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This story is dedicated to the people
of Phil Campbell, Alabama,
who know what it is
to get caught
in a terrible
situation,
yet survive
to tell the
tale.
--PC

WHO'S WHO IN
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Bertie Rhodes

son of Dusty & Sandy

Betty Rhodes

mother of Dusty

Dustin Rhodes

father of Dusty

Dusty Rhodes

father of Bertie & Sally

George Williams

Nancy's boss

Gideon Wesley

Dusty's best friend

Gideon Wesley, Sr.
Judi Easterling
Luke Ryan

Gideon's father
Nancy's mother

Arresting Officer

Mary Wesley
Nancy Easterling

Gideon's Mother
Dusty's HS Sweetheart

Sally Rhodes

daughter of Dusty & Sandy

Sandy Rhodes

mother of Bertie & Sally

A note about the children:

The Mother Confessor tells her story many times over several decades and to many children. The
body of Mary Easterling was found in 1987, and a little girl went missing in 2007. The children have
come to respect Mother Confessor's tales as actual events, however, they may not agree on which
elements of the story are literal and which are poetic license.

Perhaps in this way, it is not unlike some other legends, tales, or stories you may have heard?
Perhaps even passed down to your children?

Prologue

Rhodes Family Home, Community, 2037

“Once upon a time, there were no churches. The evil in one's heart was known only to that person
and the victim, if any, of his or her transgression. The people grew separate, distrustful of each
other. They needed a way to heal so that they could come together again – to form a Community."
“We live in Community, don't we?”
“That's right... And so the elders met and it was decided. One elder approaching the end of days
would be selected as a confessor for any who wished to speak to her. On the day her soul left the
earth, every transgression would be buried with her remains, and every soul which had sought her
counsel would be lightened."
“And it had to be a woman, right?”
“It had to be a woman. Only a woman has suffered the pains of childbirth and the agonies of
watching children grow and make mistakes and grow some more. Only a woman could know
things her children did not tell her, and though younger women could gossip with abandon, only
an old woman could keep her counsel as she knew it suited her people. And so it was decided."
“And that's how you became a Mother Confessor, right, Mother?” Emily searched the old woman's
face.
“So the story goes." The woman said. If Emily noticed it wasn't an affirmation, she didn't say
anything. However, the old woman would not think herself worthy to absolve anyone or hear
anyone's confession. It was her intention to confess, and through her many confessions, to be
absolved.
“In other ways, the Community was like any other small town." She continued. "While women

were the peacemakers, they were also the homemakers. Men held public offices. Men left the
home to attend to work. Parents worried about budgets, debts, and children."
“And the children worried about things, too – didn't they?”
“Children worried about school, homework, and having adequate time to play."
“What's 'add-e-kwut' mean?”
“'Adequate' means 'enough.'“
“Oh."
“There may not have been a church, but there was still a graveyard where the dead were buried. It
was held away from the Community, in a clear space between two wooded areas of the same
forest. Plots were arranged like a felled family tree. Most people could use the cemetery to trace
their father's lines back to the Community founders."
“I've done that. It's neat. And we put paper on the stones and did rubbings. Mommy took me."
“But the cemetery was not exactly a tourist attraction or a popular hangout. Track from a barely
used train line permanently separated the cemetery from even the outskirts of the Community.
Everything was overgrown. In the rare event of a death, all the businesses would close after lunch.
At one o'clock, everyone went to pay their respects. Everyone. Vehicles would be parked on the city
side of the railroad tracks. Then, pallbearers would have to carry the body across the tracks and
over to the cemetery.
“People were free to come and go and mix and mingle with other communities, as it had always
been. Family matriarchs started to assume the Mother Confessor role in their homes – sorting out
squabbles between children and helping errant husbands forgive friends after a rash word or
deed. And some women even sought fulfillment outside the home alongside their husbands and
brothers. These things never happen in a day, but they happen."
“Mother Confessor? What did you want to be when you were a little girl?”
“A mommy." The old woman smiled with the memory.
“Well, duh." Emily was not impressed. Women of HER young generation would be so much more
than mothers once they became of age. "What else?”
Another elder might have been taken aback by Emily's rudeness, but not the Mother Confessor.
Children were just such a joy. Natural. Uninhibited. And maybe if – never mind. "Ifs” did not bring
anyone back from the dead.
“Emily – some women dreamed of being doctors, lawyers..."
“I'm going to be a scientist and make lots of new inventions and discoveries."
“Is that so? That's wonderful. You can be whatever you want in today's world. That doesn't change
the fact that I always – only and always – wanted to be a mommy."
“Not even a teacher?”

“No."
“Or a librarian?”
“No."
“Only a mommy?”
“Yes. Only a mommy. That's a hard job, if you are giving everything to it. When I was a young
woman, more women did. Some were happy, like me. Others were not. They needed something
else to be fulfilled."
“Like the evil grandma?”
“But remember – fulfillment alone did not make Judi the person we fear."
“Pride did."
“Yes, pride, and a need to control. And that comes from fear, too."
“Evil grandma was afraid?”
“Oh yes. Perhaps more than any of us."
“Is this a real story, Mother Confessor?” Emily asked for maybe the 100th time.
“That's a good question, cherub. What do you think?”
“Are you going to tell the part about the evil old grandmother who kidnapped the little girl?” Emily
asked and shivered. This part frightened her as much as thrilled her.
“If I do, you know how it must start."
“Mother, surely you're not telling that same spooky story again?” Emily's mother said, dishtowel in
hand and a dinner plate in the other."It gave me the creeps as a child. As a matter of fact, it still
does."
“Mother, please. Let Mother Confessor tell her story. I love this story, Mother. Please?” Emily's stick
straight red hair was slightly thin and loose; her eyes were green, and fierce. The Mother
Confessor had seen that combination before. Still, it never failed to unnerve her – just a bit. No
doubt she would be growing into a very smart, very beautiful, head-turning lady. Underneath all
her determination, though, Emily had a kind and gentle heart. It was the Mother Confessor's hope
that Emily never lost those things with success, money, age, or Community genetics.
The old woman looked up at Emily's mother and smiled. "It's just a story, dear."
“Maybe today, it's just a story," Emily's mother spoke softly – so softly Emily did not hear –"but
how will she react when she's older, and learns how it really happened?”

Chapter 1

Rhodes Family Home, Community, 2007

Sandy Rhodes was a mother who certainly was not interested in the Community's old wives' tales.
She had married a son of the Community, but until they returned to help care for his aging mother,
they had not lived there. Sandy was a good mother, with two young children that she cared for in
the home. As she was hanging shirts fresh from the laundry, she had been thinking about that fall
when both her children would be in school for the first time. Third grade and kindergarten.
They were both still so young. So lost in thought she was, she almost didn't register the pulling on
her jeans leg.
“Momma, will you be my Mother Confessor?”
Sally looked up at her mother with doe-shaped brown eyes. Bertie stood behind her, his hazel eyes
darting from sister to mother and back. Sandy was glad that she had glanced at both her children's
faces before she laughed. Most of the time, they were rather serious children, rarely prone to
raucous play but often found plotting something together. Bertie was a very kind big brother, and
Sally was not a pesky younger sister in return. Sometimes, though, Sandy wished they would be
more like kids, and less like pint-sized grown-ups.
“Sally, what's wrong?” Sandy said soothingly. "It's alright – you know you can tell me anything."
“No!” Sally was quite emphatic. "You gotta say the words. Gotta take it to your grave."
“Please, Mom." Bertie added softly. "Please."
“Momma, will you be my Mother Confessor?” Sally repeated. She looked shaken and scared. Sandy
remembered the pledge from a story that their Grandmother Betty told them.
“Through my love and through my trust," Sandy swore solemnly, "I will be your Mother Confessor.
I will take the sins from your lips and they will die with me. I laid you in the cradle and I take them
to my grave. This is my promise."
Sally nodded her approval, a few glistening tears falling upon her shiny cheeks. "I'm sorry,
Momma.

“Please tell me, Sally. What's wrong?”
“Momma. I'm so sorry. Momma – I know where they're hiding."
“Who?” Sandy had asked Sally.
“The evil grandma and her prisoners."

Chapter 2

Rhodes Family Home, Community, 2007

Sandy's breath whooshed out of her with relief. She tried hard not to laugh. This was the scary
story her mother in law told kids all the time.
“But you're only five, sweetheart. You don't go places without Mommy and Daddy. "
“It was the day Dad took care of us." Bertie said. "You had to take Grandma to the doctor."
“Yes, two weeks ago I took your grandmother to the doctor and you were with Daddy. Did
something happen that I need to know about?”
“Momma, I'm sorry." Sally broke out in a sob. "I wasn't supposed to tell."
“Baby, yes. You are. You are supposed to tell Mommy everything. It's OK.
“No, Momma. It's not OK. And I was bad. "
“Shhhhhh."
Bertie took the story over from his sister again. "We were outside having a picnic with Dad in the
backyard. We had just finished our lunch when some client called. Sally was playing kinda loud, so
Dad told me I should take her to go exploring while he was on the phone. Sally ran off pretty fast,
and I still had to save my Gameboy game, so I was pretty far behind her. "

“But – but! How could you go so far away your Daddy couldn't see you?”
“Momma – please don't be mad at me." Sally was still sobbing. "I didn't mean to run away and get
lost. I won't do it again. I promise. I'm a good girl now, Momma – don't be mad. "Tears streamed
down the little girl's face.
Sandy did not move to comfort her daughter. Sally was slightly prone to oversensitivity, but Sandy
had a bad feeling something big happened to cause these tears and Bertie's edginess. What had
her children seen? And why did no one tell her about it before now?
“I found Sally playing in the cemetery on the edge of town. One minute, she was yelling out the
ABCs she saw on the headstones. The next minute, she wasn't there. "
“What do you mean – she wasn't there. Of course she was there. Where else could she be?”
“Ring around the rosy and I fell down!” Sally sing-songed. "I didn't mean to."
“I looked all over for her." Bertie said quickly. "I thought she must have been playing
hide-and-seek. She loves that game."
Bertie looked to his mother for some sign, some unspoken agreement. Finally, Sandy nodded.
Then Bertie continued.
“But normally when we play, she giggles so hard I can always find her quick. This time she was
silent. "
“Shhhh." Sally put chubby fingers to her lips.
“And then what happened?” Sandy asked.
“I yelled for her and yelled for her until my voice gave out. Daddy heard me yelling and found me.
We both looked and looked and called and called. No Sally. "
“So what did you do?”
“The rock spit me back out." Sally said.
“What?”
“That's what she said when we found her. She was sitting against a headstone, but we knew she
hadn't been there before. "
“Do I hear my grandchildren telling stories?” An older woman stood in the doorway that separated
Sandy's room from the hallway.
“Grandma!” The kids shouted, running to her.
“Mama Betty – I didn't hear you come in." Sandy said. Sandy did not know where she stood with
her mother-in-law. They had moved back when a friend of Dusty's said she was having a hard time,
but Sandy couldn't tell that her mother-in-law needed the help that was advised. Certainly didn't
act like an invalid, coming and going at all hours of the day or evening. She sighed. At least the
kids adored their grandmother, and vice versa. About that, she had no complaints.

“I was just out for a walk." Betty said casually. "Sometimes my bedroom is too stuffy to sleep in;
the fresh air does me good."
Sandy would say. Betty was very fit and healthy for a grandmother. Her own mother had died
about six months after Sally was born. Of course, she had not been a young mother when she
adopted Sandy. Still, it had come as something of a surprise. And still, Sandy missed her mother.
Before Dusty, it had been just the two of them against every injustice in the world. "Who wants
some ice cream?” Betty asked.
“I do! Me!” The kids shouted.
“Make sure it's OK with your Momma." Betty said.
Sandy wasn't sure if she could refuse her mother-in-law's suggestion. "Fine. Fine."
The rest of the children's story would have to wait. She didn't want them upsetting their
grandmother. She finished the laundry that she had been working on, then joined them
downstairs.

Chapter 3

Rhodes Family Home, Community, 2007

Sandy sat straight up in her bed. Honey colored curls fell in their mop against her high brow. She
pushed her bangs up out of her eyes – attempting to wake more fully. What had she been
dreaming? The edges of the dream slipped from her, like water droplets from a lifting fog.
She opened her cell phone to check the time. Six A.M. In 15 more minutes, her alarm would go off,
playing what used to be her favorite song before it became the end of her dreaming world and the
beginning of her concrete one. Slipping were the days of waking to the sound of a hungry child's
cry. Gone were the days of sneaking in and peering at an angel lying peacefully in a crib at
bedtime or naptime. Soon both her children's lives would be replaced by the clamor and order of
school.
Today was Bertie's last day of second grade. Her last day to say she had a little man at school, but

still had one at home. Sure, there were two and a half months for summer vacation, but in Sandy's
mind, these days were only the beginning of the end. What would she do after summer, with two
kids in school? Maybe finish her art degree? And do what with it? Her mother, her friends, anyone
that spent more than five minutes in her company knew her dream of being a Mommy. Of being a
good wife, of keeping a good home. What more was there to life? Sure, others had careers,
interests. Unnecessary stress, in Sandy's opinion. Sandy had no siblings. She was adopted, and her
mother had to work. However, money was not an issue.
Dusty was also a good provider, even though it meant he traveled a lot more than she liked – he
often traveled to buyer's cities of origin when he learned that work or some other opportunity
would land them close by. Since he had always been part of the area, and his mother before him,
he knew everyone and was well trusted. Her husband. Dusty Rhodes. Even his name was romantic.
It worked so well with his career in real estate –”Dusty Rhodes Will Lead You Home” – framed all
his business cards. She knew he was the man for her right away. When they first started dating,
and he told her about his mother – she just knew. Betty Rhodes, her new mother-in-law, had been
a stay-at-home mom. All the kids wanted to hang out at Dusty's house. One day, she wanted to be
the Mom of that house. That kid-friendly dwelling where after-school specials were created. But
none of those shows ever showed what the mom was doing when the kids were away at school.
“Mom?” A young voice called out.
After chasing two little ones around the house, keeping the place clean, and having dinner on the
table for five years, nine if you counted the years before Sandy, what would fill the precious
seconds between carpools?
“Mom?”
“I'm coming, sweetheart. It's about time to go ahead and get ready for your last day of second
grade!” Sandy forced cheer into her tired voice.
“Mom?” Bertie asked. "Where's Sally?”

Chapter 4

Cemetery, Community, 2007

“I caught the kids playing out here, Nancy." Dusty Rhodes was telling this woman who was NOT
Sandy Rhodes. "They aren't haunted by it. It's just another playground to them."
“How could I forget, Dusty?” Nancy said. "It was the first time I'd laid eyes on you in years."
“We don't have to be haunted by it either, anymore. Bad stuff happens all over. It doesn't mean
that everywhere is haunted."
“How can you even say that? Gideon's mom was found here. My dad went missing here. And then
Mom..."
She didn't have to finish her train of thought. Nancy's mother Judi had disappeared suspiciously
the night before they were supposed to get married. Nancy left him at the altar to search for her
missing parent. He tried to follow her to other towns, but never caught her. Then one day he was
offered a job and decided to quit running. Six months later, he met Sandy – a beautiful woman
whose only interests were home and family. He tried to forget his other love.
When Gideon called to tell him his mother needed him home, he didn't hesitate. But it wasn't to
get back with Nancy. He honestly thought he would come back to the Community and just see a
woman where Nancy stood. If she even ever came back. He never expected the years to melt away.
He never expected the jolt to his core – to feel the way he only felt when he was with her.
“She's nothing like me." Nancy was saying.
Dusty was startled. "What do you mean by that?”
“She's nothing like me. She's like, a copy of Mama Betty."
“You're two different people. There's nothing wrong with that. Lots of people talk about having a
work spouse and a home spouse."
“But they are JOKING. You can't really have us both. One day, you will have to choose between us.
She's going to find out. You have a family. Sally and Bertie need their Daddy. And everyone thinks
well of Sandy – you know – for an outsider."
“I know. But after this summer, both kids will be in school. That'll be a much better time to drop
this kind of bomb on her."
“There's never a good time."
“I gotta think about the kids."
“It's never going to happen. The sooner I accept that, the better." Nancy took a deep breath. Her
green eyes met his baby blue ones. She tried to stay cool – level-headed. She would not allow her
eyes to travel the length of his body. She would resist the urge to consider his well groomed,
tanned, athletic look. She would resist, but it was hard.

Chapter 5

Dear Dr. Easterling,

Thank you so much for your submission of the two way video baby monitor. Baby's Way is excited
to market this unique device for traveling parents and grandparents all around the world. Per your
request, we have created an order of ten(10) samples for you to use in your promotions and sales.
You should be receiving them in approximately one (1) week – they will make such great holiday
gifts! Once you have possession of these devices, you will be considered paid in full, as per the
terms of our earlier agreement.

Thank you again for your remarkable product. The team here at Baby's Way wish you and your
young family every happiness as your baby continues to grow and amaze!

Kind Regards

Dr. Easterling,

Per the agreement of December 1; we regret to inform you that the two way video baby monitor
has been recalled. Unfortunately, there were a great number of complaints when it became
apparent that anyone with the correct frequency could spy on, talk to, or even expose themselves
to, any baby or child using the same frequency. We want to assure you that we do not hold you
responsible for this oversight, but as a parent, yourself, we hope you can appreciate our concern
for our precious children's safety. We live in a great and terrible world, and parents like yourself
must be ever-vigilant against all dangers posed by others.

We hope you will contact any buyers or recipients of your device and ask them to destroy the

devices or return them to us for a full and complete refund. Enclosed, please also find a liability
waiver releasing Baby's Way from all future harms or damages associated with this product. Please
make as many copies of this document as you need. We would really appreciate a release waiver to
represent all ten (10) outstanding two way video baby monitor devices. Thank you in advance for
your cooperation in this matter.

Kind Regards

Chapter 6

Family Home, Community, 2007

“Bertie, what do you mean – 'where's Sally?' Is she not still in her bed?”
“Well, she had a bad dream last night again. About the evil grandma. I told her to go back to bed,
that the old lady wasn't going to come and get her. Then I tucked her back into her bed." Bertie
ran a finger through his dark, curly hair. Was it guilt, there? Frustration? Bertie was typically so
good with his little sister. Was he growing up and losing that? Sandy wasn't sure.
“Evil grandma? What?”
“It's from Grandma's story. I don't believe it, but it must have freaked Sally out or something. She
keeps saying that the evil grandma's coming to get her and she wants to sleep in my bed. Elizabeth
says Michael does the same thing, and then he puts stuff in her bed." Elizabeth was a friend from
school, and the daughter of his teacher last year. Sandy didn't know them well.
“What kind of stuff?”
“Dead bugs, mostly. I think it's good that he's more scared of stuff than she is. This one kid at
recess said he put a big hairy spider on his sister's pillow."
“Oh? Who was that?”

“Oh, just some fourth grader. I don't know his name." Bertie drew out that last word like knowing
some playground kid's name were more akin to reciting elements of the periodic table."I'm still
just a kid, you know." Boy, howdy.
“Well, she probably just got scared and needed a place to hide." Sandy said matter-of-factly. It
didn't matter that Sally had never played a game like this before. If Bertie was getting ideas at
school, maybe it was a game they were playing.
“Well, Bertie. You need to get your clothes on. You have a great big last day of school planned. And
I'll bet Sister is right” – she went to Bertie's bed, preparing to lift the skirt and find her hiding
daughter –”here under the bed."
But Sally wasn't there.

Chapter 7

Judi's Secret Underground Lair, Community, 2007

Tom looked from his wife to the sleeping child and back.
“It won't work, you know."
“What? Judi spat. "What won't work?”
“You're never going to have her cowed the way Nancy was. Even drugging her meals isn't going to
make her obedient to your will."
“And what will, genius?”
“I think you know the answer to that."
“I WILL have the life I want. I should get everything I deserve."
“Sweetheart – I hope you don't."

“And exactly what do you mean by that?”
“You don't have to cage people to make them like you. Hell, I like you in spite of what you've done.
But people who demand everything they deserve usually end up getting it."
Judi picked up her controller."You're about to get it, Mister."
“Probably." Tom sighed. "And I'll still love you while I'm twitching."
Sally stirred then, and Tom walked over to the little girl, pulled the replicated blanket over her
shoulders, and kissed her on the forehead. On the day Sally found him, Tom was certain he was
dreaming. Without a moment's hesitation, she crawled right into his lap and said, "wake up
Grandpa." Sally went on to tell him that she didn't like the evil grandma anymore, that she wanted
her mommy, and that she wanted to go home. Tom promised that somehow, some way, he would
help her.
“I'm sorry about this, Princess." He whispered. "I will find a way to get you back to your Mommy. I
promise." He straightened, walked past Judi and returned to his cell.
Judi swore and threw down her remote. She wished she'd just killed him when he came after her
and Mary. But he was so charming. And watching him with the little girl made something in her
insides feel strange. She didn't want to think about it.

Chapter 8

Rhodes Family Home, Community, 2007

Sandy called the next number on the carpool list. She explained briefly that her children were
taking their morning game of hide and seek a little far, and got Bertie a ride to school. There was
no reason to panic. There was a perfectly logical explanation.
Sandy was still trying to convince herself of that perfectly logical explanation hours later when she
broke down and called her husband. The familiar ringtone brought an abrupt halt to a tender
moment in the out-of-doors. Dusty pretended to need to look to see who it was. Then, like a guilty
fool, he prepared to hit the "busy” button.

“No, it's fine." Nancy said. "She's your wife. Take the damn call." Nancy turned away then, as if by
rotating 180 degrees she could block out the sound of her ex-lover's wife. Dusty put the call
through.
“Hello?”
“Dusty, are you there, honey? Dusty, we have a problem. It's about Sally."
“What's a matter with my little pumpkin-head?”
“Did you come back to the house and get her this morning, by chance?”
“No, honey. You know I'm supposed to be in Michigan all week." Supposed to be, because that's
what he told her this time. In reality, he was much closer to home than she'd readily expect.
“Well, I'm sure it's nothing. I hate to bother you, but I've looked all over the house and I can't find
her. Bertie said she had a bad dream last night, but I didn't hear her, and now --”
“Honey. I'm sure she's fine. She's probably really enjoying this wild goose chase she's sending you
on. Probably does it all the time, right?”
“No, actually. This would be the very first time. And seriously, I've looked everywhere. Surely by
now I would have heard her giggle or something."
“I'm sure she's fine. Have you checked Mom's room?”
“No. Mama Betty's still sleeping. She's had some rough nights. I'd hate to wake her." Besides,
Sandy thought, if Mama Betty thinks I've let Sally run off and get lost there's no way I will ever hear
the end of it. Sandy thought of Mama Betty as some sort of holy relic. Almost frightening in her
perfection of the motherly craft – but not quite emotionally available the way Sandy had hoped
their bond might be.
“Sure, honey. Sure. No Problem. Makes perfect sense – as always." Dusty was so charmingly
agreeable that Nancy wanted to puke. "I didn't even think about that. You take such good care of
Mother... You know, maybe Sally went outside? Or have you called her friends?”
“So far, Bertie's been her only friend. And I sent him to school with the carpool."
“See there? Nothing to worry about. By the time Bertie gets home from school, she'll get bored
with the game and turn up. She's pulled this once before with me and Bertie. Totally freaked us
out. But we found her. You will, too. You'll see." *

How Many Secrets does Mother Confessor keep?
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ugly head, and Mother Confessor's own guilt points to ultimate betrayal.
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