cameron may not have thought about it, or maybe he just failed to stop and do the right thing and wrap it up.
Rushing out of the house, she grabs her keys and asks her mom if she needs anything from Walgreens.
“Tylenol, please. The big bottle. And get the store brand, it’s cheaper,” Loretta calls from the kitchen.
She decides to get a multi-pack of at-home test kits and almost forgets her mothers' request. Having to go back inside the store for a second purchase, she stops at the pharmacy stand to make an inquiry.
“Just out of curiosity, do you sell the Plan B pill here?” Charity never thought she would have to ask this question. She is grateful a young girl is working today.
“Yeah, we do,” the clerk replies.
“Would someone need a prescription to get one?” Charity asks.
“No, just about fifty bucks,” she says with a small smile.
“Thanks.” Charity is on her way out the door and on her way to find out if she will need to gather up fifty bucks without her mother finding out.
The clerk calls her back over before Charity can exit the store, “But you have to take it like right away for it to work.”
“Shit! Thanks.” She leaves the store franticly. Maybe it's not too late. She hopes.
✽✽✽
 
Six tests, that’s how many were in the box, and that is how many positive results both Charity and Nikki are staring at right now. Nikki knows about Cameron. Charity was able to keep it a secret for about five seconds before getting called out. She had forgotten that Nikki could see where she is at all times. After Charity’s attack last year, Nikki and Charity linked their locations to each other's phone; that way, if anything did happen—or if someone just didn’t reply to a text fast enough—the other would know where they were and if they were safe.
Nikki had shown up at the Doubletree one night busting Charity in a lie after Charity said she was at home in Barstow. She was cool about it, a little disgusted but happy that her friend was finally getting some and wasn’t actually tied up in some creep’s hotel room against her will.
Charity called Nikki as soon as she left Walgreens and promised not to take the test without her. It was a challenging hour and a half, but she managed to wait while her friend rushed over, getting there in record time. Charity may be almost twenty-one, but she still feels shame. She was supposed to do something with her life. She was the one that was going to create a change for the Fellner’s. Now she would end up just like her mother, not that her mother had a crappy life, but she wanted more—no, she needed more.
“You have to tell him,” Nikki finally says.
“Why, what good would that do? He doesn’t live here; it's not like we are going to get married or anything. He has a life back in Maine, one that I am sure he wants to get back to and without a baby. He is forty-two and doesn’t have any children. Do you know what that says about him? That he doesn’t want any children.” Charity buries her head in her hands and starts to softly cry into her palms.
“All that may be true, but he has a right to know. If it were the other way around, wouldn’t you like to have a say in it? What if you decide to keep the baby? He is gonna come back here next summer, call you up and ask you out as the baby cries in the background? Not cool, Charity.” Nikki is right, and Charity knows it.
Lifting her head up, Charity says, “Will you tell him? I can't do it. I can’t watch his face as he has to absorb this shit.”
“Woman up, bitch. You are doing this. After your last class this week. In-person, not on the phone. Got it?” This is why Charity loves her best friend so much. Nikki gets shit done.
✽✽✽
 
All week Cameron has been concerned about the unanswered messages he left Charity. The truth is she couldn’t talk to him until she saw him face-to-face. She couldn't trust herself not to slip. The last couple of days were spent going back and forth with her options. The conclusion—she is going to keep it. There is no other option, even if that means dropping out of school and picking up a crappy job. No matter what Cameron decides, her mind is made up. In seven or eight months, Charity Fellner will become a mother.
It’s Thursday evening. Cameron doesn’t have to ask her to stay after class. Charity doesn’t move from her seat as the room empties, and Cameron’s eyes never leave her.
Cameron makes his way over to where Charity sits and takes the seat next to her. “What's going on? Am I being punished for something?”
Clearing her throat, Charity looks up at him and spits out, “I’m pregnant.” She sits there waiting for the inevitable denial, the refusal, the rebuttal. It never comes. Instead, a large, joy-filled smile takes over Cameron’s face.
“Really? Are you for sure?” he asks.
“Yes, I am pretty sure,” Charity replies.
Cameron jumps up from his chair and grabs Charity taking her into a tight embrace. His face is buried in her hair, but she thinks he may be crying. She didn’t know how he would react, but this is unexpected.
“Are you happy?” Charity asks into his chest.
“Aren’t you? Of course, I am happy. This is excellent news.” He pulls away, looks her in the eye then plants a long kiss on her lips. When he backs up again, Charity is speechless.
“You are okay with this? You want kids?” Charity stammers.
“Am I okay? I am ecstatic. I wasn’t even sure if I could make kids. Well, I don’t know if I want kids, but I want a kid, at least this kid,” Cameron says as he places a palm on Charity’s flat stomach.
“Wow! This is not the response I thought I would get.” Charity says, blinking a few times uncontrollably.
“Are you kidding me? This is great. We need to celebrate. Come on, I am taking you out, whatever you want. But no alcohol and no sushi.” Cameron’s actions set Charity off guard, but she goes with it. She was planning on raising this baby alone, so this is a good thing—right?
From that moment on, Cameron is in full take-over mode. He sets up doctor's appointments. Escorts Charity to her home to inform her mother of the news. Before she knows it, they are at the Justice of the Peace exchanging vows. She isn’t even sure of the exact moment they had become engaged. It was a whirlwind, and Charity has no idea what is happening or what to do.
Cameron assured her that she will love Maine. She can take classes online, and after the baby is born, she could enroll in a college up there. When she reminds him of her scholarship, he says not to worry; he has it covered. Charity still doesn’t know the extent of Cameron’s wealth. This makes her realize that she doesn’t know much about him at all.
Getting hitched at the JP while almost three months pregnant wasn’t what Charity had envisioned for her wedding, but it is what she got. Cameron postponed his flight back to Maine so he could make arrangements to take Charity with him. He assures her that there is plenty of room in his family home for not only her but for their new addition as well. Apparently, there is nothing pressing that Cameron needs to get back to right away, and the summer caretaker is happy to stay on for an additional month. Summer caretaker? Charity thinks. What have I gotten myself into?
The delay in leaving California allows Charity to say a proper goodbye to her mother and to arrange a booze-free night out with Nikki. Her mother
isn’t happy with Charity’s decision to leave in such haste, but what could she do? It is Charity’s life to live as she chooses.
Cameron is very helpful, informative, and nurturing during the entire transition. He leaves Charity alone and gives her their last few days to spend how she chooses while he ties up some loose ends. On the way to the airport, their cab driver has the radio set to the local news. They talk of a young woman who had gone missing this past week.




“Lorelai Parks was last seen picking up her dry cleaning at a place close to her home. The bagged garments were found inside her car which was parked in her driveway. The driver's side door was open; keys were in the ignition; Lorelai was nowhere to be found.”



Charity can’t get out of California fast enough. She wants to put her fears and everything that comes along with them behind her. She is grateful for Cameron and all that he has to offer her and their unborn child. At the same time, she is a little unsure, she just keeps telling herself that it is natural to second guess a big change like the one she is making.




Chapter Six

The pair fly into Milan, New Hampshire, then take a charter flight into Rangeley. During their travels, Cameron tells Charity all about what she could expect from Maine. She had never been and was curious how different the other side of the continent she has lived her entire life would be. According to Cameron, it would get cold (she already knew that part), but the scenery was well worth it.
Charity had never traveled far from California, where she was born and grew up. A few drives into Mexico, one to Nevada, and a dozen or so trips to Washington were about as far as she had gotten. She has family in Washington. Her aunt and cousins live there, but they preferred coming down to California for their annual visits. Charity is scared about the sudden change but also excited. She is trying to keep the excitement up so that it will overshadow the fear.
On the drive from the airport, Cameron tries to give her details about the house she will be living in, but nothing could prepare her for what she is looking at now. Twisted roads surround lush green landscapes leading up to a century-old mansion. Cameron had said it was a farmhouse built by his great grandfather in the early nineteen-hundreds. ‘Farmhouse’ is not a word she would use to describe this place.
“Wow,” Charity breathes.
“You like it?” Cameron asks from the driver's seat.
“You are very deceptive, Mr. St. James. This place is incredible.” Charity looks over at him with a wry smile.
“Well, not too deceptive, Mrs. St. James. The original house was just a farmhouse. It sat right in the middle of over two hundred acres of cleared land. It is still there, but this house, the main house that we will live in, was added in nineteen-thirty-two by my grandfather. His wife, Elise, insisted on better accommodations.” They finally reach the front of the house; Cameron stops the car and hops out. Charity doesn’t move until the door is opened for her.
She steps out, and a calmness immediately takes over. She feels at ease; the air here is so fresh, almost sensual. Looking up, she tries to take it all in. The sweet, powdery scent of blue violets fills her senses, they surround her, and she sees that they are scattered all over the beautiful greens in front of the house. It is a little late in the season for them to be blooming; she is impressed with his gardeners’ skills. Three stories, the first is practically hidden behind hedges. The second has multiple bay windows throughout the front of the house, and the third sports a few French doors that open
up to a wrap-around balcony. The top of the house is complete with ancient-looking wood arches, and triangular windows that must belong to an attic. They look a little creepy but also inspiring at the same time.
Everywhere Charity looks, thick dark wood panels surround her, the trim is a rich chocolate color, and the rest is painted in ancient white. The garden surrounding the mansion is well kept but not pristine, almost left to look wild and natural. Flowers of all colors burst out in random places making the entire scene look like a fairytale.
Cameron pops the trunk and starts unloading their bags just as the ten-foot-tall double doors swing open. Charity is startled and lets out a gasp.
“Mrs. Lawrence, how is everything?” Cameron asks the older woman that exits the home. Her gait is slow; she must be at least seventy. Her greyish black hair looks wild piled on the top of her head. She hobbles down the steps to meet the couple.
“Oh, Mr. St. James, I am so glad you made it back safely. This must be the new lady of the house,” Mrs. Lawrence stops, waiting for proper introductions.
Cameron stands behind Charity, placing both hands on her shoulders. “Charity, this is the groundskeeper's wife, Nina Lawrence, she takes care of the house while I am away. Mrs. Lawrence, meet my wife, Charity St. James.”
Charity reaches a hand out, and the old woman takes it in both of her cold, wrinkly yet welcoming palms, giving it a tight squeeze. “It is nice to meet you, Mrs. Lawrence,” Charity says.
“Welcome, dear. I am so glad that Cameron here finally has someone to help him fill up this big old house. I hear you are with child. What fun you all are going to have bringing a little one into this home again. It has been a long time since these floors have had the pitter-patter of tiny feet hitting them.”
“Where is Olly?” Cameron asks as he starts to carry some of the bags up the front steps.
“Oh, he is around here somewhere. Figured since we are here a little late in the season, he would get started on winterizing. That cold will be here before you know it.” Mrs. Lawrence reaches for a bag, but Charity stops her.
“I can get it, thank you.” Grabbing the bag, she rushes to catch up with Cameron. The doors are still open when they enter the house. Light flutters in from the early afternoon sun. Cameron sets the bags down in the foyer, so Charity does the same.
“This place is massive!” Charity exclaims.
“We can do a full tour soon, but I have to warn you, there are parts of this place I haven’t entered in years. Might get lost, best to try and stick to the common areas just to be safe,” Cameron says with a laugh. “Let's start with our bedroom.”
“As long as there is a bathroom in there because that is where I need to head.” Charity follows Cameron up a flight of stairs and down a short hall. So far, the inside does not match the outside. Everything is sleek and modern. She was expecting dark colors and antique furnishings, but everything is bright, light blues, and grays. The walls are a stark white, the floors a swirl of beige marble.
“This place is,” Charity trails off as Cameron stops in front of large, cream double doors.
“I know, not what one would expect from the outside. I've updated a lot of the house, at least the parts that I occupy. You will find some parts still resemble the past. My mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother all had favorite rooms. They are decorated to their liking, so those have gone untouched, and I want them to stay that way,” he says with a firm tone as if Charity has no say in it. “You will find your place here, somewhere, and do the same.”
Cameron opens the doors and steps aside, waiting for Charity to enter. The room is vast, at least a few hundred square feet or more. A king-size bed sits in the center, four wood posts covered in a sheer white material that sway in the breeze from the open windows. Windows encompass the room, and a spiral staircase in the right corner leads to the balcony Charity saw outside.
“This is our room; it covers the entire second and third floor of the front half of the house. I had it redone when I took over the estate. This area used to contain three bedrooms, two bathrooms, and a seating area. Now it's just the one with his and hers wash area—we both have our own walk-in closets.” Cameron walks across the room and opens one of the far doors. The closet is empty, just waiting for Charity to fill it up and claim it as her own.
Charity finds it odd that this space is so suited for two. She can’t imagine that Cameron lived here like this, in this space just waiting for someone to share it with, someone to fill the void. She doesn’t question it, though. She is overcome with happiness that she does not want to ruin the moment by pointing out peculiarities.
“Cameron, this is all so much. I had no idea this, well,” Charity is at a loss for words. Cameron comes to her, takes her in his arms, and kisses her longingly.
“My beautiful wife. I know this is a lot to take in, but you have all the time in the world to do that. This is your home now too. Ours.” Cameron reaches down and rubs Charity's swelling belly. At almost three months, she has started to put on some weight, not exactly showing but definitely glowing. “Go freshen up and get some rest. Nina stocked the kitchen for us. I will start dinner and let you know when it is ready.” Cameron leaves, giving her a moment to compress.
Charity enters the immaculate bathroom. She takes in the large claw foot tub and the massive stand-up, doorless shower. She can’t wait to soak in that tub, but the first vision that enters her head is sharing a shower with Cameron. That would have to wait for now, but not too long, she hopes.
Cameron fried up fish tacos for the two of them to eat. They sit on bar stools in the large, white kitchen—again, this surprises Charity. The kitchen is something straight out of Better Homes and Gardens. She has never been much of a cook, but she will try. With a kitchen like this, it would be a crime
not to whip up culinary masterpieces a few nights a week.
“I have to go into town tomorrow, I might be gone all day, but this will give you time to decide what room you want to make the nursery. It would help if you kept it close to our side of the house, though. You don’t want to have to trek across this place in the middle of the night while the little feller cries for you. There are two rooms close by that only contain some unnecessary storage and old boxes that won’t be a problem to move. Pick one of those and we can get started with the renovations right away.”
“Little feller? So, you think it’s a boy?” Charity asks as she gathers their plates and takes them to the sink.
“Just an expression, but I have a feeling. Wouldn’t you like a little version of me running around?” Cameron teases.
“Oh, well, when you put it that way, a boy sounds perfect. I feel no matter what he or she is, I will have a hard time keeping track of them in this place.” Charity rinses the dishes, then takes Cameron's hand. “I have been dying to take these clothes off and get in that shower with you since we got here.”
✽✽✽
 
That night after making love in their home as husband and wife, Charity tries to learn more about her new husband. She may be in love with him, but she knows so little.
“What do you have to go into town for?” Charity asks.
“I have to meet with my agent. Standard procedure. We meet every year when I get back from California to go over my next book idea.” Cameron replies while kissing down her neck. Desire starts to stir in Charity again, but she goes on.
“Agent? So, you are like a serious writer? I just figured it was a side gig to being a teacher.”
“I am a professor by day. Well, at least the summer days. I told you I am a writer also, a published one at that. But mainly, I am an artist.” Cameron digs his hands into her hips as he positions himself on top of her once again; she releases a soft moan, still wondering how he can be so mysterious and at the same time be her husband.
“Oh yeah, what kind of artist?” Charity breathes out in almost a whisper.
“A very particular kind that most people wouldn’t understand. My art is mainly for my own enjoyment. It was taught to me by my father, who learned it from his father before him, and so forth. Anyone can be an artist.” Cameron nibbles on her earlobe then rolls them over so that she is on top of him. Charity pants as she balances herself above him.
“There are painters, architects, engineers, the ones that create. Then there are others, the ones that destroy. These aren’t the ones that people usually talk about; you don’t see their work in museums or bookstores. The destroyers either do it for themselves or to clear space for new art to take life.” Cameron enters her then, and Charity lets out a shuttered groan.
“Are you a destroyer?” she asks while slowly moving her body up and down with the guidance of her husband’s hands.
“Not right now, my love. We are the creating kind. We created life and love. We are creating magic, and I never want to stop.” Charity has more questions for her new husband, but he manages to distract her mind while playing with her body.
They fall asleep wrapped in each other's arms, the doors open and the night's breeze fills the room.
That night back in California, the body of Lorelai parks was found in a dumpster on the outskirts of Santa Monica beach. Her limbs had been so badly cut up that they were nearly severed, and her throat was slit. Charity would not hear of this news in her new world. She had left that big city life behind, along with all thoughts of the darkness that used to haunt her.




Chapter Seven

Charity filled her days preparing for the baby. Cameron spent a lot of his time in town or locked up in his office working. He worked on his latest novel and refused to give anyone any information about it until it was complete. He said this was normal and that Charity shouldn’t get offended; he was also sorry if she felt left out, but it wouldn’t last long.
Charity started working her way through the large collection of Steve Wolf’s murder mystery books during her downtime. That was Cameron’s pen name. He had over twenty published works. She had never been a big mystery fan but knowing that these words came from the mind of the man she loves made a difference. She would dive into each book and not come up for breath until she was done. She had decided to take one online course through USC while she got accustomed to her new surroundings; she had a lot of free time on her hands. Steve Wolf’s books were dark, and sometimes the content was hard to swallow, but Cameron assured her that it was just fiction and the readers liked them dark.
They spent every moment they could together, enjoying each other's company before they would become a team of three. Cameron took Charity sightseeing and out on his boat. It was a long drive to the water and back, but she loved her new surroundings; everything was so calm and peaceful. She didn’t get much time on the boat, only two trips before Cameron said it wasn’t safe. Anything could happen out on the water, and he didn’t want to risk the safety of his wife and child. Charity understood his concern but thought he was a bit overbearing at times. She would get extremely bored in the big house all day and was looking forward to more boating trips in the future.
Cameron is adamant that he attends every one of Charity’s doctor's appointments with her. She thought it would be a good idea to let the sex of the baby be a surprise. Cameron would have none of that. He insists that they get the ultrasound and find out as soon as she is far enough along to tell the gender.
“It’s a boy!” the nurse exclaims once she gets a clear picture on the screen. Cameron is beside himself with joy. He had said it didn’t matter to him, but Charity could tell that he secretly wished for a boy all along. Cameron had made remarks and comments here and there that made her believe he would not be happy with a little girl. The couple had agreed that if it was a girl, Charity could pick the name, but the boy was all up to Cameron. It was a St. James tradition. In just a few short months, Charity will give birth to Bret Ashton St. James. Charity isn’t sure where he had come up with that name, but she likes it and is happy to give it to her child.
✽✽✽
 
The nursery is now complete and just in time. Charity had chosen a small room close to the master bedroom she and Cameron share. They had a contractor come in and install a door joining the two spaces together. That way, only a door separates mother from baby in the middle of the night. She went with a beach theme. Charity missed California’s beaches more than she thought she would. Maine just couldn’t compare. Sea turtles and starfish adorn the walls, which soothes her whenever she gets lonely.
Bret Ashton St. James arrives into the world on March 20th at 3:34 am. Charity had gone into labor early the day before, Cameron was not home, but after a panicked call from Charity, he rushed to her aid. What seemed like forever to Charity went by in
a flash for Cameron. He has waited so long for this, he thought it might never happen, but now it has. In his arms lay his flesh and blood, his legacy, his firstborn son. The pride that flows through Cameron is indescribable.
✽✽✽
 
The three St. James settle into a routine over the first few months. Days are spent trying to keep up with a new baby—little sleep, constant feedings, and never-ending laundry. Charity is truly happy and has completely forgotten about her future, content with her life, living it day by day. That is until summer comes, and Cameron announces that he must head back to California for his summer course. She insists on accompanying Cameron, but he refuses to let her and the new baby spend the entire time away from home. They compromise, and she only flies down to spend a few weeks with her mother in July.
Loretta had wanted to come visit and see them sooner and planned on it as soon as her school year let out. She was a little disappointed that she wouldn’t get to see where her daughter was now living but was glad to finally meet her grandson and said she could still come up during Christmas break.
Charity didn’t see much of Cameron during the month that she was in California, but she did get to see Nikki. Not much had changed with her best friend. She was going to start her senior year soon, and Charity was a little jealous of that, but when she looked at her baby boy, she was happy with the decisions she had made in her life so far. The month went by way too fast; before she knew it, Charity was back on a plane heading to an almost empty house in Maine.
The summer months were much more bearable than the winter, and Charity decided to use her time alone to explore the grounds a bit. She had been so caught up with the move, the new house, the new baby, and the new husband that she wasn’t even familiar with her surroundings, and it had already been almost a year.
Four hundred acres is a large amount of ground to cover. Charity didn’t expect to learn it all in one swoop, but she could at least try to map the majority of it out in her mind. The main house, where she and her small family live, sits at the entrance, and on more than two hundred acres of cleared land, it was easy to navigate. Cameron had said the original farmhouse was further back on the property, and there is a road that leads to it, or more like a forgotten path.
After settling back in, she still has a few weeks before Cameron would return, but he promised to check in often, via phone and skype calls. She isn’t worried about her husband—she trusted him immensely. Olly and his wife Nina stay on the grounds during the day, doing what? Charity has no idea. She assumes they are taking care of odds and ends here and there; such a big property required a lot of attention. They hardly showed themselves when Charity was around, and she thinks that is odd but also figures they are busy and accustomed to being left alone.
This morning, Charity buckles little Bret into his stroller and sets out to find one of the two Lawrence pair. Starting at the main house, she works her way up paths here and there until she feels lost. Bret starts to fuss in his buggy, so she stops to check on him. A rancid smell takes over her senses.
“Oh God, you got a nasty for me, little man,” Charity says pulling little Bret out and checking his diaper. He is dry. “Okay, that’s not you. Good because if it were, I would be worried.” The smell is unbearable. Charity is about to turn around when she spots something.
Up the path a little further, behind some overgrown rose bushes, there is a small, dilapidated brick building. “If this is the farmhouse, I can see why Elise insisted on something better,” Charity says out loud. Looking around, she doesn’t feel like this building was ever a dwelling for people to live in at all. With one wooden door and one broken window, it looks more like an old outhouse with a large smoke-stained chimney sticking out of the sagging roof.
Setting the buggy and baby off to the side, she gives the old wood door a hard shove. It is thick, heavy, and barely moves, but she now realizes where the smell is coming from, and it is stronger than ever.
“Ma’am, I wouldn’t go in there if I were you.” Charity is startled by the unexpected voice.
Straightening up, she looks over to see Olly holding a pair of hedge clippers.
“Oh, hi, I didn’t know anyone was out here. What is this place?” Charity inquires.
“It's the old incineration house. Not used for anything anymore. Not safe, though, ma’am. Not for you or the baby. That incinerator still works; it still has a gas line. Best to just stay away,” Olly shakes his bald head as he speaks.
“What's that smell?” Charity asks, moving back over to collect little Bret.
“Rot. All kinds of rot. Animals, wood, just death. There is where they used to burn the unused animal parts or even dead animals no one could eat, and sometimes rodents hold up in there during the winter. Sometimes they don’t come out. They smell, but it will pass with time. Smells worse in the summer heat. I use it from time to time when I find animal remains on the land just to make sure everything is still running but it’s been a while since I’ve fired this up last. Not safe; you shouldn’t be over here.” Olly moves over, letting them pass him on the path.
“So, this isn’t the old farmhouse?” Charity asks.
“No, ma’am, follow me, and I will show you where that is.” Olly moves to go in the opposite direction, but Bret grabs his mother’s attention when he starts to fuss.
“That’s okay, Olly. Maybe another time. Bret needs to eat.” Charity makes her way back to the main house; the rotting smell disappears behind her. She didn’t know this was an animal farm at one time, but she is learning that there is a lot she doesn’t know.
Charity went on with her daily routine, taking care of her baby and forgetting about the dreams she had for herself. Cameron came back from California and started his next novel. She had tried to bring up going back to school, but he didn’t think it was a good idea right then. He said she should relish the time she has with their child. Charity tried not to sound or feel ungrateful; she knew the life she had been given was a privileged one, and she did everything to show her gratitude.
As the long days went on, she spends less and less time with her husband. Loretta comes to visit on holidays. Charity's mother was amazed by her daughter's new life but also a little intimidated. When Charity’s mother is in town, Cameron is always around, always the best son-in-law one could be. Once Loretta gets on the plane to leave, Cameron goes back into his office or heads back into town. Back to his fictional world.
Cameron isn’t an absent father or husband. He is just busy, and Charity knows this. She tries her best to keep herself busy as well, but she is so secluded in their house on the hill, it is a tedious walk to the closest neighbor, a neighbor that Charity has yet to meet.
Time marches on.




Chapter Eight

For the last five years, the entire time they have been married, Cameron has gone to California to teach a summer psychology course. He taught them for years before Charity came along, and he has every intention of continuing his summer classes. Cameron’s schedule did not change after the two got married; Charity is the only one making sacrifices for their new family.
Cameron believes this summer will be no different. He will leave behind his wife and child. They will join him for a short time and visit with family while he works. Charity is content with her life. She has settled and sadly, she is okay with that.
However, this summer, she has decided not to join Cameron; she and Bret are staying in Maine. Cameron isn’t sure how he feels about this but chooses not to say anything. He hardly sees them while in California as they spend the majority of the time at Loretta’s. Loretta moved to Washington recently, and Cameron figures this has a lot to do with Charity’s decision to stay at home. She can stay behind, and he will have Olly inform him if anything goes wrong. They need to prepare for the start of Bret’s first day of kindergarten, and Nikki, having just finished grad school (after almost giving up several times), will be coming to spend the summer with her best friend.
Nikki had not come to see Charity since she had moved. They talk often and have visited a few times over the years when Charity was in California, but Nikki has evolved while Charity seems to be stuck in time. Charity isn’t complaining. She loves spending all her time with her son; she also loves the attention Cameron gives her on the rare occasions he is home.
✽✽✽
 
Charity pulls up to the small airport to retrieve her best and only friend. Bret is strapped in his booster seat; Nikki is standing out front waiting for her.
Charity stops at the curb and rolls down her window, “Hey, you sexy thing, need a ride?”
“Trick! Look at you!” Nikki picks up her bag just as Charity jumps out to open the trunk for her. The two women meet at the back of the car and take each other into a tight embrace.
“Um, wow! You said you were getting them done, but you didn’t say how big. These things are massive,” Charity says, stepping back and eyeing her friend's new and enhanced chest.
“Go big or go home, right? Already taken them on a few test drives since they settled. I deserve them—a little gift to myself after all those years of working hard for my degrees. You gotta teach me how to land what you got, though. Nice ride, by the way.” Nikki nods to Charity’s BMW appreciatively.
“Just a perk of the whole stay-at-home wife and mother gig I got going. Come on, Bret is in the car, so watch your mouth during the ride.”
Nikki falls all over herself when they pull up to the estate. “Holy Shit, Char!”
“Language,” Charity reprimands.
“How big is this place?” Nikki says as they enter the house.
“Honestly, I have no idea. Too damn big for just us. It’s a family house, though, been with the St. James family for generations, built with their own hands. Cameron has done some of his own restorations. We kind of stick to one side. Bret and I like to go exploring the grounds, always something new to discover.”
“I can't believe you live here. Where is my room?” Nikki bounces on her toes with anticipation.
The three of them spend the next couple of months together. They go on adventures between the trees, and explore unchartered territory. Bret is an incorrigible little boy, and the two women love feeding his imagination. A week before Cameron is due home Nikki convinces Charity to throw a party.
“It will be fun, and you could use some fun along with some adult beverages. Don’t you have any friends here?” Nikki says one night after dinner.
“I haven’t really gotten out to meet anyone. I've been busy being a mother,” Charity doesn’t mean to sound defensive, but she does, and Nikki almost feels bad about pushing the subject—almost.
“Well, you had to have met some people. Does Cameron keep you locked up here all the time?” Nikki tries to make light of the question but gets the feeling that might be the case.
“No, Cameron has introduced me to a few people. We do go out sometimes, but he keeps a small circle. He is kind of a big deal in his circle. You are right; I can invite his friends; I mean, yeah, they are my friends too. We are married, which makes them my friends, and I get along pretty well with the wives, even though they are a bit older. Okay, deal!” Charity hopes she won't regret this.
She calls up Frankie Jakob and invites him and his wife, Renee. Frankie is Cameron’s agent and close friend. The four of them have met up for dinner several times, and Charity gets along great with Renee. She also invites Lewis and Estella Peters, of whom she had met last year at one of Cameron's book signings, and they have come over for dinner a few times since. Cameron and Lewis went to school together; he and his wife had just moved back to town last fall.
Nikki and Charity go over the plans a few nights before the dinner party.    
“I am sorry that there won't be any single guys for you to show the girls off to, but we don’t seem to know any of those,” Charity says.
“Figures, all you married people are the same. You run in packs, never letting in strays,” Nikki snorts into her wine glass.
“Oh please, it's not a rule or anything. Or at least I hope not. I might be breaking a rule by hanging out with you,” Charity gasps in mock horror.
“It’s cool. I can hide in a closet or something if you need to keep me a secret. Hey, you should go get a manicure and your hair done before your man gets here,” Nikki suddenly announces.
“That’s not necessary,” Charity stands from the table and goes to open another bottle of wine.
“No, for real. Take tomorrow for yourself. Go into town and have some you-time. I’ll stay here with the little guy. We can work on shoe-tying or something.”
“That does sound nice, and I think I will take you up on that; we've had some trouble with the tying of shoes lately,” Charity says as she plops back down into her seat with an amusing smile.
“Of course, have a good time. I know you will. You spend every minute with him. Don’t get me wrong, he is a great kid, but I do not see how you haven't already gone crazy. I do love him, but I’m not sure if I will ever want one of my own.”
“Pretty sure that ship sailed long before Bret came along. I turned crazy the moment I decided to let you be my best friend,” Charity teases.
“Bitch please, you wouldn’t know what to do without me.” Nikki slaps her friend's shoulder and lets out a snort with her laugh.
“You’re right as always,” Charity says with a wink. She is glad Nikki found the time to come visit. Charity didn’t realize how much she had missed this. The bonding between women is a necessity.
✽✽✽
 
The next morning Charity heads into town ready for a day to herself. She spends her free time shopping for party supplies, purchases a new outfit at a local boutique then gets a fresh cut and color at the salon she usually uses. It is rare for Charity to be out and about on her own. She can't remember the last time she left the house without Bret or Cameron in tow.
The sun is almost setting as she makes her way back home. There is a small neighborhood off
her road, about ten miles before she reaches her property line. Once she passes the line of identical houses, there is only one other house before hers—a small ranch. Cameron had said the family living there leases part of the St. James land to keep their cattle. Once upon a time, the St. James family were known as farmers, but that hasn’t been the case in decades. The full property takes up well over eight hundred acres, but Cameron’s estate only sits on about half of that.
As Charity makes her way up the road, she sees what looks to be a stalled truck parked off to the side, so she pulls over to see if she can be of assistance.
“Hi, need some help?” Charity asks when she exits her car and approaches the couple. A man and woman stand by the truck with a propped open hood. They look to be in their sixties; the woman seems hesitant.
Wiping his oil-stained hands on his jeans, the man speaks first, “Well, hello there, young lady. I think we got this covered. You must be Mrs. St. James. I am Marshal Whitman, nice to make your acquaintance finally,” Marshal holds out a hand, and despite the risk of staining her own, Charity takes it in hers and gives it a shake.
“Yes, that is I, so nice to meet you, Mr. Whitman.” Charity releases his hand and then turns to the woman.
“Hello, dear. The name is Terry, pleased to meet you. We heard Mr. St. James had started a family. Sorry we haven’t come by to welcome you, but your husband is a private man, and we respect that.” Charity is suddenly ashamed of the fact that she has never put any effort into getting to know her neighbors. She has been here for years, and it is embarrassing that this is the first time she has come to introduce herself—Nikki’s comment about her being held captive rings loud and clear in Charity's ears.
“Yes, he is a private man, for sure. Is everything okay with the truck?” Charity inquires.
“Oh, it's fine. Our son just doesn’t know how to take care of things. Thanks for asking,” Marshal goes back to fiddling under the hood.
Terry makes her way over to Charity and says, “You are beautiful. I see why Mr. St. James snagged you up. It is getting dark, so you might want to head back home soon, not safe for you to be out alone.” The comment seems odd to Charity. She always felt that way in California, but here in Maine, it is far safer. They are secluded in their little corner of the world, and Charity’s fears had left her long ago.
“I am on my way back now, but what do you mean, not safe?” she figures they are just paranoid old folks but needs to make sure.
“Don’t you watch the news?” Marshal calls from under the hood.
“The only thing I ever get to watch is Paw Patrol and Sesame Street.” Charity laughs, but Terry does not join her, so it fades quickly.
“Dear, I don’t mean to alarm you, but you should probably pay more attention to your surroundings. Young women are known to disappear around here—especially young mothers. Considering what happened with Camilla, I am surprised your husband even lets you out alone.”
“Who is Camilla?” Charity asks, genuine concern seeping into her voice.
Marshal stands up and shares a look with his wife. “You know, Cameron’s first wife,” Terry says. Charity almost falls back at Terry's words. His first wife? As far as Charity knew, she is Cameron’s first and only wife.
“I don’t understand.” Charity feels light-headed. She leans against the truck to catch her balance.
“Really dear, we didn’t mean to cause any trouble. This is something you should discuss with your husband. We just want you to be careful and stay safe. We lost a daughter, twenty years now. Tabitha was taken from us only a few weeks after she had Brian. I don’t mean to scare you, but she and Camilla have not been the only ones. No one knows why they disappear, but it has been happening for as long as anyone can remember.” Terry is trying to soothe Charity, but it isn’t helping.
“People disappear all over the world, all the time. It could happen anywhere,” Charity says, clearly confused by the couple's paranoia.
“Yes dear, we know, but not like it does in this part of Maine. These women simply vanish without a trace. So please just be careful. Try to have someone with you when you leave the house. I am sorry to put such a fright in you, but sometimes it is needed.” Marshal slams the hood just then, startling Charity and bringing her back to the here and now.
“It is quite alright, Terry. I need to get back home. It was nice meeting you, and I will try not to be such a stranger in the future.” Charity rushes back to her car. Her head is swimming with questions. Why hasn’t she heard any of this before? Why did Cameron not tell her he had been married before her? Why did she never ask? Why has she allowed herself to get caught up in the bubble that surrounds her and blocked out everything else in the world?
Speeding back to the house, wine bottles cling together in the back seat as she swerves around the road in haste. Charity tries to calm herself down. No need in getting all worked up about this right now—she has a party to throw. Cameron will be back tomorrow, and she can ask him all of these questions once their guests have left. Until then, she just needs to focus on the party and get it over with. Once that is done, she and her husband need to have a long talk. She keeps telling herself that there has to be a logical explanation as to why he kept this information from her.




Chapter Nine

Charity didn’t get any sleep, but she forces herself to get up, get dressed, and act as if everything is just fine. Her mind is swimming nonstop with all the unanswered questions she has floating around in there. The questions her neighbors had put there. She regrets not sticking around and asking more about Camilla, and about the missing girls. Cameron is due back sometime around four this afternoon. The dinner guest will arrive at six; this gives him time to arrive and settle in before they get to the house. Nikki was the one that came up with the idea for it to be a surprise, Charity knows Cameron does not care for surprises, but she is going along with it for her friend's sake.
Figuring that Cameron will be home before dinner, she plans on secretly filling him in before the festivities get started. However, she never gets the chance to inform him of anything. Six comes and goes, Cameron hasn’t been heard from—hasn’t picked up any of Charity’s calls. She doesn’t even have time to see if his flight landed on schedule before the guests arrive.
Charity decides to go ahead and serve dinner without him at a quarter till seven; that’s when the front doors to the house open, and a flustered Cameron enters.
“There he is!” Frankie announces as Cameron drops his bags and looks up at the room filled with guests.
“Hey, what's going on?” Cameron asks no one in particular as he scans the small crowd around him.
Charity runs to her husband and moves his bags out of the walkway. “Where have you been?” she whispers when she reaches him, trying and failing to keep the anger out of her tone.
“I had some stuff to deal with after I landed. Sorry, my phone was still on airplane mode.” Charity doesn’t ask why he hadn’t answered her calls, and she tries to brush off the obvious lie he just told her. What stuff did he need to take care of? Everyone he could have possibly done business with since landing is in this room, Charity thought.
“Surprise!” Charity turns to the room and plasters a fake bright smile on her face. “We were just about to eat. Thought it might be a good idea to have some friends over to welcome you back.”
Cameron removes his coat as he enters and starts to greet his friends and colleagues. “You clever fools! How did you know I was starving?” Everyone laughs, pats on the back, hugs, and handshakes are exchanged. All is forgotten, and a grand time is had by everyone—except Charity. She hasn’t forgotten anything, but she plasters on a smile all the same.
Several hours and a case of wine later, Charity is helping couples to their cars and cleaning up. Nikki and Cameron are in the middle of a heated discussion. Cameron is in full psychology professor mode. They are discussing some adult, sophisticated shit that Charity has no interest in when she hears Bret call for her over the baby monitor. It is almost midnight, so Charity excuses herself to check on her son.
✽✽✽
 
Something jolts Charity out of a deep sleep. She doesn’t even remember closing her eyes, but she must have dozed off while comforting Bret. The young boy is snuggled close to his mother. Charity slowly eases her way off the bed and tiptoes out of the room.
Down the hall, she passes the wall clock that reads 2:43 am. Shit, Charity thinks to herself. She didn’t mean to abandon Nikki and Cameron for so long. They seemed to be getting along just fine before she ran off, and hopes they managed alright on their own, enjoying their intellectual debate.
Once she rounds the corner that enters the dining hall, she can hear them. Soft giggles and mumbled words slither into Charity’s ears. She almost relaxes until a hard bang fills the room, followed by a gasp. A moment later, a green and white pool ball rolls out from the open door that connects the dining hall to the billiards room. Charity pauses before she reaches the door, watching the ball until it stops at the tip of her big toe on her bare foot.
That’s when she hears it, the distinctive sound of wood grinding onto the marble floor. Pool balls frantically clinging together. The seductive moans of her best friend and the feral grunt of her husband. She doesn’t want to look up, but her head moves without instructions to do so.
There they are. Nikki is propped up on the pool table, her blouse undone and her newly enlarged breast bare. Cameron’s pants are wrapped around his ankles; his knees bounce as he pounds between
Nikki’s spread legs. Charity stumbles back in shock and bumps into a chair catching the pair's attention.
Nikki is the first to react. She pushes Cameron off of her and moves to cover herself. Cameron almost trips over his pants; his unsheathed penis dances before him. However, he recovers quickly and reaches to pull up his pants. Charity rushes into the kitchen before anyone can say anything and releases her stomach content into the dish-filled sink.
Nikki is right behind her, already buttoning her blouse and righting her skirt. “Char, it’s not what it looks like.”
After wiping her mouth with a dishtowel, Charity turns to her so-called friend and says, “Oh, yeah? What the fuck did I just walk in on then? Was
he giving you a gynecological exam with his third fucking eye?”
“No, Char, please. Let me explain.” Nikki begs.
Cameron enters the kitchen, looking almost unfazed as he buckles his belt. “Let's not make a big deal of this, Charity; you are going to wake the boy with all this noise.”
“Are you for real right now? You were just fucking her while your family slept upstairs, and that is what you have to say for yourself?”
Cameron runs a hand through his disheveled hair and lets out a long breath. “Look, we all had a bit too much to drink. Let's just go to bed, and we can talk about this in the morning.”
“In the morning!” Charity screams. “First of all, it is morning, and secondly, we do not need to talk about anything.” She is seething. This all feels like a nightmare to her. “I am going back upstairs to Bret. When we get up in the morning, the both of you better be gone.” Charity then storms out of the kitchen and back to her son's room. She knows that walking away isn’t the best action to take but right now she can’t stand the sight of them and needs to get away.
She does not fall asleep again. She feels as if what she just witnessed was a bad dream. She knows it wasn’t, she knows with everything inside her that the last half hour was very real. So many emotions stormed through her like a tsunami of anger, pain, loss, need, but mostly grief. She closes her eyes and tries to push it out of her mind but all she keeps seeing is a replay of her husband and her best friend, naked, together, in her home, with her in it. It will be a long time before Charity St. James gets a good night's sleep again.




Chapter Ten

Bret stirs, then slowly opens his eyes. Once he sees that his mother is in bed with him, his little head pops up.
“Mommy! I didn’t know we had a sleepover!” he yells with glee and gives his mother a tight hug.
“We did, sweetie. What do you want for breakfast?” Charity asks. Her face is puffy, and her nose is a little stuffed up from crying all night.
“Are you okay, Mommy?” Bret asks, sounding like a concerned baby.
“Yes, I am fine, sweetie. I think Mr. Whiskers here has made my allergies act up,” Charity says, giving Bret’s nose a light squeeze.
“Mommy, he's not a real cat. He's just a stuffed animal,” Bret laughs at his mother's attempt at a joke.
“Well, he could have fooled me. Come on. I am hungry.” She isn’t in the least bit hungry; there is no way she could stomach anything right now. However, she needs to stay busy and keep her son distracted.
“Can we have hamburgers for breakfast?” Bret asks, looking hopeful.
“How about we have pancakes for breakfast, then we can have hamburgers for lunch after we meet your new teacher today?” Charity stands, pulling her son with her. She isn’t sure what they are about to walk in on downstairs. She hopes that Nikki and Cameron listened to her and are long gone.
“Oh yeah! I forgot that today is meet the teacher.” Bret jumps into his mother's arms taking his stuffed cat with him. “Me, you and Daddy can go to meet my teacher; then can I have a chocolate shake with my burger?”
“I think Daddy has to work; it will just be you and me, bud.” Carrying her son down the hall, she sees that it is a little after seven in the morning. A groan escapes her lips as she realizes that she got less than three hours of sleep.
“Am I getting too big for you, Mommy?” Bret asks, mistaking her groan as pain.
“Not yet, my big boy, but you are getting really big.”
When they enter the kitchen, everything looks as it did the night before. Dishes in the sink are still covered in Charity’s vomit, leftover food sits on unfinished trays, and that damn pool ball is still on the floor in the dining hall.
Bret sits at the kitchen table and colors while Charity tries to focus on making him breakfast and simultaneously cleaning up some of the mess. The house is quiet around them. Charity hopes that they actually did leave and aren’t passed out somewhere on the other side of the house.
As soon as she sets a plate down in front of her son, there is a loud knock on the front door.
“Eat up, bud. I’ll go see who that is.” Opening the door, she is surprised to see Nina standing there with a worried look on her face.
“Good Morning, Mrs. Lawrence, can I help you with something?” Charity had thought they were already gone for the season, having finished up their work early. Nina had said family was in town, and they wanted to spend some time with them while they could.
“Hello, Mrs. St. James,” Charity internally cringes at the title she once loved. “Is your husband home?”
“Not at the moment, no. Can I help you with something?” Charity asks again.
“Already back to work, huh? He is such a busy man. I don’t mean to bother him,” Nina says while staring at the ground.
“Yeah, real busy,” Charity remarks under her breath.
“My daughter and her family are in town, you see. Well, one of my grandchildren, Harmony. She is the oldest of the two, just turned seventeen. Well, you see, she took off yesterday, and no one has heard from her. The kids have been to the house many times during the summers while we worked, and I just wanted to see if maybe she showed up over here at some point.” Charity is suddenly ashamed of herself. It has been five summers now that Nina and her husband have worked at her house, well, not her house but the house she lives in with her husband and child. She has to internally remind herself that this is not her home. But for five years she has known these people, and she had no idea that they even had any grandchildren.
“Oh, no. I am sorry to hear that. No, I haven’t seen her. She hasn’t been here, but feel free to take a look around. I don’t think anyone has walked the property since you left the other day.”
“Oh, yes, thank you. Olly is doing that now. We wanted to check here first, just in case. The police are already trying to reach any friends she might know in town.” Nina wrings her hands together, the look on her face screams desperation.
“The police? I am sure she will turn up. She is a teen girl; you know they do this stuff from time to time,” Charity says with a smile that is not returned.
“One can never be too careful around here. Anything can happen. I just hope they find her,” tears fill Nina’s eyes as she speaks.
Olly walks up and joins them, “Is she here?” he asks without saying hello.
“No, they haven’t seen her. Did you find anything?” Nina begs.
Olly does not answer his wife. Instead, he looks over to Charity, “Have you been out to the old incinerator shed? The one I said you shouldn’t bother with; you know what I’m talkin’ bout?” His aging face shows more wrinkles than Charity has ever seen on the man. He is sick with worry.
“No, I never go over there; the place isn’t safe,” Charity replies.
“It looks like someone was out there recently. As in, since we were here last. The door was wide open and there are footprints in the mud all around the building.” Charity doesn’t like his accusatory tone but calms herself; these folks are just worked up and looking for their granddaughter.
“I assure you that no one has been out there this week. We had a party last night, but all the guests stayed inside.” Charity places her hands on her hips as she tries to keep her composure.
“Thank you, Mrs. St. James. We better get back to our daughter. Please let us know if you see or hear anything,” Nina says while she pulls her husband down the steps with her.
“I will, I promise. And let me know when she shows up.” The couple is already retreating to their car and do not respond. Charity closes the door, then leans her tired body against it. Suddenly she remembers the couple she met yesterday. Marshal and Terry. They had warned her to be careful—that young girls tend to go missing around here. She really hopes Harmony shows up soon, this was all getting a little too scary for Charity’s taste.
Charity has to shake off the disturbing feeling that is working its way up her spine. She has a busy day ahead of her. Bret will be starting school soon. They have shopping to do and teachers to meet. And now she will be doing it alone.
As Charity and Bret leave the house, she notes that Cameron's Jeep is nowhere in sight. He must have left, and she is glad that he actually listened to her. She wonders if he and Nikki left together and if they are still together. Did they just take their affair elsewhere? Did she give them an out by telling them to leave? It is now nine in the morning as mother and son head into town to visit the elementary school, and she hasn’t heard a word from either of them. Must be nice to stay up all night doing whatever you please then get to run off and sleep all day, Charity thinks
Bret has never gone to daycare or attended any Mother's Day Out programs. They started visiting local parks over the last year so Bret could begin building his social skills. Charity had wanted to expose her son more, give him a chance to make friends, and not be so dependent on her, but Cameron was adamant that she teach him the basics at home. He didn’t want his son leaving the home at a young age. Charity was given the privilege to stay at home with him, and that’s what she was to do. Cameron believed that outside influences could damage young Bret’s curious mind, and he would have none of that.
However, once they arrive at the school, Charity is shocked at how quickly Bret withdraws from her. He couldn’t wait to introduce himself to the other kids and claim the cubby that would be his starting next week.
After the children have circled the classroom with their parents and begin to settle down, the teacher makes an announcement to get everyone's attention. Miss Sasha Stanley is young, maybe a year or two older than Charity. She is pretty with long brown hair that she currently has pulled back in a tight braid. She has braces, and as she speaks, Charity thinks it might not be too late for her to fix the overbite she hates. Cameron always said he didn’t even notice, that it would be pointless to fix something other people couldn’t see. Once Miss Stanley finishes her announcement about some policies and expectations, she invites the parents to meet her individually, one by one.
Charity waits patiently for her time with her child's new teacher. When the couple in front of her finally clears off, Charity moves up to introduce herself.
“Hello, Miss Stanley. I am Charity St. James, Bret's mom. It is so nice of you to do this for the new students.”
“Oh, all us teachers do it before the start of a new school year. Well, at least for the little ones we do. Once they go off to middle and high school, they no longer want their parents poking around. Your son is the one with the dark hair and cute dimples, right?” Sasha asks.
“That’s him; let's just hope he keeps that smile on his face for the first day. I am not sure if he understands that I won't be here with him. Let me know right away if you have any problems, he isn’t used to being away from me for very long.” Charity bites at her nails with anticipation. She feels judgment coming and braces herself.
“Oh, don’t even worry about it. This is only my second year teaching, but I've come to learn that separation anxiety is the norm. At this age, everything is new to them; even the ones that have been in preschool or daycare since birth tend to have the same reaction. Either they love it, or they hate it. Either way, they eventually all learn the routine and get over it.” Sasha releases a feminine laugh as she hands Charity a stack of paperwork.
“What's this?” Charity asks.
“Oh, just some forms that I need on the first day. I am handing them out now, so you have time to fill them out before next week. It gives me an idea of what to expect; you know who you and your kids are. This little meet-and-greet doesn’t really give us much time to get to know each other. Don’t worry, it's not a test; there are no wrong answers.” Sasha lets out another light, girly laugh and pats Charity on the shoulder for reassurance.
Charity leaves the school feeling a little lighter than she did on her arrival. Just as she promised, Bret got his burger, fries, and shake. Charity couldn’t stomach anything yet.
It is well after noon, and she has been avoiding her phone all day. She doesn’t want to hear from her cheating husband or her slutty ex-friend. Honestly, she does, but she isn’t sure how she will react, and Bret doesn’t deserve
to witness whatever that reaction might be. Her focus today needs to be on her son.
Mother and son are eating at a burger joint in town, sitting on a patio, and enjoying the warm summer breeze. Standing up, Charity tells Bret to keep eating while she makes a call. She doesn’t go far, turning her phone on; she waits as the alerts come in. Pings from emails, missed calls, voicemails, and texts flutter out from the phone in her hand. She scrolls down on the screen, giving them all a quick glance. Nothing from Cameron, not a peep, but there is a text from Nikki. One line…
I’m so sorry. Please let me explain.
Charity shuts the screen back down, not wanting to see Nikki’s pathetic pleads. It happened so suddenly; everything was flipped upside down. Last night was Nikki's idea; she was the one that wanted to throw the dinner party. Cameron is supposed to be here with them today. He was supposed to meet the teacher with his son. Instead, Charity was left looking like a fool as the only single parent in the classroom. Even if that wasn’t the truth, that’s how it felt to her. Not that anyone was judging, she didn’t see any of that in the other parent's eyes. But to her, she still felt like the odd man out.
“Mommy?” Shaking her head, fighting back the tears. “Mommy?” Both hands grip at her hair and give a tug as she lets out a small groan. “Mommy!” Bret has to shout to try and get his mother's attention.
Straightening out, Charity finally looks at her son. Chocolate ice cream covers the front of his shirt. “Baby, what happened?” she rushes to him, grabbing a stack of napkins from the table on her way.
“I was calling you. Why didn’t you listen? I dropped my cup, and it gots all over me.” Bret's eyes matched his mother's, bloodshot and tear-filled.
“I am sorry, baby. Do you want another?”
“No, I want to go home. Will Daddy be home?” Bret’s little face almost makes Charity break down. She doesn’t reply; only gathers her child and takes them home. A home that she thought was hers, a home she thought she might even have more children in, a home that would allow her to grow old and be happy. That thought is no longer in her head. Long gone are the dreams she had for her and Cameron. She needs to figure out what to do next. Where to go. He isn't going to just leave without a fight. This is his house, and he will come back to claim it.




Chapter Eleven

Junior
Officer Wells sits in front of Nina, Olly, and their daughter Fiona at the Rangeley police department. The four of them have gone over every detail at least a dozen times. The fight that Fiona and Harmony had, the one that caused her to storm off. What was said between mother and daughter? Where everyone had been in the home at the time of her departure and where they thought she might have headed. They are moving on now to other details. Where was Harmony's father? He lived in Canada, and had a new wife and child. Fiona's two children, Harmony and Nathan, have not seen their father in almost a year—not since his new son had been born.

Nathan, Harmony's little brother, is currently staying at a neighbor’s house. He is only twelve and unable to be left unattended. Fiona did not want to bring him to the station as she knew they would be there a while. She was right, they have already been here for over two hours, and with every subject change, their time seems to lengthen. Fiona knows Officer Wells is doing a good job, so she and her parents answer every question without complaint.
“Have you at least spoken to your ex-husband, informed him about what's going on with his daughter?” Officer Wells sounds a little accusatory, but Fiona tries not to read into it.
“I left him a message this morning. I haven’t spoken to him in a while, so I didn’t want to leave everything on his voicemail. I just asked him to please call me back, but he hasn’t. I will try him again once I leave here.”
“I will need you to leave his contact information with me. I’ll give you a little time to try and reach him on your own, but just so you know, I will be calling him before the night ends. That is if Harmony hasn’t shown up by then.” Officer Wells gives Fiona a sheet of paper and a pen to write down Harmony's father's information.
The three adult members of the Lawrence family leave the station in a somber mood. On their way out, they pass a wall of photos. Filling the entire wall from floor to ceiling are pictures of women. Women of all ages, sizes, and color. Some just teenagers: some could be grandmothers: close-ups, full-body shots, some color, and some in black in white. Many of them looked as if they could have been school photos. Fiona even briefly glances at a wedding picture of a woman dressed in all white and holding a bouquet of lilies.
This is why Fiona left Rangeley in the first place, why her parents had encouraged her to leave. Fiona grew up here just as her father did. She played on the open land of the St. James estates throughout her entire childhood. Cameron St. James was four years her senior—a mysterious boy in Fiona's young eyes. Handsome yet untouchable to a poor young girl like Fiona. She was timid around him back then; now, she just keeps her distance like everyone else.
Fiona didn’t know why; maybe it was the lack of acceptance as a child by not only him but his brute of a father. The St. James family took good care of her parents. They made enough tending his house and land over four months that it almost wasn’t necessary for them to work the rest of the year. Still, they did—Olly picking up odd jobs with the Whitman’s farm, Nina babysitting here and there. Before leaving the station, Fiona spots Camilla and Tabitha's photos on the wall. She silently says a little prayer for the safe return of her daughter, hoping that her picture doesn’t end up on that wall with them.
✽✽✽
 
When Cameron and Nikki left the house the night before (or early morning), Nikki had left behind her luggage. It was nearly five in the morning before they drove away from the property, and she figured there would be a chance to retrieve it once Charity had some time to cool down. She insisted that Cameron drop her off at a coffee shop in town. She needed some time alone, some time to think about her actions—about her life and where it was heading. She assured Cameron that she would be in touch later that day, but she agreed that Charity needed her space for now and Nikki promised that she wouldn’t contact her until after she spoke to Cameron.
Cameron had gotten a room in town. He had his usual annual meeting with Frankie; even though he just saw him at dinner the night before, they still had business to attend. Frankie had been pressuring him about going on a book tour for his last release. Cameron thought with what had happened at home last night, now might be a good time to do just that. Nothing long-term or too far but a few dozen stops in the states might not be a bad idea. He missed meeting the teacher with his son, but Charity was with him; that’s her job, so he wasn’t too concerned.
After finishing up lunch with Frankie, Cameron settles into his cheap hotel room and goes over missed calls and emails. He isn’t sure if contacting Charity is a good idea right now, but he knows it can’t be avoided for long. The first call he returns is a message from Olly Lawrence.
“Hello,” Olly says after one ring.
“Mr. Lawrence, Cameron St. James here. You called. Sorry I couldn’t get back to you sooner. Is there a problem?” Cameron is direct and to the point.
“Mr. St. James, thank you for calling back. I am sorry to bother you, and also, please apologize to your wife for disturbing her this morning.”
“What do you mean?” Cameron interrupts.
“Ayuuh sir, Nina, and I went by the house today. We were looking for you. Well, actually, we were looking for our granddaughter Harmony. We still are. She went missing, or runoff or something like that,” Olly lets out a strangled breath as he fights to figure out what it is he is trying to say.
“Harmony is missing?” Cameron asks. The Lawrence couple hadn’t brought the kids by while he was home in the last couple of years, but he knew they had been there when he and Charity were away during the summers.
“Yes, sir. She took off up tha rud after a fight with her momma yesterday and has yet to turn up. They are due to leave, supposed to head back home tomorrow but ain't nobody seen Harmony. Just thought it wouldn’t hurt nothin’ to ask ya.”
“No, I haven’t seen her. I just got home last night and didn’t even know she was in town. Sorry to hear you are having trouble with her. She is what, fourteen, fifteen now?” Cameron regrets choosing to call Olly back first. He is no help to these people and has other things to do.
“Seventeen, sir. Almost grown. It has been a while since you’ve seen her. Not sure why I would think you have but it doesn’t hurt to ask.” Olly shakes his head; he secretly hopes this call from Cameron would give him something more than nothing.
“No, I guess you never know unless you ask. I’ll keep an eye out and let you know if I see or hear anything.” Before Olly can voice his appreciation, Cameron ends the call.
Instead of checking in on his wife and son, he makes the next call, most likely one he should skip.
“Where are you?” Cameron asks before Nikki has the chance to say hello.
“Have you talked to her yet?” Nikki says.
“No, I figured she needed some space. Time to breathe and cool down as we discussed.”
“I don’t know if that’s a good idea anymore. You know how her mind races. She is going to come up with different scenarios in her head and run away with them. We need to talk to her. I tried texting, but she hasn’t responded yet. Maybe we should just go over there. If you don’t want to, I might just do it on my own.” Nikki takes in a deep breath, winded after spitting all that out at once.
“I got this under control, Nikki, trust me. Give her time. She will still be heated. We can talk to her this weekend before you fly out. Are you still set to leave on Saturday?” Cameron asks.
“Yes, at least for now, I’ll stick around to see if Char will talk to me. I don’t want to leave like this.”
“I have a room at the Lake Resort. Nothing fancy but it will do for a few nights. Come see me tonight,” Cameron demands.
“That’s not a good idea. In fact, that is just plain crazy. Are you insane? After what happened last night, you would have to be insane.” Nikki can't believe what he is asking; she also can't believe that she is about to give in to his request.
“What's your room number?” she asks.
“Four twenty-two, but let's meet first. Where are you?” The pair set up a plan to meet and get their story straight before contacting Charity in the morning.
Nikki decides she doesn’t want to wait. She won’t reveal her and Cameron's plans for the evening, but she needs to get some stuff off her chest before deceiving her friend once again. Sitting outside of the deli she has been at most of the afternoon, she dials Charity’s number several times. Each time it rings, then goes to voicemail. Finally, after the tenth time, it goes straight to voicemail, proving that Charity has turned off her phone. Nikki decides to leave a message, even though she doesn’t want to.
“Listen, Char. I am so sorry that you had to see that with Cameron and me. I don’t know what to say; I know that whatever I say couldn’t make up for what I've done, so I am just going to be honest. That wasn’t the first time. It has been happening for the last three years. We see each other every time he comes to California. I just thought you should know in case you never want to speak to me again and maybe you forgive him, and he gives you some excuse about how we were drunk, and it didn’t mean anything. If so, he will be lying. He has told me that he loves me, not that I believe him. But you deserve better in a husband and in a friend. I am so sorry. I never…” The line beeps. Nikki gets cut off as she has run out of time.
“Shit!” Nikki calls out and throws her phone into her purse. The waiter approaches then. The place isn’t busy, but she has been occupying the same seat for a few hours; he surely would like to see her move along.
“Is everything alright, ma’am?” he asks.
“Yes, I am fine. Thank you. I’ll be leaving now.” Nikki gathers her things. She left all of her luggage at Charity’s house and hopes that she will be able to retrieve it before her flight on Saturday. What she currently has on will have to do for now.
Nikki looks up the place where Cameron wants to meet and sees that it is less than a mile away. She decides to walk instead of calling a cab. She can use the time to determine if she will actually go through with this. Even though she has been fucking her best friend’s husband for the last three years, now that Charity knows, it just feels wrong. Figuring that since the cat is out of the bag, what harm could one more night do?
“Fuck it!” Nikki swears as she starts walking down the main road, thinking she might as well continue playing the role of the tramp everyone thinks she is.




Chapter Twelve

After spending one last night with Nikki and tying up some loose ends, Cameron decides to go home and face whatever consequences await him. How could she not know he had been stepping out on her? Cameron would be gone for months at a time. Every summer and sometimes long trips while out on a book tour. There were nights when he wouldn’t come to bed until early in the morning from working in his study for hours on end, maybe she really was that naive. Surely, she must have known he would need to get his needs met at some point. She would be stupid not to know. Cameron believes that maybe choosing her best friend or the fact that he did it in such close proximity to Charity and the boy might have been pushing it a little too far.
Cameron has not tried contacting his wife since she had thrown him out two nights before. He has not heard from her, and Nikki had also gotten nowhere with her attempts at reaching Charity. Now it is time to confront his wife and see if the last few years of his life are still salvageable, or if it had already come to an irrevocable end.
He does not call or message, deciding that just showing up would be best. Waiting till late afternoon, knowing that the two would be home and getting ready for dinner, he pulls up to his house. Yes, his house, not Charity’s. Cameron may have let her have her way by leaving when she demanded, but that was a one-off, and he won't let it go on much longer. He will play it by ear, but he will also remain firm. Cameron has not checked out of his hotel room just yet. He isn’t planning on returning but if that must be the case tonight, then so be it. He will give her a little more space, but she would eventually need to relent.
There are no cars in the driveway. Cameron parks then walks over to the garage to look into the windows. There he sees his 1967 mustang, still covered, an empty spot where his old jeep belongs—he is currently driving that one and Charity’s BMW. She is home, good, let's get this over with, Cameron thinks.
Entering through the front door, he relocks it behind him. There is no sound, but he feels their presence. The scent of Bret’s bubble bath wafts down the stairs. She is giving his son a bath. Cameron takes this time to go to his office. Once inside, he sees that it is untouched. She hasn’t so much as entered here. Giggling from upstairs fills Cameron's ears, it is a mixture of Bret’s high-pitched tone and Charity’s softer one. Cameron stops and tries to listen. Is it forced, or is she really in the moment with her son? He has no idea what could be going through his young wife's mind. She was furious with him and Nikki the other night. Could she have gotten over it? Could they move past it, or was their time up?
Cameron hears movement, bath time is over, and Charity is getting their son dressed. Cameron moves to the other end of the house. This wing is unused by the family he created. Other parts of the house contain many rooms filled with covered furniture. Most of the rooms just contain boxes from his past. The things in this house go back over a hundred years. There is so much of it, Cameron himself hasn’t even gone through it all. There are two rooms that were used by his mother that rarely have been entered since her death. Cameron makes his way through the maze of things that once were. Everything is on a standstill like a museum—nothing out of place.
Opening every door, checking in corners and closets, he searches to see if anything has been touched, moved, or disturbed. Everything is as it was. This is something he does every time after returning from California, search for areas that might have been disturbed. She hasn’t been over here. Cameron just assumes that she might try to explore more after the act she walked in on. She had always been such a good little girl, but he isn’t sure how his actions might alter her behavior. Maybe she would search for answers as to why her husband would do such a thing. She would not find the answers she seeks, but she may come up with more questions.
After securing his part of the house (that’s what he considered it, his, the part he didn’t offer to his wife and
child), Cameron reenters the foyer just as the pitter-patter of Bret’s little feet hit the stairs.
“Daddy!” Bret calls out as soon as he lays eyes on his father. He hurtles his little figure into his father's open arms, eager for attention and affection.
“Hey, little man, you stink!” Cameron scrunches up his nose as he lifts his son to his chest. This was an ongoing joke between the two after Bret had been given a bath.
“I know! Mommy washed away all my good smells,” Bret makes a disgusted face that Cameron mimics.
Charity hesitates at the top of the landing once she lays eyes on her husband. “Hello,” Cameron says, setting Bret down. He ruffles his son's hair, then asks, “Hey, kiddo, have you had dinner?” It is still early, the sun hasn’t even set, but he never knew with Charity. He hadn’t been home in months, and he wasn’t sure what their summer schedule was like with Bret getting ready to start school.
“Yes, Mommy made me eat broccoli!” Bret sticks his tongue out at this.
“How dare she,” Cameron's mouth drops open with false astonishment.
Gaining courage, Charity makes her way down the stairs, keeping a brave face on the entire time. “You didn’t call and say you were coming by,” she says this as a statement, not a question.
“This is my house; I do not need to call ahead of time,” Cameron is firm but not rude.
“I know, but right now, I think it would do us both some good to keep away for a bit. At least until I figure out what to do?”
“What to do about what, Mommy?” Bret looks confused as he stares between his mother and father.
“Give your father a kiss goodnight, and then go on up to bed. Pick out a book, and I’ll be up in a minute to read it for you. Okay?” Charity waits for her son to agree and disappear up the stairs before facing her husband again.
“Yeah, Charity, to do about what?” Cameron repeats Bret’s unanswered question.
“Us! What to do about you and your cheating ass! How dare you just come back in here and act as if nothing happened. Act as if I didn’t see what I saw. You were fucking my best friend on the fucking pool table while I slept upstairs with our son. How dare you!” That flare returns, Cameron sees it instantly. He thought enough time had passed, but he was wrong—dead wrong.
“Charity, really. There is no need to get all worked up. It was one time. We were drunk, and I was deliriously tired from my trip and the surprise dinner party.”
“Oh, HA, no, you fucking don’t.” Charity is shaking, her face is red, she manages to produce a strange, almost maniacal smile that doesn’t match the fear and pain in her voice. “I already know. Nikki told me everything. You two have been doing this for years. You piece of fucking shit! You have probably been fucking anything you could ever since we met. How many other students have you seduced? Huh, Cameron, how many young unsuspecting college girls over the last six years? Hell, longer, I’m sure. You’ve probably been fucking them all from the start. I was so stupid to think I was the only one, the first even. You fucking asshole!” Charity is now screaming at this point.
Cameron just stands there, undisturbed, and completely calm, while Charity looks manic and loses control.
“You need to get control of yourself. Your son can hear you. Do you know that? Listen to yourself; you have lost your mind.”
“No, you don’t get to do this. You do not get to come in here and turn this around on me. This is your fault. I know this is your house, but right now, you need to respect the fact that I live here, and I am the one taking care of your child. So, get out. Please just go and give me some time to sort this out. I can't think with you around; you make me so damn mad.” Charity takes in a deep breath and closes her eyes. She tries to stop the uncontrollable shaking that rattles her bones. She attempts to keep the tears that threaten to spill at bay. She struggles and fails at letting out a small cry. It is all a sign of weakness that Cameron will eat up, and she knows letting him see any of this is dangerous.
Turning away from her husband, Charity starts to pace. She won't look at him, she can’t, or she will break. Flashes of that night flood her mind. The sounds of their pleasure, the smell of sex in the air. The fucking pool ball that is still on the floor in the dining hall. Charity can’t bring herself to go in there. She doesn’t want to touch anything in that room. The entire ordeal makes her quiver with disgust. They betrayed her—both of them. She knows Cameron isn’t going to just disappear. She will be stuck with him for the rest of her life because of Bret. Nikki, however, is a different story. She never has to talk to or see that bitch again.
Taking as steady a breath as she can manage, Charity finally stops and opens her eyes. Cameron stands there, waiting. She eyes him in his fitted slacks and a button-down shirt with his cuffs rolled up. Those forearms that she once swooned over now making her flinch. The sight of them pressed into the pool table on either side of Nikki as he pounded into her burned into Charity’s brain. This gives her the strength to walk right past him and enter the kitchen.
As she passes, she says, “Go get whatever you need for the next few days, then say goodbye to your son. Once I've decided what to do, I’ll message you.” Cameron does not say anything, he just packs a bag and leaves. Once Charity hears him drive away, she heads up to her child to read him a bedtime story as if everything is just fine. As if this is just an average night in the St. James house.




Chapter Thirteen

Seventeen-year-old Harmony has been officially missing for five days. Fiona had taken her son back home to stay with friends so he wouldn’t miss the start of seventh grade. Fiona couldn’t help but think about Harmony out there somewhere, not attending the first week of her senior year. She refuses to think of her child as dead. Even though some of the authorities have suggested that death is a possibility, after this long, it is rare that the missing person is recovered alive, but Fiona will not give up hope on her oldest child and only daughter.
All avenues have been exhausted. None of Harmony’s friends have heard from her. No one had seen her since before she went off on her own. The only clue or lead that has been discovered is her cell phone.
Olly and Nina Lawrence live in a small cottage house at the edge of town. Most of their neighbor's houses lead off one main road. About a mile down it, leading into town and away from her grandparents' house, was where they discovered the phone. It lay off to the side, almost hidden in tall grass, the screen severely cracked, but the phone was not broken. After charging it and powering it on, they find a stream of text messages she had sent to her boyfriend back home. All the messages said was that Harmony needed to get away from her mother for a while and that she missed her boyfriend. She clearly hated having to spend the last half of her summer away from the boy and expressed as much in her messages to him. The police have already contacted the boyfriend, and he denies having seen her or having heard from her since the last message she sent the day she went missing. His mother confirms that he had been home the entire time, and Harmony had not shown up. There was no indication that Harmony planned on a particular destination. She made no calls or searches. This led police to believe that she was picked up right there in the spot where the phone had been discovered.
This was not a good sign. If she still had her phone with her, or if they had found it undamaged, the police might still have some hope. Truth is, the Rangeley police
department has seen this before, many times. Women, teens, and sometimes young girls went missing in this town and the surrounding towns way too often. They had a wall of photos to prove it.
A search party is formed, everyone knows the drill. There is an organization dedicated just for this purpose. Rangeley Residents Rescue or R.R.R. is volunteer-run by a group of Rangely residents. They are similar to a neighborhood watch and utilized just as often. It is sad, really, how often they are needed. Every member is part of a newsletter, given routinely updated maps and instructions. Once someone goes missing, and a search is necessary, an email goes out with a meeting point. This happens way too often in Rangeley.
The local police are always the ones to lead searches. All available staffed and volunteer officers are also accompanied by the only search dog the department has to offer. Tootles isn’t really an official search dog just the Sheriff’s aging basset hound, but he will have to do. Once everyone has assembled at the meeting point, the
lead officer gives instructions. Tonight is no different for everyone else involved, but for the Lawrence family, it is.
Flyers have been strewn all over town. The girl's description, along with what she was wearing, is ingrained into every resident's mind. Five-foot-three, slender, long brunette hair, wearing white cotton shorts, and a purple tank top that read “Duh” on it. The local news has covered Harmony’s disappearance at least once a day since it happened. With no leads and little to go on, everyone thought it best to start the search.
“Alright, everybody. Listen up,” Sheriff Paul Step announces loud and clear. He has a booming voice, one that catches attention and demands respect. “We are looking for Harmony Siegel. She is the daughter of Fiona here,” Sheriff Step points to his left, where Fiona stands with her parents. She is doing everything she can to keep the tears at bay. Nina has already lost control; small weeps escape her as she rings a handkerchief between her hands. She knows what this means. There are only two things they will discover during a search, a body or nothing at all.
“We all know Fiona and her folks here. We want to bring Harmony home. Be thorough; stay with your group and in your line. If you see anything out of place, do not touch it, call your designated area officer, and they will check it out. You know the drill. We appreciate your help and remember we won't be able to cover all the grounds before we lose daylight, and that’s okay. We can start again tomorrow.”
The search party is starting at the road Harmony’s phone was discovered and moving on through the brush, houses, and forest from there. It is midweek, early in the day when most people are at work, surprisingly R.R.R. got a massive turnout. Charity had vaguely heard something about searches in the past just as she had of today's hunt but was never fully aware of what they were about. She had never attended any of them as she had Bret to look after, but also because she didn’t have all the details. Cameron, however, is present today just as he was for all of the ones that occurred while he was in town and otherwise not occupied. Charity never knew that her husband had attended any searches. He didn’t tell her, and she never thought to ask about it. Turns out there are a lot of things Cameron has been keeping from his wife.
Everyone is split into groups of six. The Lawrences were usually part of his group, but not today. Because of their relation to the missing girl, the older couple, along with their daughter, were asked to sit this one out. No one wants them to be the ones to discover her—if she is even discovered. Today Cameron was grouped with a new set of faces, ones he had seen around town but is unfamiliar with their identities.
Introductions are made, and the search begins. No one is here to make friends; at least Cameron isn’t. That is how the people of Rangeley know him. Cameron prefers to keep his personal life separate from his career, and his writing persona. When people know who you are, they tend to pry. His fans would want to know everything about him, where he lives, who his family is, and where he gets his morning coffee. Frankie had told Cameron that if he went public, if he tried out the world of social media, it would increase his fanbase tremendously. Cameron did not care. He isn’t trying to sell himself, he writes fiction, and as far as his readers are concerned, he was the fictional Steve Wolf, mystery writer extraordinaire.
Today he is simply Cameron St. James, son of Sal and Lisa St. James. He grew up here in Rangeley, just like most of the people that surround him now. He teaches psychology and leases land out for farming and cattle. He isn’t seen as anyone special amongst the townsfolk, but he is respected and liked. Cameron is aware of the position the Lawrence family is in today. He was in that same spot several years ago. Camilla. She went missing, and shortly after her disappearance, this exact search was initialized, just in a different part of town. Cameron remembers the instructions vividly. The police telling him that he could not be part of the search, that he needed to stand back and wait for any news. Camilla’s distraught parents at his side.
Hours go by, but Cameron is not complaining, unlike the young woman that is part of his group. He had never met her before today, and he is glad about that. Her incessant whining is grating on his last nerve. She must be around twenty; they don’t let anyone under eighteen join in on these things. However, she acts as if she is five and has a rock in her shoe. Would someone shut her up already! Cameron internally screams.
Someone hollers something from down the line, as if they are answering Cameron’s silent plea. The signal for all to stop is given, something may have been discovered, but an officer needs to go inspect before any more ground can get covered. Everyone halts at once and waits. Five minutes go by before they get the all-clear to move along—false alarm. Rock in shoe girl lets out a morose moan like she was hoping the search had come to an end. Cameron rolls his eyes and continues ahead without comment. As he walks through the overgrown fields, his mind wanders to his son. The boy started school this week. He needs to make a trip back over to his house. Charity still has not contacted him, but enough is enough. It's been almost a week, and if she hasn’t gotten past what happened, it is time to give her a little push in that direction.
As the sun starts to set, the groups are called back one by one. Before being dismissed for the evening, they are given instructions for the next day. That is if they choose to return. Cameron plans on it and internally hopes the young whiney woman has gotten her good deeds out of the way and has better things to do tomorrow.
It is late by the time Cameron makes it back to his Jeep. He still has the room, booked it for another week, but he has no intention of returning there tonight. Sitting in the parking lot, he sees the young girl from his group. She gets into an older model pickup truck with a man that may be in his late fifties, her father most likely. He watches them drive away, and without even thinking, he follows.




Chapter Fourteen

Friday afternoon, Charity waits outside of the elementary school. She isn’t the only one. Half a dozen other moms are mulling around the playground and double entry doors of the large building. Charity has spent a few hours a day, every morning working in the front office. She keeps herself busy by making copies, stapling packets, or doing anything else to help out around Bret’s school, while making her days move a little faster. She has been here every day this week, and yet she still hasn’t worked up the courage to introduce herself to any of the other moms. She has, however, created names for them. There are the yoga moms, the ones that are always in workout gear, a fresh Starbucks in their hand. The three of them gravitate toward each other. Charity isn’t sure if they are friends from before or if they are friends by proxy of their children.
Next up, we have the working moms; she has only spotted two of those so far. Women in business casual, always looking like they are in a hurry to get to their next appointment. Like having a child is just another thing they must check off their daily schedule. Charity knows there are more moms that don’t even bother to get out of their car to greet their children—she isn’t judging them—there may come a day when she will be too exhausted to park and stand on a sidewalk for a few minutes.
Besides Charity, there is one other loner mom that lulls around at pick-up time. She pushes a double stroller, her hair is always in disarray, and today she not only sports a giant brown stain on her wrinkled shirt, but it is also inside out. Charity has thought about approaching that last one, but the woman looks as if she is just seconds from losing her shit, and Charity has no desire to be a part of that at the moment.
The doors open, and Charity shifts her attention from the frustrated mother to the hordes of children now exiting the building. One week down, they look excited as they shoot out of the building carrying empty lunch pails, artwork created sometime during the week, and eager to get home smiles. Bret rushes out and spots his mother. He, too, carries some construction paper creation.
“Hey there, Bud, what is this?” Charity asks as her son approaches. Bret holds it out in front of him without saying a word. It is a finger painting, a family in front of a large house. Charity believes it is supposed to resemble their home. Three figures are front and center, two larger and one small, and then there is also some brown blob by the small figure's feet.
“Well, let's see here. Is this the White House? That must be the president and his family.” Charity says.
“Mommy! It is our family and our house, silly!” Bret exclaims.
Charity pulls him in for a tight hug after taking the masterpiece from his hands, “I know, big boy; I was just playing with you. It is beautiful, and I love it!” She does, but it breaks her heart just a little. This is our family, but it might not be that way for long.
“What is this brown thing down here on the ground?” Charity asks as they start to walk to the car.
“That is Spike! He’s my puppy. Well, he will be once I bring him home from the pet store. You know Miss Stanley said we are going to get a classroom pet. We all get to vote on it. We can have a goldfish, a hamster, or a lizard. The one with the most votes wins, and she will get it after the first six weeks. The only thing is that we all have to be on our best behavior. So, I hope no one messes it up for the rest of us. I am going to vote for the hamster.” Bret is going on and on, but all Charity can think about is the mention of a puppy.
“Who said you are going to the pet store to get a puppy?” Charity asks as they reach the car. She opens the door, Bret hops in, and Charity buckles him into his booster seat.
“Daddy did,” Bret is so matter-of-fact about it that Charity almost laughs.
Rounding the car, she gets in and starts it up before she says anything else, “When did your father say that?”
“Huh?” Bret looks confused like he had already moved on from their conversation before shaking his head and saying, “Oh, he said it one day, I don’t know. I asked him where puppies come from, and he said the pet store.” Charity actually does laugh at this. The cuteness this boy gives off is sometimes too much to take in.
“Oh, honey, I don’t know if that meant you could have one. We might have to think about it for a bit.”
“Well, you can’t think too long, Mommy. You know they don’t stay puppies forever,” Bret says, then turns his attention to his window and watches the scenery pass.
Charity’s mind wanders to all the things she hadn’t been allowing herself to think of for the last week, during the drive home. They can’t get a puppy; she doesn’t even know where they will be in the next few months. She surely isn’t going to stay in the St. James home. That is Cameron's family home; she would be the one that will need to leave. But where would she go? There is nothing for her in California. Nikki is gone, not just from the state but also from Charity’s life altogether. Her mother moved to Washington this past year to live with Charity’s aunt after her uncle passed away. She wasn’t going to intrude on them; they had this whole ‘Golden Girls’ retired living thing going on.
That left her with the option of staying here in Maine or going somewhere entirely new for both her and Bret. Charity wonders if she will be allowed to leave the state with her son. She is sure that she will get custody. Cameron is never even around; no court is going to take away her child. Would they?
There is nothing here for her; the only reason she came here, to begin with, was Cameron. In over five years, she hasn’t made any friends, and she never got a job; she never went back to school. The truth is she never planted herself here, never let her roots settle because she never felt like this was home. The house, the town, this life, it always felt like someone else's. Charity was just playing a role; she figures now that her character has been cut, it is time to move on to a new role, a new play, maybe somewhere she may even belong. Or at least feel like she belongs.
It is time to talk to Cameron. She knows it has been put off long enough; she can’t drag it out any more than she has. He has been patient with her so far, but that won’t last; before she can contact him, a plan must get put into place first. What's the plan, though? Charity has no idea. With no one to talk about it to, she has come up with nothing.
Once Bret has been tucked into bed, Charity pours herself a glass of wine and takes it up to the bathroom. She fills the tub and adds some bath salts. It is time to announce what is going on in her life and with her marriage. Not like there are many people to announce it to, but she hasn’t even told her mom. Charity is for sure not going to take him back. There is no way she can forgive his infidelity. The first action she should do is call a lawyer, but she doesn’t even know where to start or how to find one.
Dialing her mothers' number, she waits for an answer. “Hey, sweet pea. How are you and my favorite grandchild doing?”
“Hello, we are okay, and you do not have to say that every time. He is your only grandchild, so he wins favorite by default.” Charity doesn’t want to break her mother's heart, but she knows what she is about to say will do just that. Loretta never liked the idea of her only daughter giving up her life for a man she hardly knew and who was twice her age, but she accepted it. Charity seemed happy, and that was all that really mattered.
“Even so, he would still be my favorite. Let's pretend you have siblings, and they all have a dozen kids. You know those kids suck, right? Bret is by far the best of the bunch.”
“Mom, that’s not funny. Well, maybe it is a little. I have some bad news,” Charity lets out a long breath waiting for her mom to freak out over all the possibilities of what the news could be.
“What happened? Are you okay? Is Bret okay? Did something happen at school?” Loretta's voice gets more panicked with each question.
“Bret is great, his first week went well, and he actually loves going to school. Me on the other hand, I am not doing so well. Cameron cheated.” There, it is out, and she can’t take it back.
“Oh, dear. I am so sorry. Do you want to talk about it?” Charity is grateful that her mother is so understanding and that she isn’t going to pressure her into going over all the details right now.
“Not really, at least not just yet. I am not ready to relive that right now. I am going to leave him. It has been over a week now, and I've made my decision. I just don’t know where to start.” Charity takes a sip of wine as tears threaten to spill out from her tired eyes.
“If that’s what needs to be done, then that is what you should do. I am not going to say anything about it, not unless you want me to. Have you talked to anyone about it? Is Nikki still there with you?” Loretta's voice is to the point, but there is a hint of concern in there. Charity can’t even think about bringing up Nikki’s part in all of this.
“No, you are the first person I've called. I don’t want anyone to know, so please don’t tell Aunt Tilly. At least not yet, not until I have everything set.” Charity downs the rest of her wine in one long gulp.
“Don’t worry, baby, this is a private matter, I know that. Have you contacted a lawyer or started the paperwork? Do you need me to fly in?” Loretta asks.
“Not just yet. I need to start it all, and I plan on doing that first thing next week. I have heard that it can be a long process when there are kids involved with a divorce, so who knows when I will need you, but I'll let you know as soon as I do.” Charity eyes her empty glass as she soaks in the tub, wishing she had brought the whole bottle up with her.
“Well, the internet is full of anything you may need. I’ll do some research on my end, and you should try to find someone you can trust. You might want to look for someone outside of Rangeley. Chances are everyone there might know Cameron and his family, and you might not get a fair shot,” Loretta lets out a loud sigh. Charity can tell that her mother is already stressing about this, but she also knows that she can count on her mother for anything.
“I will, Mom. Thank you and don’t worry about me. I will make sure this is done right. He was the one in the wrong, and he isn’t going to get any advantages over me,” Charity says this with more conviction than she feels.
“That’s right, baby. You take that fucker to the cleaners! Sorry, that slipped,” Loretta says with a sad muffled laugh.
“It’s okay, I get it, and I don’t know about taking him to the cleaners, but I will do everything in my power to make this fair.” They end their call, and Charity stays in the bath long after her water has turned cold. She wishes she had a friend she could talk to about this. Why did it have to be Nikki? Why couldn’t it have been some random person that meant nothing to Charity?
✽✽✽
 
Cameron stops by on Saturday. He wants to talk to Charity, but she isn’t ready. She allows him a few hours with his son while she makes herself scarce. She searches the internet for options on a divorce attorney during this time, but there are too many with little detail. Frustrated, Charity closes her laptop and searches for her son and her cheating husband.
She finds them out back by the greenhouse.
“So, when are you going to be done working in town, Daddy?” Bret asks. Charity realizes that she has left her son out of the loop. He has no idea what is going on with his parents, and his little mind just would not be able to comprehend the magnitude of it all.
Before Cameron can respond to his son's question, he hears Charity approach—always so aware. “Hey Bud, it is time to clean up for dinner,” Charity instructs.
“Daddy, are you hungry? Are you going to eat with us before you leave?” Bret asks, a hopeful expression on his face.
Cameron gives his son a sympathetic look before saying, “Not tonight. I got some stuff to take care of, maybe next time.” Charity knows what he is trying to do. She can see it all over his face, he is trying to make her look like the bad guy.
On their way back to the house, Bret runs ahead, and Cameron stands back, trying to catch Charity’s attention.
“Can we talk?” he asks.
“We will but not right now; I will call you next week.” Charity turns and makes her way back to the main house.
“It's already been over a week, Charity. You can't expect me to live in a hotel. This is my house.” Cameron calls to her back.
Charity stops, looks over her shoulder, and says, “I know this Cameron, you have made this clear over and over again. I don’t want your house, but I will stay here without you and with our son until a decision is made.” Cameron doesn’t have anything to add. He will give her a few more days to set the illusion that her say matters. After that, he is coming back home no matter what.




Chapter Fifteen

That Monday, while Charity waits for Bret to exit the school building, tears threaten to spill out of her eyes, and she struggles to hold them in, not wanting to make a scene. Her head is down, trying to avoid attracting attention to herself as she thinks about the conversation she had with the divorce attorney earlier that afternoon. Some quack she found on the internet. He was based out of Bridgton. He had some decent reviews on Google and Yelp, and without knowing anyone who personally used him, that was all she had to go on.
The jackass told her that he couldn’t do anything unless she came to meet him in person and paid a five-thousand-dollar retainer. She just needed to get a feel of what kind of person he was before she wasted any time on the drive. There was also no way she was handing over that much money to a misogynistic prick like him.
When Charity told the guy her name, there was a pause on the other end of the line. “As in the wife of Cameron St. James?” he asked. Fuck, Charity thought, this is not going to be easy. When Charity confirmed her identity, he just gave out a sarcastic laugh and wished her good luck. After that, she couldn’t muster up any courage to make any more calls.
Caught up in her feelings, she doesn’t even notice when the children come flooding out until Bret is at her side.
“Mommy, can I play on the playground with my new friend for just a little bit, please?” Charity straightened up, trying to look casual. She didn’t need her son asking her if she had been crying. She hadn’t been, but she was close.
“Of course, buddy, I’ll be right here.” Bret runs off with his friends. They aren’t the only ones playing on the grounds after school; a hand full of other children flutter around, burning off pent-up energy.
Charity tries to shake off her melancholy mood before joining her son on the playground, but before she can, a woman walks up to her. “Mrs. St. James?” Charity doesn’t place her at first, but within a few seconds, it clicks.
“Yes, Miss Stanley, right? You are my son’s teacher.” Charity pushes her hair out of her face, then runs her hands down her jeans. She wasn’t expecting anyone to come talk to her. Now is not a good time but it isn’t the teacher’s fault.
“Yes, we met before school started. Sorry, I cut all my hair off, so I might look a little different.” Charity notices the short bob that curls right under the woman's ears. Then she remembers that when they met, she had a long French braid.
“Oh, yes, you did. It looks good,” Charity goes for a polite smile, and when it is returned, she sees the braces peeking out behind the other woman's full lips. Now she recognizes her even more, the first adult woman she had ever seen sporting those old school wires.
“Thank you! Please call me Sasha. I saw you working in the office last week, I was hoping to catch you when you weren’t busy, but I didn’t see you today. I want to let you know that Bret is a delight to have in my class. He is also becoming really popular with the other kids.” Charity’s false smile fades as she thinks about what her husband’s actions will do to her son's life. Bret is just getting started, and now she may be forced to uproot him from all of this—from all he knows and loves. “Is everything okay?” Sasha asks.
“Is it that obvious?” Charity had no intention of airing her dirty laundry, but the need to talk to someone, anyone, is too strong.
Sasha takes Charity by the hand and motions for her to have a seat back on the empty bench. Once they are sitting, Sasha reaches into the pocket of her cardigan and pulls out a little travel pack of tissues; she hands one to her companion. Charity has now let the waterworks run loose.
“You just keep these on hand?” Charity asks once she has composed herself.
“They are essential for any kindergarten teacher. Look, you don’t know me, but that doesn’t mean that I can’t help. If you need someone to talk to, I am willing to lend an ear.”
A small, humorless laugh escapes Charity’s lips. She blows her nose then stuffs the used tissue in her jean pocket and looks over at Sasha, really looks at her. “How old are you?” Charity stops and holds up her hand, “I am not trying to imply that you are too young to be a teacher. I just want to know.”
Sasha clears her throat, then says, “I am twenty-five; I know I am young and haven’t been teaching for very long. I am not offended that you asked. I have a feeling we are pretty close to the same age. And I am not saying that you look too young to be a mom. You are just much younger than the others.” Sasha pauses to give Charity’s knee a light squeeze before she continues.
“I don’t mean to sound forward, but you really do look like you could use a friend.”
“You have no idea,” Charity says, then buries her face in her hands once again.
The two women exchange numbers, not wanting to go into details at the playground. Charity gave her the rundown that her marriage might be over, but that was about it. Sasha said she might know someone and that she would give her a call that evening.
A little after six, Charity gets a text from Sasha asking if she has a minute to talk. She shakes her head at the absurdity that the woman actually wants to take the time to call her; most people just want to communicate via text message.
Charity hits the call button instead of replying to the text, and Sasha picks up on the second ring. “Hey,” Charity says before Sasha can speak.
“Hey, you doing okay?” Sasha asks.
“Same as I have been for the last couple of weeks, but it's nice to have someone to call besides my mother,” Charity says with real laughter in her voice.
“I know that feeling. For me, it's my sister, though. I am sure she is tired of my shit by now.”
“Miss Stanley, what language you have!” Charity chastises.
“Hey, now, I am off duty. I've also may or may not had a couple of glasses of wine already.” The sound of her slurping wine from a glass travels through the phone line.
“Oh, we are going to get along just great,” Charity says.
“I knew it the moment I laid eyes on you,” They both laugh at that one. “Look, I have some info for you. I was thinking we could go have coffee tomorrow after school.” Sasha says.
“How about you come over for dinner tomorrow night, say five? We eat early here; I've got a kindergartner to put to bed. That way, we can have some privacy from tiny ears after he goes to sleep.”
“Sounds great. Text me your address, and I’ll bring wine.” Sasha agrees.
✽✽✽
 
That next evening Sasha shows up precisely at five with the promised bottle of wine in hand. She had googled the address beforehand, but the pictures online did not do it justice. Why the fuck is this kid going to public school when he lives in a house like this, Sasha thinks before knocking on the door.
“Hey there, come on in,” Charity says as soon as she opens the door. The smell of garlic flutters in the air. Charity ushers them from the foyer to the kitchen, where Bret is currently sitting at the table, making what looks like a potato person out of a real potato. Sasha desperately wants to get a better look at the house, but she figures that can wait. Charity looks busy as she rushes back to the stove.
“Miss Stanley, what are you doing in my house?” Bret asks, clearly surprised to see his teacher outside of school.
“I wanted to come hang out with you and your mom. Is that okay?” she asks, leaning in and giving the boy a raised brow.
“That’s so cool; I didn’t know teachers could come over.”
“Well, I don’t just go to everyone's house, but your mom invited me over for dinner, and I do get hungry so, here I am.” Sasha straightens back up and turns her attention back over to Charity. “Can I help with anything?”
Charity shuts off the burners on the stove, then tosses a couple of utensils in the sink before responding. “Almost ready. I made shrimp alfredo and garlic bread. There is a Caesar salad already prepared in the fridge if you want to grab it and set it on the table.”
As Sasha grabs the salad out of the enormous restaurant-style refrigerator, Charity pulls the garlic bread from the oven. The table is already set; the three of them sit down, pass plates around and enjoy their meal. By the time everyone is done eating, Sasha and Charity have finished off half a bottle of wine.
Sasha waits while Bret has his nightly bath. She joins mother and son while Charity reads him a bedtime story. Once Bret is tucked in, the nightlight on, and the door left cracked, the two women move back downstairs.
Once settled on the couch in the den, Charity announces that there just isn’t enough wine left in the bottle for them to continue their evening. She excuses herself to retrieve another bottle from the cellar.
“You have a freaking wine cellar?” Sasha asks as soon as Charity returns with a fresh bottle of Merlot.
“Well, I don’t. The house does. Meaning Cameron does. It was here when I got here, and it is probably what I will miss most about this house.” Charity pops the cork and sets the bottle on the coffee table. Letting the new bottle breathe while they finish the last one.
“So, you do not have to tell me details if you don’t want to, but I have a divorce lawyer rec if you need one.” Sasha just decides to get it over with, no sense in skirting around why she is here.
“You do? I am so lost with all of this. I don’t even know where to start, but I have a feeling Cameron is losing patience with me, so I need to get started with the process and I need to do it soon.”
They spend the next hour talking, crying, and drinking. Charity confides in her new friend. She didn’t realize till now just how alone she really was. Getting this off her chest felt so good.
It was getting late. Sasha uses the restroom, and Charity starts a pot of coffee; she didn’t want to send her new friend home without sobering her up a bit. On her way back from the restroom, Sasha decides to snoop a little and pokes her head into what looks like a study. That is where Charity finds her.
“Hey,” Charity says, startling her guest.
“Oh, hey. Sorry, I couldn’t help myself,” Sasha admits.
“It's alright,” Charity enters the room with a steaming cup of joe and hands it over. “This is his area.”
Sasha picks up a familiar book from the desk. “He has some pretty dark reading material.”
“He wrote that,” Charity replies flatly.
“You are married to Steve Wolf? Wait? Oh, okay, it’s a pen name. I don’t follow him or anything, but my book club read this one last year, and man, this one is disturbing. Freaky shit. It was good, but I prefer lighter reads, you know, historical fiction, maybe a humorous memoir.”
“Yes, that’s him. He doesn’t usually announce his fictional personality to people he knows. He does in-person signings from time to time, but they are typically far enough away that no one will recognize him personally.”
“That’s kind of cool,” Sasha says hesitantly.
“Yeah, I used to think that also. Then I realized that I might not be getting the real Cameron. Or maybe there isn’t even a real Cameron to get.”
“What do you mean?” Sasha asks.
“He has always been charming and caring. I thought he was honest and open, but that turned out to be a lie.  I feel like I never got him; I am not sure if he was holding back or the fact that he has all these characters stuck in his head means he doesn’t even know the real him.”
“How long have you guys been together?”
“Like six years almost, no, a little longer but married for six next month. But that’s just it; it always felt like the first date with him. I never got his anger, his frustration, his hurt, or disappointment. He has been the same damn person every day. I don’t know if that has anything to do with our age gap. I mean, look at me; I am constantly changing, growing. He is just there, the same. Maybe that’s because, at his age, he already found who he is and is content with it.” Charity flops down in an armchair and lets out a sigh.
“Maybe that is it. How much older is he?” Sasha asks.
“Don’t judge me,” Sasha holds up her hands in surrender and shakes her head. “He is twenty-one years older,” Charity finishes.
“Wow!” Sasha exclaims, leaving her mouth agape long after the word has left it.
“Hey, no judgment. I still feel shafted, though. Like I was supposed to get more out of a six-year marriage.”
Sasha releases a laugh, “By the look of this house, you are going to get quite a bit. Also, you got Bret. And you’re not old, Hell what are you Twenty-five?” Charity points up a finger. “Twenty-six?” Charity confirms her guess with a nod. “You are still young enough to go grab you another husband and make that marriage work. Think of this one as a trial run.”
The women call it a night, and Charity walks Sasha out to her car. They hug for what seems like several minutes, grateful to have found each other.
Once Sasha has driven off, Charity goes up to her bedroom, taking her laptop and the card Sasha had left with her. Charity spends the next couple of hours researching Jennifer Kalil. Sasha said that her older sister used her to divorce her abusive ex-husband. She described Jennifer as a fierce maneater. They didn’t have any children together, but because everything was in her husband's name, Sasha’s sister wanted to make sure she didn’t get thrown out to the streets with nothing but
the clothes on her back, which is just what her husband wanted.
Jennifer got her the house, the car, and her husband was forced to pay off all their debt and pay for both side’s legal fees.
Charity isn’t worried about money; that has never been an issue with her husband. She is sure that he would grant her whatever she asks for from him. Of course, she isn’t planning on asking for the house or anything extravagant. All she wants is her son and enough money to get them started with a new life. And that is where she might have a problem. Even though Cameron is a part-time dad and always puts his career first, he might put up a fight if she tries taking off with Bret. She is going to have to play it cool, play nice. Charity needed to make sure she does everything within her power to stay on his good side. She knows he will be pissed once those divorce papers get served, but he won't be surprised. Cameron St. James has finally run out of charm, and it is time for him to pay up.




Chapter Sixteen

Two weeks, that’s how long it took for the County Patrol officer to get the divorce papers to Cameron. He had told Charity that he would be staying at the Lake Resort, but the couriering officer could never find him there. The officer finally tracked him down at his agent's office. Some might think he was running from a warrant or something.
Charity wondered where he was every time she got the notification that the papers were undeliverable. Usually, once he returned from California and finished up meetings in town, he settled in at home till Christmas, busy writing his next novel. She hadn’t spoken to Nikki, and her fingers itched to give her a call just to see if the two had been shacking up together. But she resisted; that wasn’t her concern anymore.
When Cameron got the papers, he didn’t need to open them to know what they were. He took them straight to his lawyer's office and threw the sealed package on his desk.
“What's this?” Anthony Bachino asks from behind his mahogany desk.
“Divorce papers,” Cameron replies in a bored tone.
“Why are you giving them to me? I am not a divorce attorney.” Anthony pushes the package away and returns his attention to the computer monitor in front of him.
“No, but you are my attorney, and I pay you a lot of money.” Cameron runs a hand through his hair in frustration.
“I can give you a recommendation,” Anthony suggests.
“Just read them, contact her lawyer and see what she wants. If it's anything you can't handle, then we can talk about bringing in someone else.”
“You got it, boss.” Anthony rips open the packet and gets to work. Cameron helps himself to a glass of scotch from the bar. Anthony only has the high-end stuff, but Cameron doesn’t care; he is the one paying for it after all.
Half an hour goes by before Anthony finally sets down the papers and looks up at Cameron. By now, he is on his second glass. “Well, it's just your typical divorce papers. There are no demands; at least there aren’t any listed here. I assume we will need to sign these and then schedule mediation so you two can go over requests. What do you think she will want?”
“I have no idea, but I don’t really care. I don’t believe she will get greedy. As long as she doesn’t go for my balls, I think we will be okay.”
Somehow Mr. Anthony Bachino seemed to work magic with getting the mediation date expedited. Just a few days after receiving the notification that the papers were signed; Charity got an email from Jennifer saying they are set to meet on September 27th at 8 am. Suddenly Charity is nervous. It is all happening so fast. She hasn’t seen or spoken to Cameron since his visit with Bret. She wonders if he noticed the five-thousand dollar check she wrote out for her retainer. She figures if he did see it, he didn’t care.
Charity sends a return email confirming that she will be there and asks if there is anything she needs to prepare for beforehand. The reply she gets says that everything is covered, and they will go over the demands that she and Jennifer already discussed, during mediation.
That next day Charity gets a call from Cameron. Before answering, she lets out a long breath to prepare herself for whatever he has to say. “Hello,” she says.
“Is this a good time?”
“That depends on what you are calling about,” Charity replies.
“I see that you have made your decision, so I am not going to try and talk you out of it. I’ll keep it short. I want to pick Bret up tomorrow for a few hours. Spend the afternoon with him. I also need to come by my house and get a few things. It would be great if you weren't there,” Cameron says.
“Okay,” Charity decided to play nice, and he is making it incredibly easy. “What time?”
“I will pick him up around noon. We will be back between three and five. If the house could be empty between those hours, that will be great.” Cameron delivers
this with such severity that it almost sounds like a demand. Play nice, Charity reminds herself.
“I’ll leave at noon and return at five; the house is yours,” she says.
“I know the house is mine but thank you.” Cameron hangs up without saying goodbye.
Charity almost feels cheated once again. Is this really all I get? she thinks. For a moment, she feels as if she should have given him the chance to explain. Now she has no closure. Cameron is just going to move on with his life as if the past six years meant nothing to him. Meanwhile, her entire world is crashing down around her; she is heartbroken and lost. His tone of voice and actions prove that she is doing the right thing by filing for divorce.
✽✽✽
 
On Saturday, Charity makes plans to spend the day with Sasha. They have an appointment for a much-needed mani-pedi after lunch. When Cameron shows up for Bret, he is all business with Charity but the same loving father toward his son. Charity feels like an outsider when the two greet each other—like long-lost friends, leaving her off to the side.
“I will be back by five,” Charity says as she heads to her car. She doesn’t even bother to ask them what their plans are for the day. Whatever they are, she isn’t included in them. This is Cameron's time with his son, and she will let him have it.
“By Mommy,” Bret calls out to her, and she blows him a kiss before driving away.
Once she is gone, Cameron turns to his son with a big smile.
“So, what do you want to do today?” Cameron asks.
“I want to go to Disney Land,” Bret eagerly replies.
“Me too, little man, but not today. Let's go inside for a bit, and you can tell me all about school.”
The two St. James men spend the next half hour talking about Bret's new friends, as he shows his father all of the artwork he has done so far this school year. Once they have exhausted that subject, Cameron flips on the television, putting it on the Disney channel.
“We can’t go to Disney Land, but you can watch a little of it while I get some work done. After that, we can go get some lunch, anything you want.”
With Bret occupied for at least the next thirty minutes, Cameron sets about searching the house. For what? Anything out of place. He just needs to see what Charity has been up to for the last few weeks. He is satisfied with his search; everything looks like it should, just how he left it. All locks still intact. She hasn’t ventured far from her allowed space. That will end soon. He plans on getting this divorce over with and her out of his house as quickly as possible.
When Cameron and Bret go into town for a couple of burgers, they spot Charity and her companion sitting on the patio of a Mexican restaurant across the street. Bret calls to his mother, and they exchange waves, but the little boy is happy to move along with his father for some much-needed bonding.
“OH MY GOD!” Sasha exclaims. “Was that him?”
“The one and only,” Charity answers.
“He was kind of far off, but he looks nothing like his author pic on the back of his books.”
“He does that on purpose. It is an old picture, first bio pic he ever took. When he isn’t on tour, he lets the scruff on his face grow out and wears his glasses. Once a tour starts up, he is freshly shaved and puts in the contacts.”
“Like Clark Kent and Superman,” Sasha belts out. She is on her third margarita and getting a little giddy.
“Don’t know if I would put them in the same category. I wonder if that’s when he picks up his hoes. While he has that baby face, sporting his alter ego.” Charity throws down the chip she was about to eat in disgust.
“Does he go on book tours often?” Sasha asks.
“No, not for every book, but at least for a couple of weeks every second or third release. So, often enough,” Charity replies.
“I think it's time to get out of here and head over to the salon. We are going to be late.” Sasha signals for the check.
“Yes, let's go.” Charity hands the waiter a credit card as soon as he arrives at their table, before giving them their separate checks, and before Sasha can protest. She wasn’t going to; after seeing where the woman she is eating lunch with lives, she would even let her pay for both mani-pedis.
Charity arrives home a little after four, the margaritas she had earlier have worn off, and she is left with a minor headache. Cameron isn’t back with Bret yet. At least his car isn’t in the driveway, so she has a few moments to herself. Heading inside, she goes straight to the kitchen for some aspirin and water. She had told Cameron that she would be gone till five and really hoped he had already gathered everything he needed because all she wanted to do was lie down for a bit.
The moment Charity lays her head on the pillow; she hears them enter the house. For the first time since moving here, she wishes that her room was in the part of the house that couldn’t hear everyone coming and going. Then there is a bark and the telltale sign of tiny fingernails hitting the marble floor.
Charity shoots straight up. He wouldn’t! she thinks. She rushes from the bedroom and down the stairs. He did! Right there, jumping all over her five-year-old’s lap and licking his face, is a golden fur-covered puppy.
“What the hell…” Charity stops mid-sentence when her son looks up at her and interrupts.
“Mommy. Look what I got! Daddy got him for me. He’s a Golden Reliever.”
“Retriever,” Cameron corrects his son.
“We have to name him, Mommy.”
“Cameron, can I talk to you?” Charity says as she passes them, ignoring the dog, and moves into Cameron's study. Once he is in there, she shuts the door behind them.
“What are you thinking?” Charity asks through gritted teeth.
“The boy needs a dog,” Cameron states.
“The boy? Our son needs food, shelter, structure, and discipline. A dog is not a need. A dog is a responsibility,” Charity is fuming.
“Yes, and responsibility is also a need. It's time he got some. Besides, he is going to be going through a lot with this divorce of yours.” And here it is, of hers. How dare he, she thinks. Like this is all on her.
Charity just stands there in shock, so Cameron continues, “It will be good for him. Plus, all this land is wasted without at least having one animal to run around with; it will be fine. My parents never let me have a dog and I promised myself that if I ever had a son, he would get one if that was what he wanted.”
“What were you thinking? I am going to be the one who has to take care of him. You know that, right?”
“What else do you have to do all day, Charity? Have Margaritas with your son's teacher?” The look on Cameron's face causes her to take a step back. She has never seen this expression on him before. It is almost scary. “Let it go; he has a dog now. Are you going to break his heart and make him take it back?”
“Do not put this on me!” Charity starts to get loud and tries to calm herself, so her son won't hear.
“You have already kicked his father out. He had two parents, and now I will get him, what every other weekend? Does he even know yet? Have you told him what you have done? The kid now lives in a broken home. The puppy will help; let him have that.”
“This is all your fault. Why should I take the blame? Why should I be the one to tell him?” Charity is almost in tears at his audacity, but she refuses to let him see her pain.
“Yes, I may have had a hand in it, but your decision is what is breaking this family apart, not mine. I think you acted too fast. However, I respect your choice, and what's done is done.” Charity sees what he is doing here, and she isn’t going to fall for it.
“No, Cameron. You can’t psychobabble me into changing my mind. You fucked my best friend in our house, and who knows where else. This,” Charity gestures a hand between them, “Is over. We are done. I know that I am stuck with you as my child's father, but that doesn't mean I have to accept the fact that you are a lying bastard and I do not have to keep you as a husband.”
“I get it, and it's fine, but don’t take the dog away. I’ll even come by and help with the training.”
“You bet your ass you will!” Charity barks.
Cameron says goodbye to his son and the over-hyper puppy and promises he will be back by the next day to help pick out a name for the little guy.
Charity closes the front door and immediately kicks herself for her stupidity. She actually fell for it. She just gave him an open invitation to come over whenever he wanted. Not that he couldn’t, but she basically just invited him.




Chapter Seventeen

Over the past week, Cameron had stopped by the house every day. At first, it was just to play with the dog, which they decided to call Pedro. Charity has no idea where that came from, but it does seem to fit. Then he started getting comfortable. Charity would call Bret to dinner, and Bret would automatically invite his father to the table. What could she do? Tell her son no, that he couldn’t invite his father to his own dinner table?
By the end of the week, Cameron was even hanging around after dinner. He never bothered Charity; he would quietly disappear into his study for an hour or go upstairs to one of the unused rooms. When it was time to tuck Bret in, Cameron would reemerge, telling his son goodnight, then would leave without offering Charity so much as a look.
Their mediation is scheduled for the next week, and Charity figures she can bite her tongue until she has something that prevents him from just stopping by all the time—that is the plan anyway.
It is Friday night, Bret is already in bed, but Cameron decides he will take Pedro for a late-night walk before he leaves the house. Charity chooses to offer him some more time for Cameron to have Bret outside of the house and wants to bring this up to him.
When he returns from his long walk (which took over two hours), she is ready. He comes back in, and both he and the dog carry a funny smell that throws her off track and almost makes her forget what it is she wants to say. “What is that?” Charity asks with pursed lips.
“What?” Cameron is more surprised that she is talking to him than what her concern might be.
“That smell,” Charity scrunches up her nose, trying to shield it off.
“Oh, we went down to see the neighbors. They had a burn pile going. We must have brought it with us.”
“What were they burning, bodies?” Charity takes the leash from Cameron’s hand and hangs it on the designated hook. Cameron lets out a laugh but doesn’t comment.
“Tomorrow is Saturday. I thought you might want to take Bret somewhere again?” Charity says, trying to sound nonchalant.
“Can’t tomorrow. I actually won't be by at all till Monday. I will be out of town all weekend.”
Charity wants to ask, but she has no right. It isn’t any of her business what he is up to in his spare time. She is just glad she won’t have to worry about him dropping by for two whole days.
✽✽✽
 
Before the mediation starts, the two parties are separated and taken into their rooms for council.     
Cameron assaults Mr. Batino as soon as the door shuts behind them, “Do you have any idea what is going to happen in there?”
“Sorry, but I do not. I emailed Mrs. Kalil last week with a request for demands, and she has yet to respond. I feel that this may not be as simple as you wish, Mr. St. James.”
“What do you mean?” There is no way Charity is going to demand anything that will prolong this process. He could tell by her attitude toward him these last few weeks that she wants out and she wants out now.
“Could be anything. From what you have told me, she basically depends on you for everything. She has no assets of her own; she came from a broken home, and was raised by a destitute single mother. Regardless of what you may think about your wife, Cameron, all bets are off once the papers are signed.
“Fuck!’ Cameron tightens his jaw and clenches his fists. “What do you think she will go after, money? The house? The fucking land?”
“I am not going to lie to you. I know this Kalil bitch, and she is ruthless. I've never had to face her in court because, as I said, I am not a divorce lawyer. However, it looks like your wife did some homework. Perhaps at the beginning, she may have left with what you were willing to offer, but with that man-hater buzzing in her ear, there is no telling what they have come up with in regard to demands.”
“She can't have the house or the land; give her all the money, but the rest is off the table.” Cameron moves to exit the room, but before he can, Anthony stops him.
“Don’t forget that you have a child together.”
“I haven’t.” Cameron opens the door with too much force and walks out ahead of his lawyer.
The four of them are hosted by a heavyset woman who introduces herself as Tatana King. They are ushered into what looks like a conference room and Tatana motions for them to sit opposite each other around a mahogany table that seats eight. There are no windows in the room, only a large oil painting of a lighthouse decorates one wall. She goes over how everything works, even though both lawyers have already discussed this with their clients. She also informs them that each person will get their time to speak. If that time is not respected, then the mediation will end as indecisive. If the two parties are unable to agree by the end of the hour, then a court date will be set for a judge to hear the case and make a decision for them.
Charity is given the floor first since she is the one who filed for the divorce. Jennifer Kalil starts the debate for her. Charity sits back, not saying a word. Cameron and Anthony are quiet and give Mrs. Kalil her time, but you can almost see the fumes coming off of Cameron as he stews in his anger for the fifteen minutes that it takes her to speak.
All Charity requests is one hundred thousand dollars. She had started with fifty, but Jennifer talked her into bumping that up. A hundred was as high as Charity would go. She didn’t want any money, but she knew she would need some to start a new life with Bret. Cameron isn’t upset about the money; he figured she would ask for much more—that is nothing to him. However, she has requested full custody of their child. Not only that, but she wants permission to move out of state with Bret, giving Cameron visitation rights on only Holidays and summers.
“Thank you, Mrs. Kalil,” Tatana says, then turns, gesturing to Cameron and Anthony. “Mr. St. James.”
Anthony doesn’t even need to consult with Cameron before he speaks, “No.”
“What do you mean no? No to what?” Jennifer asks.
Cameron leans in and takes over before Anthony can answer, “No to taking Bret. You can have all the money, everything in the bank, but you will not take off with my boy,” Cameron says, looking directly at Charity.
She bites her lip trying not to butt in. It doesn’t work as she spits out, “What do you care? You are never home anyway.”
Tatana jumps in at that moment, “Okay, let's start over. Mrs. St. James, I think you might want to consult with your attorney and see if demands can be adjusted before we move on. Mr. St. James, I suggest you do the same. We will take a ten-minute break. Mr. Batino, you, and your client can follow me. I will allow you to utilize the same room you had before.”
After precisely ten minutes, everyone rejoins the seats they had previously occupied.
“Mr. St. James, I realize we ended on your time to speak, but I would like to start with your wife again to see if there have been any changes in her requests.” The way she delivers this says that she may feel Charity's demands are a bit much.
“Mrs. St. James is willing to stay on the east coast. This will make it easier to travel back and forth between parents,” Jennifer says.
“That’s it? That is all you could come up with?” Cameron stands, his chair flying back and slamming into the wall behind him.
“First, and only warning, Mr. St. James. No more outbursts or we will need to end this mediation. Please wait for me to address you before you speak,” Tatana says, looking a little frazzled. She then waves a hand at Anthony, signaling that he may speak.
Anthony clears his throat and goes ahead with the plan that he and Cameron came up with just a few moments ago. They hadn’t thought she would ask for full custody and were not prepared for the slap in the face that was just handed to them. “Okay, my client is willing to negotiate on the terms of a monetary settlement. He will double Mrs. St. James' request of one hundred thousand; he will also offer monthly spousal support in the sum of five thousand a month directly deposited in an account solely in her name for no less than eighteen months.”
Anthony takes a breath before he continues, “In regard to the custody of their son, Bret Ashton St. James, he asks for joint custody. Meaning he will reside with my client half the time and Mrs. St. James the other half. The conditions of this are that she must use the two hundred thousand to purchase a home within the school district that Bret currently attends. This will allow for no interruptions in the child's education and no inconsistencies in parental visitation.” Charity slowly shakes her head as Cameron stares at her with a straight face.
“Is that all?” Tatana asks. Anthony gives her a nod then she turns to face Charity and Jennifer.
Jennifer focuses on Charity only to see that she is still shaking her head. “A moment please?” Jennifer asks.
She leans into Charity and whispers, “I figured we would have a problem with the custody thing. You could ask for more money or to stay within the state of Maine. Consider a three-hundred-mile radius perhaps?”
Charity jerks her head to face Jennifer. “No!” she says too loud, then lowers her voice. “This isn’t my home, and this is not where I want to be. I won't budge on the custody, but you can take money off the table altogether.”
Jennifer isn’t happy with her client at the moment. She can tell by the look on Cameron’s face that nothing will be settled here today, and she will be seeing a lot more of him in a courtroom.
“That is not acceptable to my client,” the way Jennifer says this makes Charity grimace. “She does not want any financial help. All money aside, she just wants to start a new life with her son while allowing his father to still be in it part-time. Considering that Mr. St. James is not around much already, this would not be much of a change for the boy,” Jennifer says.
Cameron slaps a palm onto the table in front of him. “Charity, you know I work on the west coast during the summer,” he seethes at the same time that Tatana stands up, gathering the papers that lay before her.
“I will not spend the rest of my life under your thumb!” Charity screams.
“Okay, that concludes this mediation. Mrs. Kalil, Mr. Batino. I will email you both the information about setting up a court date.” Now done, Tatana king exits the room and leaves the four of them to do what they must.
No one says a word as they exit the county building and head to their separate vehicles in the parking lot. Charity is in tears, too emotionally distraught to speak. Once they get away from prying ears, Jennifer takes Charity in her arms and gives her a genuine hug. Charity holds onto her; she had no idea how much she needed the comfort. Even from an almost stranger, it means more than anything.
Jennifer has been in this situation more times than she can count. Not for herself—she is happily married going on twelve years—but on behalf of her clients. She knows how nerve-racking it can be, especially for a first-timer and for someone as young as Charity, someone who feels as if their entire world is falling apart. They have no clue how much better it will be once this is all over, and there are no words that will reach them. At this time, all she can offer is support.
“Look, we knew this might happen. I need to warn you that what just happened in there was the easy part. Court is not somewhere we wanted to go, but that is where we are headed. I need you to be extra cautious for the next month or more. Everything you do from here on out can
be brought up in court. That also includes everything from your past. However, the same thing goes for him. We have the advantage. He manipulated a student; he is an absent father and husband, and he committed adultery. You have done nothing wrong, and we will use all of that against him.” Jennifer releases Charity and gives her a small smile. Charity tries to shake the tears away and let her lawyer's words sink in.
“We got this. I am going to try and get us in with Judge Freeman. He is a hard-ass conservative, and that will work in our favor. He frowns on men that do this type of shit. We may not get everything we want, but he might side with you on loosening the band Cameron is trying to wrap you in right now.”
Charity relaxes a little at those words. A battle isn’t what she wanted, but if that’s what Cameron is after, then that is what he will get. She sits in her car long after Jennifer left her. The tears started, and they just won't stop. Looking at the clock on her car dash, she sees that she is late picking Bret up from school. She had timed it to where she should have been out of there and to him with time to spare. Now she has wasted that time in self-pity.
✽✽✽
 
When Charity arrives at the school, twenty minutes after Bret was released, she finds him on the playground with Sasha. Her friend sees her before Bret does and rushes over.
“That bad?” Sasha asks once she sees Charity’s red swollen eyes.
“Worse. I know I should have expected it, but how can he be so cold?” Charity cries.
“I don’t want this to come out the wrong way, but maybe you should try looking at it from his point of view.” Sasha bites her lip, anticipating her friend's reply.
“What do you mean?” Charity looks up; disappointment suddenly overshadowed by confusion on her face.
“Well, Bret is his kid too. Please think of how you would feel in his shoes. I am not saying what he did wasn’t wrong but losing your wife and kid all in one swoop has to be hard.” Sasha bites her lip again, a little harder this time. She doesn’t want to disappoint her friend, but someone needed to say it. It has been on Sasha's mind, and she needs to know that Charity isn’t completely heartless. Separating father and son the way Charity was trying to do just seems cruel.
Charity releases a long sigh and sags a little in the shoulders. “I can’t think about his feelings right now. He wasn’t thinking of my feelings when he was fucking my friend in our house while I was in it.” Bret chooses that moment to run up to his mother and grips her by the waist.
“Mommy, where have you been?” She really hopes he didn’t hear any of that.
“So sorry, Bud. I got caught up in something. Were you having fun with Miss Stanley?”
“Yes, she pushed me on the swing for a long time and didn’t complain.” Charity chuckles at his honest statement.
For the next couple of weeks, Charity prepares for her first-ever court date the best she can. Sasha has become a regular fixture in their house, coming by two or three times a week for dinner and nightly chats. Cameron no longer just stops by, but Charity can sense him; she feels him all around her. One night she could have sworn he pulled into the rear drive, but by the time she made it out there, no one was around.
The court date is set for October thirtieth. One whole month of waiting is driving Charity nuts. Her days are filled with questions no one can answer. Where would she and Bret go if she is allowed to go anywhere? What will they do if she ended up penniless? What was Cameron doing to fill all his free time? Even though the
two of them are alone in this vast amount of land, why does it feel like there is always someone else here?
Cameron keeps it cordial; he only contacts Charity about Bret. When can he see him? Can he pick him up from school today? That’s how it was at first; then, after a couple of weeks, the messages start to shift from the subject of their son. How is Pedro? Have you told your mother about us? I am sending Olly by for fall clean-up this week.
Charity stops replying to those on Jennifer's orders. She had also informed Charity that Cameron gained a new council, an actual divorce lawyer, instead of the literary one he used for work needs. This brings Charity's stress level up times one hundred percent, even though Jennifer told her that this is normal and not to worry. If anything, this could help; fresh eyes might enlighten Cameron to see that he needs to be more flexible before losing everything. They got Judge Freeman, so the ball is in their court.
Two days before court, a Sunday night, Cameron stops by offering a bag of treats for Pedro. Charity wants to snap at him for his uninvited arrival, but instead thinks she could use this visit to her advantage—get into his good graces before the big fight.
“Hey, before you leave, can I talk to you?” she asks, stopping him before he can walk out the back door to follow their son.
“Sure,” Cameron says with a sincere smile.
Charity didn’t plan on bringing it up. She figures they would have settled at mediation, and she could vacate his house and get one of her own soon. Now that she is stuck here indefinitely, it needs to be said. Cameron might get upset if she let it go.
“Thanks, not now, though. Just don’t leave before we can have a minute alone.” Charity watches her soon-to-be ex-husband as he walks away and joins their son and his dog in the yard.
They put Bret down for bed together. Cameron is being extra attentive. Jennifer warned Charity not to bring up the divorce proceedings without her presence, and she hasn’t. She feels that Cameron must have gotten the same warning because he hasn’t brought it up either.
As soon as they exit Bret’s room, Cameron asks, “What was it that you wanted to talk about?” he sounds almost excited. There is also a glint of hope in his eyes, and this irks Charity. He might be getting the wrong idea, and no matter what kind of gaze he throws her way, she isn’t going to cave.
“A few days ago, the alarm went off in the middle of the night. It must have just been a malfunction, but I walked around just to make sure everything was okay.” Cameron makes a face like he disapproves of her decision to investigate a possible intrusion on her own.
She shakes off his glare before continuing, “Anyway, everything was fine. The back door on the east side of the house, the one you said was an old service entrance or something.” Cameron gives a knowing nod. “It won't lock. When I checked it, it was unlocked and opened easily. I put a chair in front of it for now but thought we should get a new lock.” Charity instantly grimaces at her use of the term ‘we’.
“I’ll get Olly to come by soon and get that taken care of, not a problem. I wouldn’t worry about it; probably been like that for years, no telling. What about the alarm?” Cameron asks.
“I disarmed it and have been afraid to set it at night again. I don’t need it waking Bret up when he has school the next day.”
Cameron gives her a proud smile, “Good call; he needs to rest his brain at night. All those numbers and letters can really take it out of him.” They both let out a laugh at that. Charity walks Cameron to the door; the smile he placed there remains.
“Just set it if you leave the house, and no one is here. I’ll call them up and see about updating the system; it might be about time; I can’t even remember when I had this thing installed,” he says, tapping the keypad as he passes it.
Standing on the front steps, Cameron looks back to Charity, who still holds the door open, “You know I do love you,” Cameron says.
“I know,” she replies before closing the door.




Chapter Eighteen

Court went a lot smoother than all parties involved thought it would. Of course, not much was accomplished. They spent forty minutes watching the Judge shuffle through paperwork, looking up every few minutes to ask counsel a question. In the end, they were issued temporary orders and told another date would be set to go over the custody issue. In the meantime, they both needed to complete an online parenting course.
Charity was issued temporary control over the house. She didn’t want to keep it; even if the Judge gives it to her, she won't accept it. However, she is grateful that she can stay in it until the divorce is final. There is a condition, though. It is still Cameron's house, and since his son lives in it, she must allow him access. He has to give her advance notice as to when he will visit, but she cannot deny his request.
The tension between the two has started to dissipate, making it easier for Charity to be around Cameron. He isn’t stopping by every day, but his visits are regular. She still has that strange feeling when she is alone or late at night, like someone is lurking around the property or watching her. She knows it is just her imagination playing tricks on her, but the disturbing feeling is getting harder and harder to shake.
Olly had come by when she was out to replace that back lock, but he didn’t leave her a key. She tried not to make anything of it. He probably gave the key to Cameron, it is his house after all, and she hopes it won't be long before she can move out. The alarm company had come out and removed the old system but did not replace it with a new one—again, this is not her concern. The damn thing wasn’t working properly, and she is happy not having to deal with it anymore.
It had been over two months since that night, the night that started the mess Cameron and Charity now call life. Two months and Charity still hasn’t spoken to Nikki. She believes it is for the best that her so-called friend doesn’t reach out to her; that doesn’t mean the silence left in her wake hurts any less.
Charity is getting into a routine; she has no idea what Cameron is up to when not visiting the house, but she cares less and less with every passing moment. Their next court date isn’t until after the new year. Charity has plans to fly out to Washington to spend Thanksgiving with her mother and aunt. She is leaving Bret with Cameron for the week, and he will be staying at the house—his house. The only home Bret has ever known.
Two weeks before Charity is set to fly out, she gets a call from Naomi Bloss, Nikki’s mother. She hadn’t talked to her in years, so she thinks it might be important. She was already full of nerves considering she is about to leave her five-year-old for six whole days for the first time ever. She could have chosen to take Bret with her but considering that she would need to split holidays soon, now was a good time to get used to it. Talking to Naomi only causes Charity’s anxiety to skyrocket.
Naomi starts with the usual pleasantries, then asks Charity if she has heard from Nikki recently. Not knowing what Mrs. Bloss might know makes Charity hesitant to share any specific information. She states that the last time she had seen or heard from Nikki was right before she left Maine at the end of August. Charity knows that the mother and daughter are somewhat close, not as close as Charity is with Loretta but surely Naomi has spoken to her daughter since then.
Charity can feel the devastation through the phone once the words leave her mouth. Naomi has not spoken to her daughter since then either. Worried, Naomi finally has Nikki’s landlord open her deserted apartment. Upon inspection of her one-bedroom loft, they found piles of mail that sat inside the front door having been pushed through the slot. They were dated back as far as early July. One dead plant rotted on the kitchen counter, and the lights had been cut off due to non-payment. The only reason an eviction notice has not been given is because Naomi paid for the entire year in advance. Naomi checked, and Nikki never got on the plane, the one that was going to take her back to California after visiting Maine.
Charity suddenly feels the need to let Naomi in on what had happened between the two friends. After spilling the beans, both of them think maybe Nikki has disappeared for a while, ashamed of her actions. However, with so much time having passed, she would have emerged at some point. She had just finished her master’s degree and had her entire life ahead of her. Going off the grid was not like Nikki at all. Nikki’s phone is part of Naomi’s family plan. She plans on calling T-Mobile right away and inquiring about her last location.
Naomi ends the conversation by saying that she is going to start a missing person report. Since she was visiting Charity the last time she was seen, she is sure that the police might need to talk to her. Charity decides to make some changes to her Thanksgiving plans. She will now be flying into Los Angeles to see Naomi and talk to the police a few days earlier; from there, she will join her family in Tacoma, Washington.
Before heading out to catch her flight, she decides to tell Cameron about Nikki. She doesn’t want to talk about her but considering she might have gone missing, and her husband was the last man to possibly see and fuck the homewrecker, it was best that he be informed right away.
Cameron doesn’t look surprised when Charity delivers the news. He simply says she meant nothing to him, and whatever her whereabouts are is none of his concern. Charity thinks that is a little harsh but coming from a man that did what he did, she isn’t surprised in the least. She asks how Nikki left that morning and Cameron lies. He says Nikki gathered her things and he dropped her off at a hotel in town. He can’t remember which one; it has been a while and that entire night is a little foggy. Charity never checked to see if Nikki’s luggage was gone. She couldn’t bring herself to enter that room after the betrayal her friend issued.
✽✽✽
 
Going back to Los Angeles and having to make a statement with the police department brings back a ton of unwanted memories for Charity. She had been here only once before, and she never thought she would have to come back. Seven years ago, she had to make another statement, one that involved her and an assailant that never was brought to justice. The place hasn’t changed much; she even recognizes the detective from that night, the one that offered her stale coffee and had a stern look on her face the entire time Charity spoke.
No one recognizes Charity, though. She is just a blip in their everyday routine. So many people come in and out of this building for many different reasons. Some of them get what they are looking for, but most, like Charity, are left with a million questions circling their head for an eternity.
Naomi is beside herself. She has other children, but Nikki is her baby girl. The coveted child with a bright future. Nikki has an older sister and brother, both of them have families of their own now. They have moved on and no longer need the security of their parents. Nikki is different, always has been; she is selfish and fierce. Nikki lives for her parent's devotion. Even after moving out, she frequently visited for what she called “Mom and Dad shopping trips.” Those had slowed over the last couple of years. Once Nikki entered grad school she only stopped by every month or two. That’s why it took so long for Naomi to take notice. She didn’t think anything about Nikki not coming by, but when her youngest daughter wasn’t returning her calls about Thanksgiving plans, she knew something was wrong.
Despite what happened between the two, Charity never wished any ill will on her old friend. However, it seems that something may have happened to her. Everyone is on edge; no clues were left behind, and no one has any idea what might have happened to her. Charity collected everything Nikki left behind: a couple of changes of clothes that were in the laundry, her makeup bag that was left in Charity’s bathroom, and a pair of earrings Nikki loaned Charity to wear at the dinner party, but her luggage was long gone.
Charity left California with a warning that the police from both Los Angeles and Rangely would be in touch with her soon. They needed to get both departments involved since she was last seen in Maine and possibly never left. Visiting her mother, aunt and cousins is just what Charity needs to unwind and let her mind wander away from the shit storm brewing around her. Charity visits with her family and decides to leave out any mention of Nikki or the fact that she may be missing. It was bad enough having to go through the divorce and listen to passing shit-talk, but divulging that Nikki was even involved is something Charity has no desire to do. She isn’t ready to head back to Maine after the festivities end, but she has no choice. She also misses her child more than she ever thought she would.
✽✽✽
 
Cameron and Bret enjoyed their week alone. Cameron also appreciated having his house to himself for a few days. This gave him time to take care of some much-needed business. Not that he hadn’t been doing it all along, but the sneaking around his own property was getting a little old. Cameron regretted his actions, but he knew his marriage wasn’t going to last forever; it was bound to end at some point. Better now than later. These court proceedings are a joke, dragging their damn feet, milking him for every penny they could. Just get it over with, Cameron thinks. That way, he can get back to the things that actually matter to him.
While Charity was away, Cameron had set up shop on the east side of the house. They never use the rooms over there, and he can tell Charity has not ventured into the area over the past couple of months. He was surprised that she hadn’t mentioned anything about the alarm system's absence or the fact that new locks were put in, not just on the back entrance of which he used to come and go as he pleased, but also on a couple of others that Charity doesn’t need to concern herself with, not now or later. None of it is her concern; she won’t be here much longer, and that’s all that matters to Cameron.
When Charity returns, she has no idea that Cameron checked out of the hotel. He has been staying in his house while she was away, and he will continue to do so—whether she likes it or not. The orders said she has to allow him access; she’d done that. He just managed to find a loophole by not actually leaving when she thought he had. He would need to be quiet, but that wasn’t difficult. All he ever does is read or write, making little noise as he works or relaxes. He prefers it that way—silent. People make too much noise. Everywhere you go, music would be playing, televisions blaring nonsense, mindless chatter filling his head from mundane conversations going on around him. Cameron doesn’t understand people's incessant need for noise; the silence is soothing. He craves it and loves every second of it.
The tricky part of his escapades is walking the grounds. Charity seems to sense his presence; she walked out into the clearing twice while he was out there. He would need to be more careful, and monitor her before making any moves. Perhaps slip something into an already-opened wine bottle. He doesn’t want to have to do anything unscheduled, but if she messes with his plans, he will have to deal with her right then and there.




Chapter Nineteen

Christmas is odd and uncomfortable this year. Charity and Cameron have agreed to try and make it as normal as they could for Bret, but it is far from how it has been every other year. Loretta flew in to spend a week with her daughter and grandson. Cameron makes himself scarce while she is in town. Things are tense around the soon-to-be-ex mother and son-in-law. Loretta doesn’t step out of line, but she has a real hard time biting her tongue.
Sasha invites Charity to join her at a party on New Year's Eve. She is glad to get some interaction with people her own age. Spending all that time in the big old house surrounded by things that belong to people long gone makes her feel ancient. Loretta is still in town, and Charity’s a little concerned about leaving her mother alone at the house. Not that her mother isn’t capable of handling things, but what if Cameron decides to stop by? Charity knows Loretta won’t hold back if she isn’t there to witness it and stop her. In the end, she figures that if it's going to happen, then just let it. She needs to get out, and nothing is going to stop her tonight. Despite it being cold enough to lose a limb outside, Charity dresses up. She is wearing a sequined black and gold dress. It fits her perfectly, wrapping around her slight curves like a glove. Sasha arrives to pick her up right at eight, and the two women are quite a pair. Loretta is so excited for them, that she makes them pose for a picture on the front steps before they are allowed to drive away.
At the party, Sasha tries to hook Charity up with one of her guy friends; Charity is tempted but has to refrain. She was told not to do anything that could tarnish her character. If she got involved with anyone, even for one night, it might get back to Cameron or his lawyer and end up causing the Judge to lean in favor of Cameron. She is still married until the divorce is final, and she needs to act like it.
He is cute; his name is Dunley, twenty-nine, not athletic but has a nice body. He says that he works in construction or contract or something. She has had a few drinks by now and is having a hard time concentrating with all the noise around them. Charity figures he got his physique from hard work and not at the gym. She tells Sasha that after her divorce is final, she might want another introduction with Dunley.
Charity decides to spend the night with Sasha after the party, too intoxicated to face whatever might wait for her at home. After a couple of night caps, Charity lets loose and decides to let her friend in on some of the things she had been keeping buried inside of her.
“How long have you lived in Rangeley?” Charity asks.
Sasha blows out a long breath, “Little over two years. Came here when my sister was going through her divorce and never left. Got the job at the elementary school and just figured it was meant to be. I like the cozy small-town setting, plus it’s nice not having to sit in traffic every day.”
“You hear about all these missing women and girls?” Charity watches Sasha’s face as she waits for a reply.
“Yeah. I mean you would have to be blind and deaf not to see all the crazy around us. I’m from a rundown town outside of Chicago. Crime and people just up and disappearing isn’t anything new. I just think we hear more about it, and it hits the people around here a little harder because Rangeley is such a small town. Word travels differently in smaller communities.”
“That makes sense. But it still bothers me. I was almost abducted back in LA,” Charity admits.
“What?” Sasha perks up.
“Freshman year. I’m not sure what his intentions were. They never caught the guy. It was pretty traumatic. I haven’t thought about that night in a long time. Now I am hearing about all these missing women and there’s more,” Charity stops to take in a ragged breath. “My friend, well ex-friend Nikki, the one Cameron cheated with, she is missing. Apparently, she never got on her plane to head back to California last August. Both Cameron and I have been questioned by the police about it and nothing; she just disappeared. Then I find out that Cameron had been engaged before and she was pregnant. Turns out she went missing, same as the others, just gone. Poof!”
“This is a lot to take in. How have you not said anything before now?” Sasha asks.
“I don’t know. I am trying to take one day at a time and get through this divorce, it’s my main priority. I know that sounds selfish, but I didn’t know about Camilla, Cameron’s ex and I had already written off Nikki. Now everything is just piling up and it is getting harder to ignore. I am a little scared and I can’t wait to get out of this town. Do I sound like a horrible person?” Charity inquires.
“Not at all. You are twenty-six and going through a lot of crap. You should not feel guilty for putting yourself and your child first,” Sasha states.
“Nikki’s mother hired a private investigator. I hurt for her and her family because something deep inside of me feels like she is gone and they are never going to find her, just like all these other women that go missing around here.”
Sasha stands and walks over to Charity to offer her a hug. As the two women embrace, tears fill Charity’s eyes. “Thank you for listening,” Charity squeaks out.
“Anytime. Let’s get some sleep. It’s late and you have to get back to your boy in a few hours.” The two of them head to bed and Charity feels much relief after getting that pent-up grief off her chest.
✽✽✽
 
When she finally does return, she finds Cameron and Bret eating cereal and watching cartoons. He had shown up early that morning, and Loretta didn’t feel it was right to deny him entry to his own home. They still have a week before they are due back in court and the itch to talk to him about what she should expect is strong. Before Cameron leaves for the day, she decides to do something she knows isn’t allowed.
“Hey, listen. I just want you to know that I am not trying to take your son from you. I don’t want you to ever think that. I just need to get away; I don’t belong here, never have. You understand, right?”
Cameron’s expression is stern when he replies, “No, Charity, I do not understand. You agreed to move here, to have a life here. You have been here for six years, and Bret has been here his entire life. If you want to leave, that’s fine, but you can't take my son from the only home he has ever known. Not to mention that all of this is his,” he gestures to everything around him as he stands in the foyer. “This is his house; he will pass it on to his children after him. You cannot take him from here, and you cannot take him from me. I get that you need to start over, but Bret has nothing to do with your personal needs, and I am not backing down from that.”
Charity tries to keep her anger at bay. She gets it, what he's saying, where he is coming from, but he is the one that set all of this into action; he should be the one to relent and meet her requests. When Cameron leaves, she slams the door a little too hard behind him, causing the stained glass surrounding it to rattle.
Saying something was a mistake. Charity knew it the moment she opened her mouth. Too late, she can't take it back. She debates on messaging Jennifer and letting her know about the damage she may have caused but decides to vent with Sasha instead.
Calling her friend, Sasha confirms that Jennifer does not need to know right now. Just wait and see what happens in court next week; maybe he will stew over her request and give in.
That week is hell on Charity.




Chapter Twenty

Small victory, that’s what Jennifer calls it as they exit the county court building.
“Small, yes. Victory, I’m not so sure,” Charity says, keeping her head down.
“You don’t get to leave right now, but I think once this is over, the Judge will side with you. Also, you were great in there. Temporary separation orders are what usually happens when kids are involved. The state doesn’t like breaking up families on a whim; they need to make sure there is no chance of reconciliation. These next three months are going to fly by. When we come back here in March, the Judge will see that your decision is made and grant you the divorce you want.” Jessica’s expression looks hopeful, but it does nothing to soothe Charity’s mood.
“Thanks, I will try to remember that,” Charity lets out a sarcastic laugh.
“Stay on your best behavior, just as you have been. That microscope is still in full force.” Jennifer gives Charity a soft hug before heading to her car.
School hasn’t started up from the holiday break yet. Sasha took Bret for the day so Charity could listen to the Judge tell her she was trapped here for another three months. Entering the house, a strong odor takes over her senses. She doesn’t remember smelling it before leaving that morning, but one can become nose blind, needing to vacate a premise then return for a fresh perspective. Sasha had put Pedro up in his kennel before they left, and Charity figures he might have had an accident as it has been a few hours. She immediately goes to let him out. She then follows him through the kitchen to open up the side door so he can take care of business. Cameron hasn’t been over since New Year’s Day, the day she tried to reason with him. At least she doesn’t think he has, she hasn’t seen him, but she senses his presence everywhere. A voice in her head just keeps saying, “That’s because this is his space, not yours.”
Sasha had taken Bret to a movie and then to lunch. They have been gone for most of the day. After seeing that Pedro’s kennel is mess-free, Charity tries searching out the source of the smell before they return. The trash had been taken out the night before; no food was left out anywhere, and all toilets that are used regularly are flushed. Venturing into unused sections of the house, her feet squash into wet carpet. Standing in the hallway on the first floor that leads to the east section, the rug is soaked. Looking up, there is a large water spot, a steady drip falling down to the floor, plop, plop, plop, as it hits the already saturated runner.
“Fuck!” Charity exclaims.
Charity can now hear Pedro whining at the kitchen door to come back in. She rushes to the kitchen almost slipping with her now wet feet, not wanting to leave the poor pup out in the cold for too long. She's not going to call Cameron; this is her house right now, even if it is temporary. She can handle it; it will be good practice for when she is on her own for the first time in her life. No calling Olly either; there will be no Olly in her next life.
One of those local Better Business Bureau books had come in the mail not long ago. Charity finds it tucked away in a kitchen drawer. Figuring it must be a busted pipe or something, she searches for plumbers and calls the first one that looks promising, Rangely Rooters, ‘for all your plumbing needs’. The operator says they will send someone out the following morning and she might want to shut the water off for the time being. Charity doesn’t know how to do that, so the operator walks her through the process.
Charity packs a bag while she calls Sasha. They make plans for Bret, Pedro, and Charity to sleep in Sasha's spare room for the night since they won't have any running water for who knows how long. Bret loves the idea of a sleepover but wishes that Miss Stanley had a kid he could play with, and he makes this known.
Even though Cameron has secretly been staying at the house off and on, he has also been tied up all day in the same courtroom as Charity. After the Judge handed over that disappointing decision, Cameron figures he could use some space. Some space away from Charity before he slips and blows a freaking gasket. He decides to stay away from the house for a bit, supposing now will be a great time to check on his boat. Before he can think any more about it, he hops in his Jeep and starts the two-hour drive to the dock.
✽✽✽
 
School resumes the next day, so Bret catches a ride with Sasha; he feels special showing up with the teacher. Sasha has to remind him not to rub it in with the other students; she doesn’t plan on doing this with anyone else. Charity wakes up to a message from Rangeley Rooters saying someone will be at the house between ten and two. That is a pretty large window, it also cuts into the time she needs to be back at the school to pick Bret up, but Charity takes what she can get. Also, Sasha offers to bring him home that afternoon. Charity is forever grateful for her new best friend.
Charity sits on the sofa mindlessly rubbing Pedro’s head and reading over her separation agreement while waiting for the plumber. She had just glanced at the thirty-six-page document, but now she has plenty of time to kill, she is trying to absorb more of the details. Thirty minutes after ten, a van sporting an image of a large blue man holding a wrench on the side pulls into the drive. This catches Charity’s attention, so she sets the papers down and heads over to the front door, telling the dog to stay. And guess who steps out of the driver's side door? None other than Dunley, the guy Sasha tried to set Charity up with the week before.






“Mrs. St. James,” he says with a confused smile.
“Yes, that would be me, but please just call me Charity. Dunley, right?” Charity waves him inside.
As Dunley enters the house, he says, “You are married? And to Cameron St. James?”
“Separated at the moment, waiting on the divorce thing to finalize. It’s a little complicated. You know my husband?” Charity goes on as she leads him to the leak. “It’s back this way.”
“He was a professor of mine in college,” Dunley expresses, shaking his head. “I had to take a psychology class as a prelim, never got me anywhere as you can tell. Ended up dropping out and going to trade school; it was for the best. I didn’t know he was married.”
“Well, he probably wasn’t back then.” Charity stops in the still wet hallway. “Here we are; I think it is coming from the second floor, but I haven’t been up there to check. The spot in the ceiling has gotten worse since yesterday.” They stare for a minute, heads tilted up at the ceiling. Charity notices that it has turned a decrepit brown color.
“Okay, mind if I go up and take a look?” Dunley asks.
“Help yourself. Don’t mind the dust; this part of the house stays unoccupied.”
“It’s a big house, but I can manage. I'll let you know once I find the source of your problem,” Dunley replies.
“Would you like something to drink?” Charity offers.
“Thank you, but I am okay for now.”
Charity busies herself by gathering the ingredients she needs for tonight's dinner. While doing this, she starts a list of things she needs to grab from the market. Finishing up the list, her phone rings, Cameron’s name flashes on the screen, and she lets out an audible sigh before answering.
“Hello,” she breathes into her smartphone.
“I just want to let you know I will be out of town for a few days. One of my novels got a movie offer. I am flying to New York tonight for a meeting that is scheduled for tomorrow morning. Not sure when I will be back; it all depends on how the meeting goes. I could fly back tomorrow or stay there for a week. I was going to take Bret to the park this weekend. Tell him I will make it up to him next week, will you?”
“Well, congratulations. I’ll tell him.” Charity thinks of informing Cameron about the leak but doesn’t feel that there is a need. He might want to come by and take a look; if he is flying out today, he won't have time, so there isn’t really a point.
“Thank you,” Cameron sincerely says. Charity feels a ping of loss shoot through her heart when the call ends. Cameron still has his life. He gets to continue on like nothing is out of place. These past six years have hardly affected him.
Meanwhile, Charity gave up everything. She never finished school, never had a job, so she has no experience under her belt. She moved away from everything she ever knew, throwing away potential friendships and other relationships—ones that may have turned out differently. She shakes the self-pity from her head. Bret means the world to her, and if that’s all she walks away with, then every minute of the last six years was worth it.
Sulking over her misgivings, Charity doesn’t hear Dunley joining her in the kitchen.
“You okay?” he asks.
Startled, she pushes off the counter and bumps her head on the cabinets behind her. “I didn’t see you there. Yeah, I am fine.”
“You look a little upset,” Dunley declares.
“I’m fine, really. This,” Charity waves at her sad face and puffy eyes, while rubbing the back of her head with the other hand, “it’s just a side effect of divorce. It comes and goes without warning.”
“Sorry to hear that,” Dunley conveys.
“Were you able to find out where the water is coming from?” Charity asks, getting to the point. He isn’t here to be a shoulder to cry on, no need to go over her sob story with an almost stranger.
“Yeah, well, it's not leaking right now, cause the water’s off. Anyway, there is a small bathroom upstairs that had a cracked pipe. I went ahead and turned the water off to that sink and capped it, so you can at least use water in the rest of the house. All of the piping up there is old, rusty copper. You said that that area isn’t used, but the bathroom looks like it gets utilized regularly. If it is, then we definitely need to replace those pipes with PVC. Not just the cracked one but all of them.”
“Okay, I guess if it needs to be done. How much is that going to cost?” Charity inquires.
“I took measurements, and I'll have to go figure out the numbers. I can get that to you this afternoon, but that’s not all you will need.”
“What do you mean?” Charity looks confused, and she hopes he isn’t going to take advantage of her lack of knowledge in the field.
“Well, you need a drywall guy to come in here. I am gonna need to take out some walls to get to the pipes. There is a lot of water damage; it looks like it was going on for a couple of days before it seeped into the first floor. Either that or it was just a large amount of water spewing out in a short amount of time. Hard to say without seeing it for myself, can’t do that without causing even more damage. Large blocks of wall, ceiling, and floors are going to need replacing. I can give you the number of a guy I work with regularly. It depends on his schedule on when he can get out here. I can go ahead and start on the pipes tomorrow, but you will want to get him out here ASAP to prevent mold.”
“Oh God, I didn’t even think of all the damage and MOLD! That’s dangerous, right?” Charity is now in panic mode.
“Don’t worry; it's all still really fresh right now, so there isn’t any mold, but it can start up quick if not prevented. My advice is to get that wet rug out right away before it starts to smell and ruins the floors down here. You want me to help you with that?”
“Yes, please,” Charity says. She is so grateful for his help. With the added water, the runner rug weighs a ton. They have a difficult time dragging it out the back door and leaving it on the icy grass.
“This where you want it?” Dunley asks.
“Yeah, I will let it dry, then throw it in the burn pile. I’m guessing there isn’t any saving it now. That is if it doesn’t freeze instead.” Both of them are wet from the rug, and they visibly shiver as they make their way back into the warm house.
“Pretty sure that thing is going to be frozen solid by the end of the night,” Dunley laughs to himself on the way to the kitchen sink. As he washes up, he says, “I am going to get some figures for you, and I’ll go ahead and give my drywall guy a call, see if he can come by tomorrow. That sound good?”
“That sounds great,” Charity concedes.
Dunley leaves with promises to message her a quote and let her know about the drywall guy as soon as he hears back from him. Charity is grateful that his assessment didn’t take all day. She shoots Sasha a message that she will be able to pick Bret up after all. Something keeps nagging at the back of her mind. Dunley said that the bathroom looked used, as in recently. Why was that? No one even goes over there. This also reminds her of the open back door, the sense of someone lurking on the property, and the feeling of constantly being watched.




Chapter Twenty-One

The Past
Cameron and Tabitha ran circles around the yard directly behind the house. Nina stood guard from the patio while Fiona napped in her playpen shaded by the gazebo Olly had just built that spring. Cameron’s parents were out; he didn’t know where. All he knew was that he was left at home without them. He was fine with that. At least he had Tabitha to play with. Fiona was always around, but she was just a baby and not any fun most of the time.
“Tag, you the it person now,” Tabitha called, then rushed off after tapping Cameron on the shoulder, catching him off guard. He was too busy keeping a lookout for Olly. He wanted so badly to explore more, but with Mrs. Nina right there, he didn’t have a chance of sneaking away unnoticed.
“You are suppose to say, ‘you are it’. Not ‘the it person’.” They were the same age, but Tabitha had a slight speech impediment. His mother told him not to tease her about it, that she would work it out one day, and if he teased her, she might not want to play with him anymore. He would never dream of teasing her; she was his best friend; he was going to marry her one day. All he was trying to do was correct her, so she knew how to talk right.
Cameron watched Tabitha run off past the rose bushes. She looked over her shoulder to see if he was following, her little six-year-old legs not taking her very far. Cameron was rooted in his spot, looking over at Nina on the porch. Fiona had woken up; she was crying out for attention from her playpen. Nina’s eyes darted from the still running Tabitha to her own child. That’s when Cameron made his move. Instead of running after his playmate, he took off through the trees.
Tabitha saw Cameron and called out, “Hey, where is you goin?”
He stopped and looked back over at Nina before answering. The woman had her back to him, and she was leaning over to pick up her cranky child. “Shh, come on, this way.”
“No, you just gonna catch me,” Tabitha complained.
“Fine, don’t come, but we aren’t playing tag anymore.” Then he kept on, past the first tree line and out of sight.
Tabitha couldn’t help herself. She was too curious to find out where Cameron was headed. She knew they weren’t supposed to go into the trees, but Cameron did it, so it must be okay if she did it with him. By the time Nina had Fiona settled on her hip, the kids were gone. She turned to take a peek at them, but they were nowhere in sight.
Cameron and Tabitha ran until they came to a familiar path. Both of their fathers worked this land; the kids had been out here before but never without their watchful eyes. Cameron stopped once he saw the brick outline of the incineration shed. Tabitha came up beside him, panting, out of breath.
“What are yous doing?” she asked.
“I want to go inside.”
“We not spose to go in there,” Tabitha looked up at him, hesitation and concern all over her baby-like face.
“No one will know. Keep a look out and call me if someone comes. Okay?” Cameron waited for a reply. The determination that Tabitha heard in his tone was now written all over his expression.
“What are you going to do?” her little lips purse with the question.
“Nothin, just have a look inside.”
“You ain’t ever been inside there?” Tabitha placed her hands on her hips and stared over at the building she had no desire to enter. For as long as she could remember, the adults told them to stay away. To stay close to the house. These woods could be dangerous, and little children could easily get lost in them. She turned back, but couldn’t see the main house past the trees. Glancing back up at Cameron, she watched him; he looked scared but brave. He never answered her question, but she took it as a no. “Well, goes on then.”
Cameron didn’t hesitate. He stormed off and pushed all of his weight into the heavy door. Within seconds he was sweating, the heat of the day, the excitement and the exertion getting to him.
“What’s takin so long?” Tabitha whined.
“Doors stuck, come help me.” Tabitha looked around for any sign that someone was coming. She secretly wished they would get caught before Cameron made her step one foot closer to that scary building.
Nina had called out to the children. She circled the yard, then went into the house, thinking they must have snuck past her when she wasn’t looking. After several minutes she started to panic and hollered for Olly. He was already on his way back from trimming the bushes, his arms full of shrubs, ready for the burn pile. When he heard his wife's cries, he dropped everything and ran to her.
“What is it?” Olly asked when he approached a frantic Nina.
“The kids, they are gone. They were just here, and now they are gone.”
“Stay here; they may wander back. I’ll look for the little bugs.” Olly had come from the west, and he hadn’t seen them over there, so he headed east through the trees. There was an overgrown path. He hadn’t bothered clearing it that summer because Mr. St. James had said they wouldn’t be using the old buildings over that way anymore. All of the cattle care and farming were going to be done on the leased land from here on out.
Just as Tabitha gave up hope and started to inch closer to Cameron, she heard something. “Did yous hears that, Cam?”
“Hurry up!” Cameron grunted out while still pressing on the door. He had managed to loosen it up a little; he almost had it.
“Kids!” they both heard it that time, clear as day. Olly had gotten closer, his long adult legs moving faster than their little ones could.
Tabitha had almost reached the door that Cameron refused to give up on. He had come this far, and he wanted to see what was inside. “Cam, they comin.”
“Almost got it,” Cameron dug his heels into the ground and gave it one more heave-ho. The door swung open, and Cameron fell through the opening, face first, just in time for Olly to run up and witness it all.
“What you children doin out here?” Olly sounded mad. Tabitha froze in her spot and tried to look invisible. Cameron writhed on the floor of the incineration house with a mouth full of blood. Olly rushed past the little girl telling her to stay put while he checked on Cameron. “Good God, son, what have you gotten into?”
“Ow, uuh,” Cameron couldn’t seem to form words. Olly dragged him out, leaned him against the wall, and firmly closed the door Cameron had worked so hard to open before he even assessed what was wrong with the kid.
Olly crouched down so that he was at eye level with the little boy. “Just what do you think you is doin’ out here?” Blood covered Cameron’s mouth. The poor boy was trying his hardest to look grown and not let the tears building up in his eyes fall. Olly just shook his head and pulled a bandana out of his back pocket. He held it up for Cameron to take. “Oh, hell. Boy, you is really tryin’ to get me and the misses in a mess, ain’t ya?”
“I am sorry, I wasn’t trying to cause trouble.” Cameron’s voice was muffled by the cloth he held to his mouth. Olly wasn’t sure where the blood had come from. The kid didn’t look to have any cuts on his face. When Cameron spit into the bandana and opened it up to reveal a tooth, Olly knew the answer.
“Alright, alright. Let's get you up. You hurt anywhere else?” Cameron shook his head, still staring at the tooth. He had only lost one tooth before, and it didn’t bleed or hurt like this. “Let's go back to the house now. No sense in staying out here. You two shouldn’t be out here at all. You know better than that.” Olly collected a still frozen Tabitha and steered them back down the path. “Your Paw finds out you were out here, and that will be my hide. Your folks already lost one child; we can’t have you putting fear in us thinking something is going to happen to you.”
As they walked back to the house and approached Nina, she fussed all over Cameron, trying to clean him up. Cameron thought about what Olly said. He knew about his sister; her name was Elizabeth, and she died before Cameron’s first birthday. His mother had told him about her, not how she died but how she lived. His father never mentioned his deceased daughter, but at such a young age, Cameron didn’t think anything of it.
Olly and Nina said they wouldn’t tell about the kids running off as long as the kids didn’t say anything about it. The Lawrence couple needed their jobs, and they were scared. If Mr. and Mrs. St. James found out that their only living child might have been harmed under Olly and Nina’s watch, the couple might lose that job. Cameron thought they were being nice, and he was grateful they didn’t tell on him. After that day, Tabitha was too scared to run around the yard with Cameron. Her visits to the house started to dwindle until one day, she stopped coming altogether, leaving Cameron with no one to play with and all alone. That was when Cameron’s puppy love started to turn into resentment.




Chapter Twenty-Two

The quote Dunley gave for the pipe repairs seems fair to Charity. At least she thinks it is fair; she doesn’t have time for a second opinion, and there is something about the guy that makes Charity trust him, at least with her plumbing. The drywall guy, Marcus, shows up early the following day, ready to work. Charity feels he might be too old to do the job alone, but Dunley assures her that he can handle it. Pedro gravitated toward the man as soon as he entered the house and Charity takes that as a good sign of character.
“He’s been doing this longer than both of us combined have been alive. He has it covered,” Dunley says.
Marcus looks to be pushing eighty. He has a long gray ZZ Top beard and reeks of stale cigarettes. However, he is really polite and gets right to work. He starts with replacing the drywall in the hallway ceiling while Dunley works on the pipes. Dust particles flutter all over the house while they work, lugging equipment back and forth. The front door is open more than it was closed. There is no way to keep the heat inside. Charity decides to light up the fireplace and settle herself in front of it with a book while they work. She is going to miss this when it was time for her to leave. Pretty soon, she will need to find work. She can’t wait, but at the same time, she is going to enjoy downtime while she still has it.
At two-thirty, Charity informs the men that she has to step out to pick up her son, but she won't be long. When she and Bret return to the house, a problem has arisen.
Marcus meets her in the kitchen with a troubled expression. “Ma’am, you got a moment?”
“Of course, what's up?” Charity hands Bret the plate of apple slices she just prepared for his snack then gives Marcus her full attention.
“So, I finished up the ceiling and floorboards. The wood will need to be refinished, and the ceiling needs to be painted. I can do that tomorrow once everything dries. I surveyed the rest of the damage, but it doesn’t add up.”
“What do you mean?” Charity urges him to continue.
“With as much damage the leak caused the floor under it, there is sure to be damage in the walls. At least a minimum amount of damage would show in the adjoining rooms floors and baseboards. When I search the surrounding rooms, they are all dry. There seems to be a few feet of space missing.”
“What do you mean, missing?” Charity is beyond confused.
“I mean, there is spare space in the walls, a lot of it. I measured out the distance, and it almost wraps around the entire second floor on that side of the house. I don’t know how to get in there, and I don’t want to just start ripping out walls all willie nilly not knowing where it starts and where it ends,” Marcus enlightens.
“Is this bad?” Charity asks.
“I’m not sure; it depends on how much water got in there. All I can do right now is repair the visible damage. I advise that you get the plans to this place and see if there is an entrance to the extra space. A lot of these old houses have them, especially these big ones. One can only imagine what they were used for back in the day. They probably haven’t been used in a really long time. The entrances may have been sealed off at some point.”
“Where would I find the plans?” Charity inquires.
“Might be in the house somewhere, but if you don’t have one, the county should have a copy. It's required for inspection now, wasn’t when this place was built though, so no telling if the plans hold the secret passageways or not,” Marcus finishes with an amused smile on his face.
A chill runs up Charity's spine. Just the thought of secret passageways gives her the creeps.
Charity wonders if Cameron knows about this extra space, or secret passageways, as Marcus had put it. Surely if there were any, he would know, he has spent his entire life in this house. Marcus does what he can to repair the noticeable damage. In the meantime, Charity searches the house for blueprints, giving up after a day of digging and coming up empty. The possibilities as to where they could be are endless. She decides to visit the county appraisal building. Getting the prints was easy. Understanding them is another story.
The appraisal was from 1962 when Cameron's father wanted to build an addition to the house, and inspections had become necessary. The house looks even bigger when it is sprawled out on paper. Little boxes are marked up to tell you what the room represents. Four large rolled-up papers are now covering the dining room table. Charity sets candlesticks on the ends to keep the paper from rolling back up. Each floor has its own page; then there is another page for the long dilapidated and unused original dwelling outback.
Once she gets the layout down and starts recognizing the rooms and their markings, she finds the missing spaces. Between the walls, running almost over the entire second floor's east wing, there are blacked-in blocks. Charity moves to the bottom of the paper. A list of all the rooms is marked with corresponding numbers. Nothing for black blocks. There also doesn’t seem to be any entrances into these spaces, but they look to run together, as if they are some sort of maze, taking you from one room to another.
Frustrated, Charity rolls the papers back up and sticks them in the cardboard tube. Cameron might know how to get in there if there is even a way, but calling him sounds about as appealing as plucking her pubic hairs one by one. She hasn’t even told him about the leak yet; he might get angry and claim that she intentionally kept it from him or even caused the damage herself. She starts to explore some more on her own. Walking up the east staircase, the smell of freshly cut wood and paint hits her senses. She enters an old study. Cameron told her that this room was his grandfather's and hasn’t been used by anyone since he passed. Charity runs her fingers along old leather-bound books on a shelf, picking up dust as she goes. She stops, a foul odor creeping up on her. Just then, her phone comes to life from her cardigan pocket.
“Shit,” she says to herself, fumbling for the phone. It’s Cameron. “Hello,” her voice sounds unfamiliar to her ears. She can’t tell if it's anxiety or disappointment that causes the change. There is something creepy and maybe even sinister about what she sees around her and what she feels inside her. Charity understands sentiment but keeping a room intact just the way someone who died decades ago had it is just weird.
“Hey!” Cameron sounds surprised that she answered. “I just wanted to let you know that the meeting went well, and I am going to stay here a few more days, iron out some details in the contract.”
“Oh, okay. I already told Bret, you know, just in case. Well, congratulations again. That sounds exciting.” Charity leaves the study as she speaks. Deciding to give Cameron her full attention and get away from the eerie feeling in her gut. She wonders if this is the first call he has made or if someone else got the news first. She wishes so profoundly that this news was being delivered under different circumstances, that they were okay, that he never cheated and ruined everything they would ever have together. Instead, all she can do is wish him the best and be happy for his success.
“Yeah, so is everything okay with the house?”
Charity pauses at the top of the stairs. Why would he ask that? Does he know about the leak? “Well, actually. There was a small leak in one of the second-floor bathrooms. Maybe not small, but I already got it taken care of, called a plumber, and everything. How did you know?’
“I didn’t, just asking. What do you mean, leak? Did anything get damaged?” Cameron asks, the panic clear in his tone.
“Well, yeah. I am not sure how long it was going on, but it seeped to the first floor. That is how I knew it was happening. The plumber got a guy out here to refurbish the flooring and replace some drywall. It is all taken care of now, nothing to worry about. It only took them a day and a half.” Charity didn’t know what his reaction would be, so she decides to keep the blueprints and hidden space to herself. He already doesn’t seem happy about the leak, no need adding to his frustrations.
“Why didn’t you tell me any of this before?” Cameron sounds more upset than angry.
“It’s not a big deal. I was given temporary orders over the house, and I got this. I am capable of more than raising a child.”
“I know; it would have been nice if you would have informed me when it happened. Don’t mess with anything else. I’ll be there as soon as I can to assess the damages and see if anything else needs to be done. For now, you just might want to stay out of the east side of the house.” Charity can hear the tension in his voice, so she agrees.
“Yeah, I’ll leave everything as it is. You can see when you get here that it isn’t a big deal.”
That night in bed, Charity’s mind will not shut up. She tosses and turns long after putting Bret to bed. Then it hits her. She sits straight up, eyes wide, mind clicking. How did he know what part of the house it was on? I never said which bathroom. How convenient for him to call while I was searching for some kind of secret entrance. Her mind continues to stir as she gets out of bed, wraps her robe around herself, and makes her way back to the old study.
Using her phone as a flashlight, she moves back over to the bookshelves. There it is again, that smell. Not so much a draft but an interference; the odor is coming from behind the bookcase. Shining the lights along the shelves, dark wood edges look back on her. That is until she sees a gap, a gap so small it would be easily missed if she wasn’t looking for it. Between two of the cases, the wood breaks, and the smell is even more substantial here. Setting her phone down, she slowly shifts the shelves, not wanting to knock anything off of them. They move with ease like they have done this a million times before.
Charity lets out a small gasp. This is it; she found the opening to the maze in the walls.




Chapter Twenty-Three

The Past
Cameron St. James wakes on the morning of his eighth birthday. Today his mother has planned for a petting zoo that he and all of his friends can enjoy at the property's farming side. He was excited about today—about the party—but he wasn’t excited about sharing the spotlight. His mother always tried too hard. She wanted everyone to feel special, but Cameron believed that day was his day, and he was the only one that should receive special treatment.
With the smell of bacon in the air, Cameron jumped out of bed and headed down the hall. He almost ran headfirst into his father.
“Woo, wait, slow down there, slugger, or you won't make it to nine.”
“Sorry, Daddy. It is my birthday, and Momma is making bacon pancakes.”
“I know you are the big eight today. Happy birthday!” Sal gave his kid a light hug; that’s all he ever had to offer. “You know what turning eight means?” he asked.
“That I can now shoot your gun,” young Cameron replied with a hopeful smile.
“Well, that and it is also the infinity symbol. Means you have made it this far, so you can do almost anything.”
Cameron ate his breakfast, contemplating what his father said. When he ran into him this morning, he had that odd smell on him. Cameron had smelled it before, many times. He wondered if turning infinity meant he could do what caused that smell. He asked his father about it once. It smelled like smoke and rot but wasn’t all that bad. Sal had said that it was the smell of a man doing the rough work on a farm. That he would teach young Cameron about it one day when he was ready, Cameron figured that he was just about ready to take on that smell, and whatever manly work came along with the task.
The party was lame, just as Cameron had predicted. Almost everyone from his class had shown up as they did at everyone's parties. At his age it didn’t matter who your friends were, your parents got the last say. People doted over the animals, sang happy birthday, ate cake, and watched Cameron open his presents. Cameron enjoyed it all but not as much as he was expected to enjoy it.
That night, long after the festivities were over and Cameron was sent to bed, he heard his parents arguing. This was not uncommon. It happened more often than it didn’t. Cameron actually looked forward to his parent's fights. It was the only exciting thing that ever happened in the big house he lived in with just him and his parents.
Cameron snuck down the stairwell as quietly as a mouse so that he could hear better. His mother was crying, but she wasn’t sad, her tears were from rage, anger, and hatred radiating off of her was evident in the air. Cameron heard this often from her. Sal's voice stayed firm and unforgiving.
“You coddle the child too much. He is almost useless under your wing. I have given you everything, and all you have given me is disappointment,” Sal barked.
“I don’t know what you want from me. I do everything I am supposed to do, and all you do is complain. How do I make you happy?”
“That’s just it, Lisa. I don’t want anything from you. All I ever needed was Cameron, and now your work here is done.” Cameron heard a scuffle, so he moved forward to get a better view of his parents. He had witnessed Sal hitting his wife many times, they never knew he was lurking around a corner, and he prided himself in his cleverness. Cameron was fascinated by the abuse; he couldn’t understand how a man could kiss a woman during the day and then hit her at night. First, he saw his mothers' black heel lying sideways and discarded on the floor, then his eyes moved up, and he saw her barefoot dragging across the foyer rug. Sal had Lisa by the hair and was hauling her to the kitchen. She struggled to get away, but her attempts were ineffective against Sal’s strength. He pulled her to the counter, where he picked up a captive bolt pistol, one that Cameron recognized from the barn. One his father had used on the sheep when it was time to ‘put them down’. Steadying his wife, he got her between his knees. Bringing the pistol up high with one hand, the other hand had Lisa’s hair firm in its grip. He paused; Cameron looked into his father's eyes; they meet for just a moment before Sal brought the pistol down onto Lisa's head and pulled the trigger.
Sal never took his eyes off of his son as he ended his wife's life. The struggling instantly ceased. Lisa’s limp body was only being held up by Sal's gripping hand. Blood started to pool around her, dripping down her face at an accelerated speed and making her unrecognizable—grotesque. Cameron was frozen in his spot, his mouth agape limbs at his side. He didn’t scream—he wasn’t even scared. What he just witnessed should’ve frightened him, but he was more intrigued by it than anything he had ever witnessed. Cameron’s father just murdered his mother, and all Cameron felt was the need to comfort his father. He knew deep down that this was wrong, but there must be a reason behind it. After all, his father was a reasonable man. Whatever the reasoning behind his actions were, they must have been justified, at least in Cameron's eyes.
“Son, aren’t you supposed to be in bed?” his father's question came out of nowhere and jarred Cameron back into the moment, back into what was happening around him.
“You guys were loud, and it woke me. I wanted to see what was going on down here.” Cameron said timidly.
“Well, that is good to know. Such an observant young man. Don’t just stand there; come help me.” Cameron didn’t know what his father meant by that, but he pushed forward all the same. Cameron moved ahead hesitantly and waited for his father's instructions.
“Now, son, I know you might have all kinds of feelings running through your head right now, but I need you to get past them. Do you think you can do that for me?” Sal asked.
“I don’t have any type of feelings, Daddy. I'm infinity, so tell me what to do, and I will do it,” Cameron stated.
“That’s my boy!” Sal exclaimed. “I am going to take your mom out back. I need you to get the cleaning bucket out of the closet, fill it with hot water and add bleach. Come over here and start cleaning up this blood as best as you can. If anyone ever asks about what happened here tonight, you don’t know anything. You just say you were asleep, and as far as you know, me and your Ma were asleep too. You didn’t hear anything, and you didn’t see anything. Got it?” Cameron gave his father a hesitant nod in agreement. “Good, now get started. I will be back in a few to help you.”
Cameron did as he is told. At one o’clock in the morning, the day after his eighth birthday, he was cleaning up blood on his kitchen floor after witnessing the murder of his mother—committed by his father. An hour later, his father returned, and there was that smell again. The same smell Cameron sensed so many times before. From then on, that smell would always be registered with death, more precisely, the death of his mother.
“Now, go wash yourself up. Leave your soiled clothes in the shower, I’ll take care of them, then get back in bed. A police officer is going to come to talk to you in the next few days; what are you going to say you did tonight?” Sal asked as he looked down on his son.
“That I was asleep,” Cameron sounded confident now. The task that was handed to him had added years to his life. He didn’t have the luxury of grieving his mother. He needed to be strong and prove his worth. Cameron needed his father's respect as much as he needed air.
“You didn't hear anything at all after you went to bed?” Sal pressed on with his interrogation.
“No, Daddy, I was asleep all night,” Cameron was trying his damnedest to hold his head up and keep calm.
“When was the last time you saw your mother?” Sal waited. Sure that Cameron wouldn't get this one right.
“She tucked me in, gave me a kiss, and told me happy birthday before bedtime.” Sal smiled down at his son, so very proud.
“That’s very good. Now go do as I said and go get in bed. There is nothing to worry about. Trust me; everything is just as it should be. You and I are going to conquer the world, just the two of us.” Sal ruffled Cameron’s hair before he sent him on his way. Cameron bounds the stairs with a smile on his face, the tragedy about his mother forgotten and replaced by satisfaction from pleasing his father.
✽✽✽
 
That was the night that Cameron St. James’ life changed forever. Sure, he loved his mother when she was there, but once she wasn’t, it was like Cameron had forgotten all about her. What was her role before? Why did
he always feel that she was the most important member of their little family? Now that it was just he and his father, Cameron was happier than he had ever been.
Lisa St. James was reported missing that next day, and no one ever suspected her husband of any foul play. After all, women went missing all the time in their part of Maine. Why would Lisa’s situation be any different? Police questioned Cameron, but all they asked was if he knew where his mother might have gone. Did she have any secrets that might help them find her? Any friends she had that they might need to know about? And that if he did know anything it was okay for him to say, he wouldn’t be in any trouble. Cameron kept his mouth shut just as his father had instructed, and after enough time, Lisa had been forgotten about—just another picture on a wall.
Soon after that is when Cameron started writing. He documented everything in a journal. Truths covered up with dark fairytales. He wrote about what he witnessed that night but changed names and locations, keeping the promise he told his father. He kept writing almost every day, not just about his dead mother but about all of them. The ones he saw and the ones he didn’t. Cameron knew that there had been another every time his father entered the house with that smell following him. Cameron would make up stories about them. Where they came from, and how they ended up in Sal St. James' grip.
It wasn’t until years later, after Cameron turned twelve, that his father asked for his help once again. Cameron figured he had finally gained the trust he so eagerly needed for so long.
Cameron knew he was alone in the house, a house that was far too big for just two people. He would always listen as his father left in the evenings, then would sit on the bottom steps that led to the foyer and wait for his return. Scrawling nonsense in his notebook, Cameron heard his father's truck approaching. Before he could make his way fully up the stairs, his father rushed in the front door and called out to his son for help, “Cam, come here, son, I know you are up.”
Cameron stopped at the top of the second-floor landing, turned, then slowly made his way back down. There was a commotion, a lot like the one he remembered from the night he last saw his mother. His hand gripped the banister so tightly that he was sure the wood was splintering in his palm. He didn’t feel a thing, not after his eyes landed on his father and the large woman he was dragging across the floor.
Cameron knew what his father was up to, but he had never seen it brought into the house. She wore tight blue jeans and a matching jean jacket. Her left foot was bare, but the right one had on a dirty yellow and pink LA Gear tennis shoe. The woman's wrists were bound with duct tape tightly behind her back. Her feet kicked at the air but reached nothing. Sal flipped her large frame over with a huff. Cameron could see that duct tape also covered her mouth; muffled cries still found a way to escape.
When Cameron reached the bottom step, she made eye contact with him. Large blue and bloodshot eyes bore into his soul. She was scared, but there was a mixture of anger in with the concern. Their eyes met and they stayed fixated on each other for what seemed like an eternity before Sal’s voice boomed in Cameron's ears.
“Boy! You grab her feet; we need to drag her to the back staircase. I’m in over my head with this one, but I couldn’t help myself. Come on.”
“Yes, sir,” Cameron said, immediately doing as his father instructed.
She was big, but Cameron did not complain. She furiously kicked and he struggled to keep his hold. The two of them hauled her fighting body up the narrow staircase in the back of the house. Cameron had been up and down these stairs hundreds of times but never like this. There were rooms up there, hidden rooms that his father had warned him to stay away from and never stick his nose where it didn’t belong, or else. Being nosey could get you in a lot of trouble around here. Now he was being invited, at least that’s the way Cameron saw it.
During the crawl upstairs, the tape-bound woman hit her head on a few steps. This caused her to become a little disoriented and weak. Her struggles lost some of their strength. She looked dirty, with streaks of blood and dirt across her face and patches on her clothes, but Cameron didn’t see any wounds on her. On the other hand, Sal had rips in his shirt, blood soaked in through the fabric; it looked as if he was mauled by a feral cat.
They entered the study filled with old books. Cameron had been warned many times not to mess with the books. They were very valuable and irreplaceable. He wondered why his father would bring this frantic woman into such a precious room. There were so many other places they could take her without worrying about stuff getting damaged.
Before Cameron had a chance to comment on his father’s room choice, Sal moved one of the bookcases out of the way, revealing another room behind it, a secret room. Sal disappeared behind the wall leaving Cameron alone with the disheveled hostage. She slowly opened her eyes, trying to plea with just a look. She thought Cameron could help her now since the man that did this to her had left the room, but she was wrong—Cameron's only purpose was to please his father and win his praises.
She sat up as soon as Sal reemerged, knowing that any opportunity she had to reach the kid was gone. “Come on, son. It’s time to get your hands dirty.”
Once Cameron entered the room on the other side of the bookcase, he tried to take it all in, but his father kept spitting out instructions, not allowing him to register everything around him. There was a low-lying table that the two of them lifted the lady onto; she barely had any fight left in her.
Securing her onto the table with straps bolted to its side, Sal pushed a button on the wall, and the table rose. It started at their knees and advanced to their waist. Sal had yet to inform Cameron about what was going on; Cameron was trying his best to act like he knew what he was doing.
“Here we go,” Sal said before ripping the tape away from the woman's mouth.
She hesitated for only half a second before letting out a gut-wrenching scream, “Ahhhhhh, HELP!”
“HELP!” Sal mimicked. Cameron was so startled by his father's outburst that he jumped back and almost fell into the wall. “You can scream all you want now dear, no one can hear you.”
“I know you!” she said with recognition showing on her face. It was at that moment that Cameron realized she was talking to him, staring at him. “You go to school with my Minnie.”
Cameron wasn’t sure how to react to this. Was he supposed to respond to her? Why was she there? What did she do that made his father so mad?
“Son, you know this woman?” Sal asked Cameron.
“No. Should I?” Cameron responded.
“What the hell is happening here? What is wrong with you people? I,” before she could continue, Sal knocked her right upside the head. That shut her up good.
“Her name is Martha something or other. She has four kids, so you just might have one of them in her class. Martha here went to see her obstetrician yesterday. That’s a pregnancy doctor, son. Martha, tell me, are you pregnant yet again?” Martha’s head started to bob, but she winced with the effort.
“What are you going to do, Dad?” Cameron asked.
“Sir, I am pregnant. So please don’t hurt me. If you let me go, I won't say nothing to nobody. I promise,” Martha begged.
“That’s enough out of you,” Sal reached behind him and grabbed something off a shelf, then shoved it in Martha’s mouth. “Tonight will be your first St. James lesson. You are old enough now; figure it's about time.” Cameron listened intently, never taking his eyes off of Martha. She was also listening, a red cloth now jammed in her mouth, tears streaming down her face.
There was only one light bulb in the room; it buzzed above them, giving them just enough to see right in front of their eyes and nothing more. Sal stepped away from the table, leaving Cameron's line of sight.
Within a few seconds, another light flickered on. Cameron now saw that the room continued further. He walked to the end of the narrow area that held Martha and peeked around the corner to see where his father disappeared. Another long room, just big enough to walk through; shelves lined the walls, some bare and some filled with random objects. More lights illuminated even further ahead. Cameron followed; it was like a labyrinth of passageways. Some wider than others, some only the size of a closet.
There were no windows or doors anywhere, just walls and wooden beams. Cameron concluded that they were actually inside the walls, in between rooms. Suddenly he felt special. He had never felt more important in his life than he did right then. It was like a secret hiding place, only huge in Cameron’s small mind.
“Dad,” Cameron called out, having lost track of where his father went.
“Almost there, son, just trying to get everything situated, then we can get started.” Sal came back into view, having reached the end of his passageway. “Right over here is another opening. These are the only two, this one and the one we came in. Every place should always have two entrances and two exits. It is risky, but you don’t want to end up trapped. So, it is the way it must be.” Sal pushed on the wall behind Cameron; it squeaked open with little force.
Cameron recognized the restroom before him immediately. He hadn’t seen it in years, but he remembered hiding under the sink once during a game of hide and seek with Tabitha, the girl that lived on the farm up the road. When his father saw that they were playing on this side of the house, Tabitha got sent home, and Cameron got in trouble. After that day, Cameron and Tabitha stuck to playing outside.
“This is the clean-up room. It’s your source of water. That’s why you couldn’t come in here before; this room isn’t used as a typical restroom. Let’s keep it that way. Make sure people stay out.” Sal waited for Cameron to respond.
“Yes, sir, but what will we be cleaning up?”
“There is always a mess after. The linen closet is stocked with everything you need. When the time comes, you need to make sure you refill the supplies gradually. You never want to go into a store trying to purchase a case of bleach and a few hundred industrial trash bags at once. Oh, and don’t forget the gloves. Always wear gloves.” Cameron was perplexed but went along with everything his father told him.
From that moment on, Cameron was a sponge, soaking up every word his father said.




Chapter Twenty-Four

Charity just stands there, frozen in place for what seems like an eternity. The smell has dissipated as her senses adjust. It's dark, but she can tell that it is vast. “Hello,” she calls out to no one, only getting an echo in return. Moving forward, she runs into something. She brings up her cell phone, turning on the flashlight mode once again. A long sleek stainless-steel table sits in front of her. It's sterile and reminds her of something you would see in a morgue.
An ominous feeling runs through her entire body; she doesn’t want to go any further. Her mind tells her to seek out what else might be in here, but her feet will not step further. Without meaning to, the light from her phone moves higher. On the wall above the table hangs multiple saws, all different sizes and shapes, just as clean as the table is.
Charity almost falls backward; she isn’t sure what she is looking at, but it scares the shit out of her. Rushing out, she pushes the shelf back into place with less care than she did before and runs to her bed. No sleep is found; she just lays there as her mind spins with a million scenarios. As much as she wants to, she can’t unsee what she just saw. Why is there a room within a room? Why does it look like it has been occupied recently? Why has she never seen this part of the house before? It was so clean, no dust or build-up that she could see.
Closing her eyes, she tries to think of something else—anything else. What keeps circling to the front of her mind, is that she has no idea who Cameron St. James is. Within just a few short months, her loving husband has turned into a cheater, and now what else? What does this discovery even mean? Is this why Cameron told her to stay away from that part of the house, to not concern herself with it? Did he fear that she would stumble across his little hideaway? Is that even what that was? Charity has no idea what is happening, and the more she tries to convince herself not to jump to conclusions, the crazier those conclusions become.
✽✽✽
 
The following day after dropping Bret off at school, Charity decides to put her big girl panties on and go investigate. She is scared, but her curiosity is stronger and winning out. On her way back to the house, she sees Terry Whitman on a riding lawnmower, in the same spot she met her the first time. Suddenly Charity feels terrible for not making a greater effort in being a good neighbor. She figures ‘no time like the present’ as she pulls over and gets out of her car.
“More car trouble?” Charity asks, walking up to a flustered Terry.
Terry stands from her crouch by the lawn equipment. “Huh?” she asks.
“I’m sorry, remember me? Your neighbor, Charity St. James?” Charity rounds the mower and is now standing in front of Terry.
Terry wipes a gloved hand across her forehead. “Oh, yes, dear. How are you? We haven’t seen much of you. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought you had gone missing.”
“Oh, no. Just tend to keep to myself. Sorry about that. Do you need any help here?” Charity asks.
“No, I’m all good here. Just a branch caught in the blade. I got it, though. That’s what I get for trying to do some clean-up in the off-season. I just hate the build-up. Too many things can stay hidden under all this brush during the winter. By the time spring comes around, it might be too late.”
“Too late for what?” Charity regrets the question as soon as it leaves her lips. She shakes her head and tries to backtrack. “I am so sorry, please ignore my ignorance. Any word about your daughter?” Charity asks.
Terry shakes her head and squeezes her eyes shut. She throws the branch she is holding off to the side into the trees, then says, “No, nothing, absolutely nothing. They say it gets easier with time, that pain will dull, but it’s a lie. Every year that goes by, the hole inside of me just widens.”
“I am so sorry; I couldn’t even begin to imagine. You and your husband said that sort of thing happens a lot around here. You said that my husband had a wife before, and she disappeared?” Charity doesn’t know why she is bringing this up right now. The fact that Cameron never mentioned her keeps nagging at her mind. Something about the space she found last night, the out-of-place saws and table, the feeling of being watched all the time. She needs more information, and Terry might be able to offer some answers.
“That sort of thing, yes,” Terry lets out a huff as if Charity’s question is absurd. “Camilla and Mr. St. James weren't married, not yet just engaged. It still doesn’t lessen the loss. She was a pretty young thing, a lot like you. However, she was also a little more outgoing. She loved running around the land and coming over to help with the animals. She was pregnant when she went missing. Did you know that?” Terry asks.
“Um, no. Actually, I don’t know anything about her,” Charity replies.
“That makes sense. Mr. St. James was so distraught after that. We didn’t see him for close to six months. He stayed hold up in that big old house by himself. Marshal and I tried sending meals up his way, but I don’t think he was eating much of them. When he finally did emerge, he had lost quite a bit of weight, grew a beard longer than the one he usually keeps. He had this sorrow in his eyes that had never been there before, not even after his daddy passed. He has always been an odd character, which can happen when a boy loses his mother at such a young age. He probably doesn’t like talking about it, is all.”
“Any word on the Lawrence girl?” Charity is surprised she never heard more about the disappearance after the town's search came up empty.
“Nothing, not a thing. Same as always. It's like there is a hole in this damn town that opens up and swallows young women whenever it's hungry. I heard her mother finally went back home to be with her boy. Life goes on, and when you have others to care for, you barely get a moment to grieve.” Terry mounts her mower then calls over to Charity, “Don’t be a stranger. You should bring that boy of yours by someday when the weather gets nicer. He would probably enjoy the animals; my grandson can give him some horse riding lessons.”
“That sounds great. Bret would love that. Okay, I've kept you long enough; see you later.” Charity gives a wave to Terry’s back as she is already riding away on her mower, snow, and debris blowing every which way.
As Charity drives back up the hill to the place she thought was home, a feeling of dread washes over her. She had been warned, not only by the Whitman’s a few months ago but also from the experience she had back in school. She was lucky then, she left that night with bruises, broken bones, but she also left with her life. All these women she keeps hearing about, they just vanish with little to no trace. The truth is they are most likely dead. She thinks of Nikki and how the investigation on her disappearance ran cold. Could they be related? A spark flares in Charity’s mind. She instantly turns her car around and heads back into town.
The house can wait; Cameron won't be back for at least another day. She had already returned Marcus’s message asking if she found access to the wall space. She lied and said no and not to worry about it right now. She doesn’t feel right about letting someone, a stranger, see what she saw. Not until she figures out what it is exactly.
Doing something she should have done when Marshal and Terry first told her about the missing women, Charity goes to the library and searches the archives of The Rangeley Highlander newspaper. She has been coming to this library for years but never for this. One day a month, she brings Bret here to pick out a dozen children's books, books that they will read over and over again until they have to be returned. Now she sits in the computer section and types in ‘Missing women in Rangeley, Maine’. The results of her search are endless. Pages and pages go on forever, overwhelming Charity. She decides to narrow her search and start with Camilla. Knowing nothing but her first name, she types in ‘Camilla, missing woman related to Cameron St. James’. A photo pops up immediately.
The screen is filled with a colored picture of an attractive girl about Charity’s age. She smiles at the camera, leaning against a tree, the sun shines on her face causing her to squint slightly, Charity can tell she has deep chocolate eyes behind thick dark lashes. Her hair is stuck in a frozen sway, blowing in the wind but forever still in the photo. Charity scrolls down to start reading the article.


‘Camilla Lynn Cortez, born August 25th, 1991, was last seen loading groceries into her Ford Explorer on Friday, January 13th, 2016. Her vehicle was discovered the next day, groceries still in the back, after her fiancé, Cameron St. James reported that she had never returned home after running errands in town. Camilla was wearing a light green overcoat, pink scarf, and brown winter boots when she left the house that morning. No evidence of a struggle was found in her vehicle; her personal belongings were left behind, leaving police to believe this was an abduction, and she did not leave on her own accord. Camilla is four months pregnant and had recently been experiencing some complications. Her family and friends are desperate for any information as to her whereabouts. The St. James family has suffered great losses in the past. Cameron’s father passed away of natural causes a couple of years ago, his mother went missing when he was just a boy, and as an infant, he lost a sister to a drowning accident before he had the chance to know her. Our thoughts and prayers go out to the family in their time of need. If you have any information to offer the authorities, please contact the anonymous tip line listed below.’


Charity goes through article after article; hours go by, they all start to blend together, sounding the same. Only names and dates changing. Before she knows it, it's time to pick up Bret, and she hasn’t even put a dent in the articles the paper's archives have to offer. Figuring that she never will, she packs her stuff up and stretches before heading for the exit. On her way out, she waves a goodbye to the librarian. “Thank you for letting me use the computer all day. I know there is a limit,” Charity says.
“Oh, no problem. As you can see, we aren’t very busy at the moment,” the woman gestures to the empty library. “Weekday, everyone is at school or work; not many people care to come out in this weather. Fine by me, I get to spend my day reading.” The two women share a smile before Charity rushes back home to feed Pedro and let him out, then head over to the school and pick up her son.
Sasha invites Charity and Bret to join her for dinner. She wants them to come back to her house, they can all cook together and make an evening of it. Charity is hesitant to accept, and she knows Sasha is trying to be a good friend, keep her company in her time of need. All Charity can think about is getting back to the house and crawling behind that bookcase. She spent much longer at the library than she had intended; now, she is going to lose all the daylight today's sun has to offer. It's not like she could do it without Bret wondering what she was up to; he will get curious and want to join her. It would be cool to show him the secret passageway. Boys his age love that sort of thing. Maybe one day she could, but first, she needs to investigate as to what it even is and what purpose it serves. Clearly, it is there for a reason, and by the looks of it, that space has not been forgotten like most of the house has.
Charity and Bret spend the evening with Sasha. They decorate and bake homemade pizzas, then eat vanilla bean ice cream covered in chocolate syrup and sprinkles while watching Iron Giant. Bret had never seen it, so Charity is forced to stay till the very end. As soon as the movie ends, Charity ushers Bret into his coat and shoes then hugs her friend goodbye.
The sun is setting as they drive up the hill to their big empty house. Charity keeps checking her phone to make sure she hadn’t missed a message or call from Cameron. After all the time they spent together, she couldn't understand why he would never tell her about Camilla. Also, he had a sister once upon a time that has never been brought up. She thinks about his loss, not just of the woman he must have loved but also the unborn child that she carried. She wondered how Cameron felt about it all; he is such an amazing father. The loss of a child, even one not yet in this world, must have been hard on him. Maybe talking about it was too much, brought back too many painful memories. She doesn’t blame him for leaving them out of his life story, that type of loss is more than just heartbreaking. Then to have them just vanish, like all the rest, like the hundreds of women Charity read about today. Why would anyone want to live here? Charity wonders. She can’t wait to get out of this place.
✽✽✽
 
Putting Bret to bed, Charity reads him the book he selected from the shelf in his room. Bret falls asleep before it ends, but Charity continues on until the last page, not wanting to close the book before completing the story. She is stalling. After waiting all day, unable to take her mind off the inevitable, she can't bring herself to do it. As she slowly moves back downstairs to check on the dog and lock him up for the night, then collects the lantern and flashlight she had set aside for her venture, she reflects on the earlier times in her marriage. They didn’t have much time together before Bret was born, but they did make the best of it. Cameron has a boat that he keeps stored at the Marina close to the shore year-round. Her first outing here was on that boat, Charity was already a few months pregnant and starting to show. They spent the day fishing and talking. The scenery was so peaceful and tranquil, and Charity fell in love with this town because of it. Little did she know the cold that came once winter hit would steal that love away.
Cameron was so attentive. Once she reached her third trimester, he refused to let her get on the boat or visit the snowy ski hills of the town she was supposed to call home. He was the same way once Bret was born. The mountains and bodies of water were no place for an infant. She now thinks that might have something to do with the sister he lost. The one the article said he never had a chance to know. She had drowned, in a possible boating accident. Charity made a mental note to investigate her life and death more once she gets the chance. Whenever Cameron wanted to take the day and spend it on his boat, Charity and her new baby were left behind. She didn’t think anything of it. Loving and caring for her child was all she ever wanted to do at the time. Later, when the sleepless nights, teething, and potty training started, she resented Cameron for all the fun he got to have without her. She never held it against him. That was her job; she was required to care for the child since he provided for the family. She reflects then, the nights they spent under the stars, Cameron rubbing her belly and whispering sweet words to their baby boy. She wants to hold onto those memories more than anything before she enters this new unchartered space in her home.
Quietly but quickly, Charity climbs the east stairwell one step at a time, as if she is going to wake whatever presence she feels watching her. There is no changing of the minds happening here. This needs to be done, and it needs to be done now. Charity feels it in her gut—Cameron is hiding something. Flicking on the light switch to the old study and taking a look around, everything seems the same, dusty and outdated. That’s what made the space behind it seem so strange. Why would everything hidden be clean and pristine when the rooms around it haven’t been touched in years?
Taking a deep breath, she sets all of her essentials on the desk in the middle of the room. Cameron hadn’t tried calling today, not once. This isn’t anything new. They hardly talked now that the divorce is in full swing. A feeling of unease settles over her. Charity feels as if he is aware of every move she is currently taking and doesn’t know why. She checks to make sure the flashlight is in working order and then turns the lantern up high. She did all of this the moment she collected the things from the garage but decides it won’t hurt to check again.
Pulling the bookshelf back just as she had the last time, she enters the small space behind and sets the fully lit lantern onto the steal table. Even without shining the flashlight she has in her pockets, so much more is revealed to her. At least a dozen different saws hang above the table. Next to them are a variety of knives. Everything clean and shiny. Leaving the lantern where it sits, she takes the small flashlight, moves past the table, and ventures around a corner. A light flows in from a crack in the wall. She moves in closer to inspect the source. Giving the wall a little shove, she sees that it is connected to the restroom, the same one that had the leak. Entering the restroom from the linen closet, the light must have been left on by the guys when they were working. Everything here looks to be as it usually does, well, except the false wall she just entered.
Charity goes back in through the closet, and the first thing she sees is a light switch. Right when you enter into the wall space, giving it a flick with her finger, the room comes to life—a buzzing sounds from somewhere behind her. Light fills the long, narrow space, but Charity is enthralled by the sound. She moves deeper down the hall to see where it could be coming from—screens. There is an entire wall full of black and white television screens—something you would see in an old nineties security guard’s room. Stopping to take a look, there must be at least twenty different views here. Her head can't wrap around what she sees. The front of the house, trees that might be somewhere on the property, Bret's playhouse outback, the main entry hall, the study she just came from, her back staring at the screens! Turning abruptly, Charity looks for a camera and finds a shelf full of indescribable things.
Yellowing jars full of god knows what. Taking a closer look, she comes face to face with an actual face. Stumbling back and almost falling over in shock, she catches herself on a lower-lying shelf. Charity turns abruptly, taking her attention away from the awful jars, in hopes of finding something more appealing. A pile of masks sits on the shelf—various styles ranging from ski masks to Halloween-style like Michael Myers. A splotch of pink catches Charity’s eye; she tugs it out from under the pile and immediately leans over and releases the contents of her stomach onto the floor beneath her.
A pink ski mask. It can't be the same one, but it brings back so many vile memories. Vomit splashes up from the ground and lands on her shoes and pant legs. Taking a moment, Charity gathers herself in a hunched position; she doesn’t want to explore anymore. She doesn’t even want to be here. Fighting the urge to flee, she stands up straight and follows the trail of light her flashlight gives along the wall of shelves.
They are filled with body parts; a hand here, a severed ear full of rusted rings there. Stopping at a larger jar, she inspects it, unsure what sits in front of her: a baby, no, it is a fetus not fully formed, and the umbilical cord is still attached. Little underdeveloped hands squeeze tight into fists, face tucked behind the arms as if it's in a defensive pose. That’s it, that does it, Charity is out!
As Charity leaves the room, not bothering to put the shelves back in place or collect the still-lit lantern, a sense of dread overcomes her. Was he the one? The pink ski mask has to be a coincidence. Also, Cameron might not have anything to do with this discovery. These things could have been here for years. But no! The screens, the cameras, the apparent surveillance. This is not new technology but newer than his father or grandfather's time. New enough to scare the shit out of Charity, if it isn’t Cameron’s set up then someone else has been in here. Cameron or someone within the past thirty years had to have installed it. Sal St. James, Cameron’s father, died almost ten years ago. According to Cameron he wasn’t in his right mind there at the end. Could this all be his? Charity silently questions.
It hasn’t just been sitting there for decades untouched. Charity remembers climbing into her grandfather's attic after he had passed and finding all his old war memorabilia. That stuff was almost corroded, and it hadn't been sitting there more than twice as long as this space would have if Sal St. James were the last person to occupy it.
Struggling to get back downstairs and as far away as she could from that area of the house, she had forgotten that her cell phone was not on her. A chime sounds from the kitchen, and she finds her phone on the counter by the sink, right where she had left it after coming home from Sasha’s house. Several missed calls and messages from Cameron light up the screen. Text messages sound panicked; she listens to a rushed voicemail; he seems to be in a car. Before she can gather her wits and even comprehend what he is saying, she hears a door shut from the area she just left.
“No, no, no,” Charity chants as she exits the voicemail menu on her phone and brings up the keypad, ready to dial 911.
She is about to hit the first number when Cameron comes rushing in from the east entrance, a frantic look upon his face.




Chapter Twenty-Five

The Past
Sal St. James had lost his touch with reality. At only sixty-eight, he’d gotten sloppy. The previous week he tried dragging a half-dead teenager in through the front door, leaving a trail of blood in his wake. The trunk of the car was a mess. Cameron had a fit while trying to clean it. Sal kept trying to remind him that everything was okay, no one saw him, but that’s not the point. Sal’s health started declining shortly after his sixtieth birthday. Cameron realized it when he would call out to his wife even though Sal was the one who ended her over two decades ago. Since then, it had only gotten worse. Sal was adamant about fulfilling his role in their journey.
Cameron had met a girl. He wasn’t sure where it would go, but he was optimistic that she might be able to fill the required role. A male offspring—that’s what he needed to gain before passing the journey along. Just as his grandfather and father did before him. He liked her, sure; they met in class. Cameron was attending his last year at Colby College, finishing up his psychology degree. He wasn’t sure what he would do with his degree, but he didn't care, always having writing to fall back on. At just twenty-nine, Cameron had three completed manuscripts. They were dark and edgy, he wasn’t sure how the world would take them, but he planned on dishing them out all the same.
Over the past couple of years, Cameron had worked to improve the St. James creative space, as he calls it. Bit by bit, as not to generate any suspicion, Cameron brought in sheetrock to line the walls, built shelves, and even installed some security cameras. It wasn’t state-of-the-art, but did the job. Sal had gotten too lax over the years. With him and his father never getting caught during their extracurricular activities, it brought a sort of cockiness with it. Cameron was forced to do clean-up multiple times and complaining to his father wasn’t an option.
Cameron brought his new friend, Estella, over for dinner one night. He was confident in his prize, but his father acted like an ass the entire night. Ashamed of the evening, Cameron apologized to his date as he escorted her to her car. She was adamant that she had a wonderful evening, but Cameron could tell that the entire night had turned her away from him.
Two weeks later, Cameron was awoken in the middle of the night to find his father dragging a comatose Estella in through the back door.
“What the hell is going on here, Dad?” Cameron had asked.
“Help me get her upstairs,” came Sal’s reply. It had been months, maybe a year, since he had brought anyone home. He wasn’t in the greatest of shape anymore, mind or body.
“You didn’t,” Cameron stood there in shock once he noticed who Sal’s latest victim was.
“She’s not the one. Get over yourself already and help me.” Cameron couldn’t believe what was happening right before him. How could his father be so crass? He didn’t have time to think, just did what he always did—what was expected of him. He helped and followed instructions. Secretly telling himself that this would be the last time. Over and over, he chanted this in his mind as he stared down at Estella’s naked body, her pleading eyes turned lifeless. He didn’t love her, but he had plans, and this sure wasn’t it.
“Is she any good?” Sal asked with an enigmatic smile on his wrinkled face.
“Don’t you fucking dare,” Cameron replied. He had never spoken like this to his father, but he didn’t care. There was no way he was about to watch Estella defiled like that before she died.
That was the last time Cameron St. James had to deal with his father's demands. On Cameron's thirtieth birthday, he crept into his father's room and ended his life with a feathered pillow over his face. It took a lot longer than Cameron thought it would for his victim—his father—to stop struggling. However, in the end, it was neater and much easier to explain. Sal St. James died peacefully in his sleep at the age of sixty-nine. No questions or investigations were needed. Cameron was free to live the life he wanted.
After the estate was fully turned over to Cameron, he set out to complete the project he had started under his father's watch. Only this time, he was in complete control. Over the next decade, he created a masterpiece. State-of-the-art equipment and a fully functional, fully digital security system that he and he alone could access.
Between writing, and teaching part-time at the local university, Cameron had turned his life from lonely to fulfilling. He didn’t care for a wife or a child, but he knew it was necessary. He also knew his time was limited. Getting laid wasn’t the problem, pussy came in abundance when you were a St. James. He needed someone worthy of breeding his offspring.
Sal sometimes raped his victims, not in the beginning but towards the end—when his mind started to wander. Cameron had witnessed it first-hand. The sheer act repulsed him, but he knew why his father did it. It wasn’t enough to kill them. He needed to humiliate them, assert dominance over them. Be the last person that they not only feared but also felt, deeply and completely. Over the years, their sinister task had consumed him. Cameron knew what he had to do, but he had no desire to partake in forcing an unwilling woman into fucking him. He enjoyed life, the one he had, the occasional rendezvous with a willing participant, sometimes a colleague, sometimes a woman he met at random. He also enjoyed killing, but he never mixed the two. The thought was always in the back of his mind, an awareness that he may one day need to kill someone he had been intimate with, maybe even in love with, but he tried to push that thought aside and live one day at a time.
✽✽✽
 
Camilla came into Cameron’s life when he wasn’t even expecting it. She was from Oklahoma, a brilliant girl, in Maine for just a season working on her thesis. She studied marine biology and had just completed her bachelor's degree at Texas A&M in Galveston, Texas. She was exploring different bodies of water all over the United States before moving on to graduate school. He had seen her several times at the campus library and the marina. She used both places for research, always with a load of notebooks and a bulky laptop in tow. They had exchanged several passing glances and pleasant nods in the way of a greeting over several months before Cameron approached her one day.
Camilla was sitting on the same bench she always sat at, just a few slots down from where Cameron kept his boat. While walking past her, he noticed that she collected water samples and labeled tiny vials before placing them into an insulated bag. Stopping, he waited for her to see him. It took several minutes, but Cameron was patient, he even had an amused smile on his face.
Looking up, she asked, “Is everything alright?”
“Everything is just grand,” Cameron said, offering her his hand. “I’m Cameron St. James. I've seen you here a lot over the last few weeks. What's with the vials?”
“I’m not sure yet,” Camilla let out a long breath then laughed at her own silly response. “Sorry,” she stood to give him a proper greeting. “Camilla, Camilla Cortez. Pardon my rudeness. I was a little preoccupied.”
“With stuff you aren’t sure of?” Cameron asked with a raised brow.
“Well, yes. They are samples, but I don’t know what I will do with them just yet. Figure it’s better to have them and not need them than not to have them at all,” Camilla said bashfully; she was ashamed that the hot guy she had seen around town was finally talking to her, and she had a hard time putting words together.
“This dock is pretty far from the university. What makes you want to come out here all the time?” Cameron asked.
“Well,” Camilla started, “It is the closest and nicest water around, or at least that I know of. Also, there is always some good eye candy walking this pier,” Camilla finished with a smile.
“Very true. It is nice to meet you, Camilla. I was just about to set sail for a few hours; winds are nice right now. Would you care to join me?” Cameron asked.
From then on, they were always together. Cameron wasn’t in love, but Camilla was a brilliant, attractive, fertile young woman. She would do and that she did—until she didn’t. (Similar to Cameron and Charity’s romance, Camilla ended up pregnant soon after venturing into Cameron’s bed.) She extended her stay in Maine. She hadn’t made any permanent plans, even after Cameron proposed. She accepted the proposal, that’s what she thought was expected of her, but she had no intention of putting her life on hold for a family. No date was set, and no wedding was getting planned anytime soon. She was strong, too strong for Cameron to reign in, and that caused some problems. Camilla was a wild spirit with a goal that no one, not even a wealthy man with a million promises could sway.
Cameron already had his doubts about Camilla, but when an ultrasound showed that they would be having a baby girl, he knew it would never work. He had started keeping souvenirs from his victims a few years before. It started with hair; if she had a tattoo, he would cut it off, dry it out, and hang it up on a pinboard. Soon it turned into body parts he would jar up in embalming fluid—fluid he made himself, a trade passed down from his father—a hand, an ear, the fetus was what he took from Camilla.
She had been the perfect candidate but letting her go was easy. She wasn’t able to give him what he needed. Cameron needed a submissive, someone who would bend at his will without question. Camilla would never give that to him, and he knew it all too soon.
Cameron went through the process of loss, grief, and mourning for the public after Camilla supposedly went missing. He followed every instruction and did precisely what was expected of him. All the while he was figuring out his next move, he needed to continue his process, his purpose, his reason, it was all he knew. He went forth with building his compound, so to speak. Cameras were strategically placed on the grounds, upgraded security, monitors, and equipment when needed. He also sound-proofed the walls within, just in case.
✽✽✽
 
Cameron’s addiction grew with every kill. Soon he created a process in Los Angeles. By the time he started teaching there in the summers, he was so addicted to killing he couldn’t even fathom taking a summer off from his illicit activities. Staying at a hotel didn’t give him the same setup, but he made sure not to get sloppy. It was LA anyway; people went missing there all the time. In Rangeley, he would stake out his prey, do his research; in LA, he took what he could get and dumped them wherever. No one ever questioned him, but he knew not to get cocky. That is what ruins every killer. They think they are above the law, more innovative. Maybe he was, but he was too smart to take any risks.
Cameron had no intention of starting a relationship with Charity; she was a mark gone wrong. He’d seen her on campus, walking to her dorm late at night alone—when he had arrived early one year, and thought she would be easy. She had more fight in her than he first thought. Cameron had to abandon all plans of satisfying his needs with young Charity. However, when he came face-to-face with her again, something had changed. She was no longer fierce, the fight had been stolen from her, and he had been the thief.
When Cameron saw the new docile demeanor Charity put off, he knew the game had changed; he also knew it was because of him. This gave Cameron hope, enough hope to pursue her, and he wasn’t wrong. Charity turned out to be everything he needed her to be—the perfect puppet.




Chapter Twenty- Six

Cameron’s face is ashen with shock when he sees Charity, phone in hand. The look on his face tells Charity that he knows that she knows and that he is one hundred percent aware of the hidden space upstairs. He tries to cover his expression, but it's too late. Slowly and methodically, he moves toward Charity.
Unsure of what to do, Charity just sits there, holding her breath as Cameron approaches her. He kneels down in front of her, takes the phone out of her hand, and slides it across the table next to them. Charity suddenly jerks away from him.
“What is wrong?” Cameron asks.
“What are you doing here?” Charity rebuts, not answering his question. He knows damn well what's wrong.
“I was worried about you. I wanted to check on you and Bret, see how the repairs were going.” Cameron is trying to keep his composure, instill a sense of calm, and it isn’t working.
“How…,” Charity stumbles over her words. She takes a deep breath then tries again, saying each word slowly, trying not to slip. The emotions going through her are like a tsunami, overflowing and uncontrollable. “You were in New York. How did you get here?”
“My flight landed a few hours ago, drove straight over. What's going on, Char? You seem different.” Cameron looks at her with an almost amused expression. She has the feeling that he is testing or maybe even daring her to speak, trying to get her to say anything about what she just found.
Charity’s mind immediately goes to the screens, the cameras. He must have seen her, he must have it linked somehow to an outside source, and he saw her in the wall space, he saw her every step of the way, and now he is daring her to say it. Begging her to confront him, anything. For what? So, he can defend himself? So, he can deny it?
She internally shakes herself, forces herself to speak, “I’m just tired. It's been a long day.”
“Is Bret already asleep?” Cameron asks as he stands back up, now looking down at her. An almost inaudible squeak leaves Charity’s lips. “What's that?” Cameron laughs. He thinks this is funny; he thinks it’s a fucking game; Charity's brain is running wild while the rest of her acts as if it's paralyzed.
“Yes, he is asleep,” she finally gets out.
“Pedro in his kennel, or are you letting him sleep with the boy?
“Kennel,” Charity says in an almost whisper.
Cameron reaches down and squeezes the hand that still lays open on her knee from when he took the phone away. “I’m going to go check on the work they did.” Before walking away, Cameron reaches over, retrieves Charity's phone, and slips it into his back pocket. She doesn’t know why he took the phone, but she takes his action as a bad sign.
The moment she hears him climbing the east stairway; her body comes back to life. She must act, and she has to act now. Unsure of what's going on or what will happen, she can’t take any chances. She bolts for the main staircase taking two at a time in a rush to reach Bret before Cameron even knows she has moved. Almost tripping on the top step, Charity grabs the railing and tries to balance herself before falling and alerting Cameron as to where she is and what she may be doing. And just what is that? Charity isn’t sure yet, but she needs to move now, think later.
She can’t hear Cameron. He is probably already behind the shelves or in the bathroom. All she knows is that if she can’t hear him, then he can't hear her. She wants to keep it that way. Bret’s door is cracked open, just as she left it. Her plan was to grab him and run, but if she does that, he will wake. When he wakes, he will surely make noise. She will have to be quick, but how and at what? Her keys are in her purse on the kitchen counter. In her haste, she didn’t grab anything. Cameron has her phone. It’s freezing outside; taking Bret from his bed, into the cold, on foot, at night with no one close by to help would be insane. A flash of the jarred body parts, the fetus, the pink ski mask all rush across Charity’s mind. Without another thought, she slips Bret’s house shoes onto his feet then grabs him a jacket from the closet. Wearing only jeans, sneakers, and a sweater will have to do for her. Picking up Bret like she has done a million times before without waking him, Charity makes her way back downstairs. She does this a lot slower than the way she ran up them just a few moments ago.
Cameron is nowhere in sight. Figuring she could get away with it, Charity goes back into the kitchen and grabs her purse before exiting the front door. Perhaps he was just taking a look at the repairs; maybe Charity is crazy to think Cameron is a danger to them. The risk is too high; she’s not going to stick around and find out what might be going on. Charity has seen enough movies to know that getting far, far away is the best thing. Bret sleeps in her arms, his chest rising and falling against Charity’s as they walk over to the garage. This will be the hard part. She will have to enter the code into the keypad, slip under the slowly opening door, get herself and Bret into the car and start it all before Cameron can discover them.
With her purse dangling from two fingers and her son tucked into his puffy jacket filling her arms, maneuvering the keypad is turning out to be a grueling task. Once the code is entered and the opener’s motor starts to whirl, Charity crouches down as far as she can and waits till she has enough space to enter the garage. As the door lifts, light fills the space around Charity’s feet. She hates herself for not entering the garage from inside the house; it was so close, she didn’t have time to think then and she doesn’t have time to berate herself now. It feels like an eternity goes by as the bottom of the door comes to her eye level, and she can see the bumper of her SUV.
In her haste to get away, she trips over her purse straps and lands with a brutal hit to her knees onto the concrete flooring. Bret stirs in her arms; she looks down to see his eyes almost flutter open, but he is still asleep. With a long huff, she manages to get back to her feet without the help of her arms. Setting the purse down on her car's hood, Charity starts to search for her keys. The door that leads into the house opens and crashes into the wall with a loud bang. Charity’s purse falls to the garage floor, its contents spilling out all around her feet. Bret lifts his head from his mother's chest and looks around in confusion.
“Daddy?” his little voice says when he spots his father.
Charity sets him down on his feet then moves so that her back is to Cameron, and he is blocked from Bret’s view. She leans in and whispers, “We are playing hide and seek. Run and hide in your treehouse. Whatever you hear, do not come out.”
Bret shakes his head, but a smile forms on his sleepy face when his mother's words register. “Okay,” he replies, then takes off into the dark night. His treehouse is set off in the back of the property, but Bret knows the way. It is his favorite place, his secret lair. Cameron had it built for Bret’s fourth birthday, and since then, he has stuffed it with random things he finds around the property when his mother isn’t looking.
Charity whips around after Bret is out of sight to meet Cameron's icy stare. “What's going on here, Char?” Cameron asks.
“I could ask you the same thing, Cam.” Charity stands there ready to fight, but a tremble rushes through her body, letting Cameron know that she is full of fear.
Cameron clicks his tongue as he moves forward, stopping only two feet away from Charity. “Are we going somewhere? I thought you said Bret was in bed?” Cameron asks.
“What do you want?” Charity grinds out between clenched teeth.
“What do I want?” Cameron places a palm on his chest in mock surprise. “I just wanted to check on my family, make sure everything was okay with the leak and all. Now I find you pulling our child out of bed in the freezing cold to do God knows what. Charity, if this is the kind of behavior you are going to have as a single mother, I do not think that fighting for full custody is such a good idea. I mean, doesn’t he have school tomorrow?”
Charity doesn’t know what type of game he is trying to play. Thinking again that it’s best just to get away, she abruptly turns to make a run for it. Cameron is quick; he grabs her by the hair before she can flee. Charity falls, her ass landing on the cold hard floor. Cameron starts to drag her back into the house. Charity furiously tries to reach for anything that will help her. With the contents of her purse scattered around, all she comes up with is a tampon in her left hand and a ninja turtle action figure in her right.
Cameron pulls her in through the still open door and slings her into the kitchen. Her head hits one of the wooden breakfast chairs—the pain shoots through her body. Cameron’s actions just now almost shock her more than what she found upstairs earlier. He has never been physical or violent in any way. His true character is showing; Charity thinks once her mind wraps around what is happening.
“Oh, Char, what have you gotten yourself into?” Cameron asks as he paces around her.
“I don’t know what you are talking about. What's going on here, Cameron?” Charity tries to stand but loses her balance and falls back to the floor. The hair pulling and head injury has gotten to her.
“Oh, don’t play dumb with me. You might not have made it through college, but you made it in. I know there is a brain inside that pretty head of yours. Don’t you think I know what goes on in MY house? I know everything that happens here at all times. I may have missed a few events during my recent travels but I’m back now. You think just because a judge said you can stay here for now that you have a right to just do whatever you want? Wrong, Char!” Cameron is yelling now. Agitation seeps from his pores as he tugs at his hair with frustration.
“It wasn’t supposed to be like this. It was supposed to be different this time. But no! You had to go and fuck everything up with your fucking divorce papers and your fucking desire to leave. Why, Char? Why leave? You have a great life here. Couldn’t you just turn a blind eye? Any other woman would have with the life you have been given. I saved you. You were a bastard child from a poverty-stricken family. I gave you the life women dream of; some people will even kill for the life you have.” Cameron stops his pacing and lands right in front of her.
By now, Charity’s head has started to clear. While looking at his shoes, she tries to think. Think about what to do, and what her next move will be. All she can come up with is the sympathetic card, so she goes with it.
“We can make it work. I’m sorry, I acted irrationally when I saw you and Nikki. I should have given you a chance to explain. For that, I am truly sorry.” Charity tries pleading with her eyes, looking up at Cameron’s face. She can tell that her efforts are ineffective, but she tries anything to help the situation. A scowl darkens Cameron’s features. His hair is loose and falls over his forehead.
“Where did the little one run off to Char? What did you say to him?” Cameron hunches over, staring straight into Charity’s eyes while waiting for an answer.
“I, uh, I sent him to the neighbors. He was to run down the road to the Whitman’s house. He might even be there by now.” Charity isn’t sure if he is capable of hurting Bret, but if Cameron thinks that the neighbors might get involved, perhaps he will back off and leave her alone.
“Lies!” Cameron screams into Charity’s face, spit flies from his mouth, landing on her flesh. He is losing control and his patience. “You better hope nothing happens to him. He’s never even met the neighbors. There is no way he could figure out how to get over there in the dark so you can give up the act.”
“I don’t understand why you are doing this,” Charity almost whispers.
“Oh, no, you don’t? Let's take a little tour, shall we? I see you’ve already ventured into parts of my house that have nothing to do with you, so lead the way.” Cameron pulls Charity up by her sweater. The fabric audibly tears as Charity is lifted to her feet. She lets out a yelp when the harsh wool digs into her underarms. Cameron does not relent, and she sees any hope she might’ve had slipping away with every step.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Bret runs behind the house and heads for his treehouse, just as his mother told him to do. At first, he doesn’t understand. It's as if he is in a dream state, half awake and half asleep. Without even thinking, he runs, his little feet padding along the pavement on the driveway, then hitting the cobblestone along the back path. It is dark out. Bret has no idea what time it is but with his head in a fog, it hadn’t even occurred to him that it is night. The puffy jacket that Charity had him wrapped in starts to slip off of his shoulders. Bret stops to slide his arms into the sleeves. He struggles with the zipper; his tiny hands are starting to stiffen in the cold.
Once his feet meet wet grass, he stops. Suddenly fully awake, he looks around and tries to remember what he's doing. Why is he out here at night and in his pajamas? Mommy told me to play hide and seek. Was Daddy here? His little mind wonders. The treehouse, I am supposed to hide in the treehouse and wait for Mommy to find me. Now looking around, he is suddenly scared. Bret has never been outside at night, alone. It is a straight shot to his secret lair, directly across the lawn, you pass two large trees, and it’s nestled in the third one.
Hesitating, he looks back up at the house. There is a light on in a window; Bret thinks it's from one of the old rooms. A room that no one ever goes in. Daddy’s ghosts, Bret thinks. Cameron had told him ghost stories about the people who lived here long ago, how they walk around the east side of the house day and night. Every time the old pipes or floorboards would give off a mysterious sound, Cameron would turn to Bret and say, “It’s them.” Cameron didn’t mean to frighten his son beyond repair, but fear needed to get ingrained somehow. The boy needed to stay away from that side of the house until his time came, and the ghost stories worked.
As Bret looks up to the lit window, he sees a shadow move across its frame. That gives him enough fright to move forward. With his house shoes now soaked through, his feet are freezing, but he pushes through it. Running as fast as his little legs will take him, he makes it to the first tree in record time. He pauses to catch his breath. As he gulps in air, the sound of his own heartbeat fills his ears—pumping loudly, it overpowers any other sounds around him.
With his breathing under control, Bret refuses to turn around. A vivid picture of someone staring back at him through the lit-up window fills his mind—someone that does not belong. The forest in front of him seems almost as terrifying. Pitch black but familiar. It is winter, the usual animals are not out, but many night creatures are hidden, waiting for prey. With his pulse settling, creatures of the night start zoning in all around him. An owl hoots off in the distance, the distinct sound of a small bat colony flies overhead. Leaves rustle off to the left; it could be a rabbit or a fox, but Bret isn’t going to take any chances.
With less than fifty feet to go, Bret rushes to his hideout, his pajama bottoms snag on twigs along the way. By now, his eyes have started to adjust to the darkness around him. Stiff and cold hands reach for the ladder, wet slippers struggle to grip the wooden pegs as Bret makes his climb. A rubber flap acts as a door to the treehouse. As soon as Bret pushes past it, a feeling of ease runs through his little body. Bret keeps a headlamp on a hook by the entrance. Finding it right where he left it, he straps it to his head and pushes the button. Bright light fills the small wooden hideout and Bret flinches as his vision adjusts.
Trinkets litter the walls; a rolled-up sleeping bag sits in the far corner. Spotting it, Bret scurries over and kicks off his wet slippers. Flattening out the thick bag, he tucks himself inside then sits up in the middle of the room. He is still cold, but a small amount of comfort starts to warm him from the inside out. This is his safe place—nothing can harm him in here.
A shoebox containing all of Bret’s favorite things sits by the entrance. He reaches over to grab it, not wanting to leave the warmth of the sleeping bag. His short arm stretch across the wooden floor. Stubby fingers pull it in, and he clutches it close. He removes the lid and sets it to the side. Inside he takes inventory of his collection. Random things he has found around the property. A black feather bigger than his arm, a pair of broken glasses with gold trim, several cigarette buds, a rusted fishing hook, and three yellowing human teeth. No one knows about his collection. Bret was scared his mother would take his treasures away if she knew about the random items.
He made up stories about his findings. They were leftovers from an epic battle. A battle that happened right here hundreds of years ago. There were dragons and giant crows that went at each other in the sky. A giant that smoked so much it stained his teeth was struck down by a wizard with gold glasses. The fairytales drive him farther away from where he is, and why he is here, and the fact that he is cold and lonely. Sleep takes over Bret's little body, and he dozes off while clutching the giant's teeth in his clenched fist.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

Cameron forces Charity up and holds her in front of him with his grip tight on her back collar. She stumbles, trying to catch her balance, but Cameron has no patience and will not give her a minute to adjust. Without turning on a light, he shoves her up the back staircase. They both know the way, but only one knows the end destination. Charity keeps trying to stall, step back, anything to prolong this journey. Cameron will not let up, this is it, she started it, and he will finish it.
Charity straitens up and decides to take a different approach. She knows fooling him won't be easy. He's a psychology professor, a professional liar, a smart man with many years of manipulative experience. Taking a deep breath in, she starts to march the rest of the way up.
“You don’t have to be so rough with me,” Charity says with more bravado than she feels.
“Really? Why are you acting so scared then? Did something spook you today?” Cameron asks.
“No, not really. What would make you think that?” Charity turns to look at him as they reach the second-floor landing.
Cameron pushes her into the old study that holds the secret passageway. “Enough with the games, Charity. I know you saw the space. What I need to know is who you have told? Who else knows what you saw in there?”
Charity stops before they can reach the not-so-secret entrance. The bookshelf is already pulled away from the wall. A light shines out from behind it. She holds up her hands in surrender and says, “Whoa, I didn’t see anything. I mean, yeah, I went back there, but I don’t even know what I saw. And I sure as hell didn’t tell anyone about it. If you know so much, then you know that you came in right after I took a look inside there. I was going to ask you what it was all about, but clearly, you are fully aware of what's in those walls.”
“Well, look at you. You are kind of hot when you are trying to be assertive. Too bad you won't get to use that more,” Cameron says with a smug smile.
The two of them move into the walls—Cameron with purpose, Charity with hesitation. In the back of her mind, she hopes this will end differently than the flashes that are running through her thoughts. A million scenarios are firing rapidly in her brain, and none of them end well. Pulling up every memory she has of her loving husband, the doting father, the caring neighbor, and friend. Cameron isn’t capable of harming her; at least, that’s what she keeps internally chanting over and over again.
“I guess you are wondering what this is all about. Cameron gestures to the tight space surrounding them with one hand while the other firmly grips her upper arm. His grip is so tight she feels a loss of circulation in that hand.
Charity lets out a shaky sigh, “It’s really none of my business. This is your house. I am just occupying it and not for much longer.”
“Nice try; you see these monitors?” Cameron asks. “I know you did because I watched you. They are linked to my phone. I see everything that goes on here at all times. These aren't even all the cameras. I can flip through over a dozen views at several angles all around the property, inside and out.”
Stock still—frozen with fear—Charity stands there; the only sound around her is a light buzz from security monitors and her own labored breathing. Thinking back to the past six years of her life. He was watching every step of the way. The nagging feeling that someone was always there wasn’t wrong. He has always been watching—she has never been alone. What has he seen, what was going through his mind while he watched her? Watched her while she thought she was alone, intimate times with herself. The only thing holding Charity’s body up at the moment is Cameron's firm grip. Her knees are weak and begging to give out. She wants nothing more than to drop to the ground and weep.
As her mind wanders, she realizes that it is him. Cameron is the one that tried to attack her all those years ago. This is what he does. He is a monster, a criminal, a stranger.
“It was you,” Charity struggles to get out, her voice almost inaudible.
“What was me?” Cameron asks. He jerks her close to his face, waiting for a response.
“Tha… that night on campus. It was you,” Charity stammers.
Cameron lets out a maniacal laugh, “Nothing gets past you, does it?”
Cameron releases a feral growl as he pulls Charity over to the steel table. He was done with the games, time to get to business. The clock is ticking. Charity’s fight finally kicks in when she sees what is happening. A scream rips from her lungs and fills the small space around them. It doesn’t matter. No one can hear. No one will come. Her arms reach out at their own accord and go for whatever they can grab. Cameron swats at her with his free hand, but she manages to tear at his shirt.
Putting an end to this nonsense, the only thing Cameron can think to do is pull back and clock her square in the face. That always worked for his father, and it does its charm for Cameron tonight. Charity’s body goes limp, and she sags to the ground. He takes a moment to prepare the table, placing duct tape on her mouth so no more of those pesky screams can escape; anymore of that, and he risks suffering from tinnitus. Charity starts to stir from where she lays on the floor. With both hands, he pulls her slight frame up and slaps her down onto the table. Her eyes pop open as soon as her head hits the cold, hard metal. It’s too late. Cameron is already strapping her in, her arms are already restrained, and he is currently strapping in her legs.
Muffled noises come from behind the tape. “What's that, honey? I can't hear you. The time for talk has passed. My son is outside in the cold. See that?” Cameron motions his head towards the monitors. “A light is shining in his treehouse. He made it. He will be okay for a bit, but not long.” He double-checks the straps to make sure they are secure before walking away.
Charity strains her neck trying to follow his movements, but he moves out of her view quickly. She can feel the swelling starting to form in her face from where Cameron hit her. It doesn’t feel like anything is broken, but throbbing pain radiates in her left cheek, and a sharp warmth makes her think he may have cut the skin along her cheekbone. She pulls at her restraints but discovers that it's no use. Muffled moans of discomfort and pleads for help are uselessly pouring from behind the tape that constrains her mouth. The panic that has been nagging in Charity’s mind all day is raging in full force.
Cameron returns to the table and looks down at Charity. His hands are now sheathed with latex gloves, and he grips something between them.
“I usually like to take my time, perhaps you would say ‘draw it out’, but we do not have that luxury currently. Of course, affixation or strangulation is actually more time-consuming than one would think. My preferred way creates quite a mess. I’ll be a single dad here in a few minutes, so I won’t have the luxury of downtime anymore.” Cameron stretches out the plastic bag he holds then places it over Charity’s head.
Charity kicks and fights to no avail. Perspiration has broken out all over her body, so on contact, the plastic immediately sticks to Charity’s face. She already can’t breathe through her mouth but trying to suck in air through her nose has now become impossible. Her eyes are wide and pleading up at Cameron through the clear plastic between them. One last chance to plea for her life starts to slip away as fog fills her vision. Staring at her husband, no sign of remorse or regret shows on his face.
The last thing Charity sees as she slips into the darkness is the smug look of satisfaction in her husband's expression. He is enjoying every moment of this. Watching the life leave her fills his body and mind with a sense of pride and accomplishment. Cameron wishes that he could do more to commemorate this kill, prolong the ending, savor every moment, but he can't. Bret needs him, and he can’t keep the boy waiting for much longer. Even though he most likely has fallen asleep up in the treehouse, being out in this cold is dangerous. Cameron will already have to deal with a missing wife. Having a sick kid on top of that does not sound like a good time.
Cameron checks his watch on one hand while the other still tightly holds the plastic; it has been almost three minutes now. Charity’s eyes begin to flutter, her body trembles, her head shaking fervently. It won't be long now.
“I do love you; I've always loved you. You were a good mother and an excellent wife. You served your purpose, and for that, I thank you.” Cameron places his palm onto Charity’s forehead.
“Mmmmm,” the last sounds Charity makes are barely audible. Her chest hardly rises as she tries to suck in a breath. The plastic bag is collapsing into her nostrils. Her fist clench and her legs stiffen. The smell of urine fills the room, at the same time a stream trickles off the table and into the pan below.
“It is almost over, Char. Not long, just let go, and it will all be over,” Cameron says, leaning in close to Charity’s ear. Gurgling fills the room and he knows she is now choking on her own vomit, unable to release it through the tape.
Her lungs release the last little bit of air they hold through her nose, the plastic flutters softly around her face. The telltale sound of gas emitting from Charity causes Cameron to cover his nose. He is all too familiar with what a body does once life has left it. Looking again at the time, it is now after eleven at night. Bret has been outside for almost an hour. Cameron gives one last look Charity’s way before he leaves the room within the walls and goes to collect his son.




Epilogue

Cameron takes a flashlight out with him as he heads to the treehouse that sits at the start of the tree line in a semi-cleared part of his land. A small light still shines through the wooden slats that sit on a low, thick branch. Cameron climbs up and takes a peek inside without saying anything.
Shining in his flashlight, he finds his son snuggled up in an old sleeping bag, his headlamp still on, his box of treasure sits open by his little hand. Cameron knows all about Bret’s findings. He has come up here several times, curious to see what his son was up to when he spent time alone—finding these random things that Bret thought were valuable made Cameron laugh. He remembers being young and adventurous. All of that was taken far too soon. Sal St. James put the burden of the St. James men on him at too young of an age.
Cameron is not going to make that mistake. At five years old, his mind is too fragile and innocent. Cameron would be patient and present this duty when he feels it is appropriate. Right now, Bret needs to be a boy, a boy without worry, without sin. He will wake up tomorrow without a mother. One day he may have to do this same act, the act of taking the life of someone he loves. Cameron will let him be a child for as long as he needs to be. His day will come but not a moment too soon.
Cameron turns off his flashlight and sets it aside. Crawling over to Bret, he removes the headlamp and places it on his own head. Once it is secure, he scoops up his son, sleeping bag and all and holds him close. As he backs out and moves to head down to solid ground, Bret starts to rouse.
“Daddy?” Bret says from over Cameron's shoulder.
“Yeah, buddy, it's me. Hold on tight,” he says, and slowly moves down the wooden pegs. When he reaches the ground, Cameron pulls Bret closer into his chest, with both arms.
“Where is Mommy?” Bret asks.
“I don’t know, buddy. I was hoping you could tell me. What were you doing up there all by yourself?” Cameron questions as they head back to the house.
Bret lets out a long yawn before answering, “I don’t know, Daddy. I was waiting for Mommy, but she never came.” Perfect, Cameron thinks. If he sticks with this story, then everything will work out just fine.
“Let's get you back to bed, and I will look for Mommy,” Cameron says. He enters the house and climbs the stairs while still carrying his son. Cameron sets Bret down on his bed and removes the dirty sleeping bag. He also pulls away the coat that covers his sleeping child. Noticing that Bret's feet are bare, he pulls out a pair of socks from the dresser drawer and covers them before leaving the room. Cameron takes one last peek at his son before closing the door completely. This isn’t something he usually does, but it is crucial that Bret not wake for the rest of the night. Cameron stands outside of the closed door for a few moments and waits for his son's protests. When none come, he heads back to the east side of the house, back to where he left his dead wife.
Charity is right where he left her; the smell of death permeates the small space around them. Not a lot of clean-up is needed this time around. Typically, when Cameron has made a kill, this area is littered with blood, body parts, and brain matter. Decapitation is his favorite. It isn’t enough to get inside his victim's minds; he wanted to see inside their physical heads. He thought that was more dignifying than what his father stooped to in his time.
He stands over Charity’s body now, contemplating what he wants as a keepsake. She has no tattoos, birthmarks, or distinguishable markings that he could always relate back to her.
Hanging on the wall above the table are several tools; he pulls down the small bone cutter. With Charity’s wrists still strapped to the table, he takes ahold of her ring finger and places it between the sharp sheers. Cameron snips it right below her wedding ring. The fact that she was still wearing it after filing for divorce puts a smile on his face. Once the finger is severed from the hand, a small amount of blood coats around the wound. Her heart hasn’t been pumping for almost an hour; blood splatter is no longer an issue.
Moving over to his workbench, Cameron puts on his face shield and prepares a small jar with embalming chemicals. He never labels the jars. If anyone discovered this room, he could deny ever knowing of it, but if he leaves a trace of himself or a source to help identify the parts, it will end him altogether. As he seals the jar containing Charity's finger, Cameron thinks back at the instructions his father carefully gave him.


“Son, this world is overrun with careless greedy people. It is up to us to slow the process. It’s not just you and me; there are a whole slew of people around the world with this same mission. Some of them keep to themselves, and some subliminally announce it to the world. Many artists, writers, producers are all on this journey. Sometimes things portrayed as fiction are more accurate than you could imagine. I, myself, like to keep my work private, but you may want to develop a clever way of sharing it with the world.”


That’s when Cameron turned his journaling into not-so-fictional mystery novels. Every single book he has ever published contains some form of truth—all twenty-six of them. The fact that no one ever connected Steve Wolf’s novels with the many missing girls of Maine surprised Cameron. He always placed little Easter Eggs in every book, but no one was ever paying enough attention.
Cameron needs to work fast; he only has a few hours before Marshall Whitman will be getting up to tend to his animals. The air will need to be clear by then. He removes the straps holding Charity’s lifeless body to the table. He loads her up and hauls her down the stairs and out the back door. Cameron has done this many times. He didn’t keep track back when the kills belonged to his father even though he was responsible for the disposal many times back then. Since Sal passed, Cameron has watched twenty-two women take their last breath in this house. Another six in Los Angeles. He never kept anything from his California kills; he couldn't risk getting caught with something related to a murder victim, not when those Cali girls were left to be discovered. He didn’t have a way to get rid of them on the other side of the continent—that didn’t keep him from doing it, though.
Entering the incinerator shed, he starts up the gas burners. When this property was first inhabited, it was mainly used for farming and livestock. The incinerator is rather large as they used to throw whole horses and deceased cows in here. It is perfect for a full-grown body. The temperature on this thing gets up to nine hundred degrees Celsius. Within seconds whatever is thrown in is unrecognizable; after a couple of minutes, it's nothing but ash and small bone fragments that fall in through the grates. The shed surrounding the stone incinerator is dilapidated at best. A strong gust of wind or a flash flood will quickly clear out the ashes that it holds. This was both good and bad for Cameron. The good thing was he didn’t ever have to worry about emptying it; the bad thing was he had to keep an eye out for small bones that may not have burned completely, that included things like teeth.
Once the fire is in full swing, Cameron tosses Charity into it. He has to back up a few feet and wait, with a face shield protecting his skin, while she is engulfed in flames. Black smoke fills the room around him as he stands behind a protective wall. The smell of burnt flesh assaults him, but he isn’t bothered by it—hasn’t been for a long time. With nothing left to burn and the black smoke clearing away, he pulls Charity’s phone from his back pocket and tosses it in. After a few minutes, Cameron then turns off the gas and closes the shed behind him. On his way into the house, he comes up with a story. He will sleep in a spare room tonight. Say he came over to check on his family right after landing. He and Charity had already worked all of this out since he had been away all week. He will wake the following morning to find that Charity isn’t sleeping in her bed like he thought she was. Bret was too disoriented to remember anything that happened when his mother got him out of bed.
Cameron showers then tucks himself in. With her purse, and all other belongings, minus her phone, left behind, the large garage door still ajar, and the appearance of a struggle clear as day, she will just be another missing girl in Maine. People will look for her, but after a while, someone else will go missing, and life will go on. Cameron falls asleep quickly, so secure in his plan.
✽✽✽
 
Marshall Whitman can’t sleep. This time of year does something to him. It is coming up on the anniversary of his daughter's disappearance. After all these years, the grief and pain never lessened. The fact that there is no closure, no clue as to what might have happened to her, only makes it worse. Marshall walks around the property after lying in bed for hours with no luck of finding sleep. He decides to load up his tobacco pipe and go outside for a smoke. It is almost two in the morning. If he takes a couple of puffs then head back to bed, he can try to get a good three hours in before having to start his morning chores. They would be late, but they would still get done.
The moon is bright, not full but close to it. The sky is clear and littered with stars. It is bright enough out that Marshall doesn’t even need to turn the porch light on to see what he is doing. He loads up his pipe by taking a pinch from his tobacco pouch with no problem. As he sits back in his rocking chair and positions the pipe between his lips, something catches his eye. A large cloud of smoke moves along the skyline. Not just any smoke, black smoke. Casting a shadow in its wake. Even for a grown man, the sight causes a shiver to run up his spine. At first, he thinks it is a swarm of insects. But that can't be right. It is winter; no swarm would travel up in this weather.
That’s when the smell hits him—the unmistakable smell of burning flesh.
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