Chapter 14. The Missing Persons Case

Chapter 14 unfolds as Jerome recounts his recent ordeal to Holly, his voice laced with frustration and
exhaustion as he describes the frantic rush to get Verato the hospital. The situation was dire—Vera, aready
in poor health, suffered a sudden collapse that left Jerome scrambling for help in an overburdened healthcare
system stretched thin by the COVID-19 pandemic. With hospitals filled beyond capacity, emergency rooms
were forced to operate under triage-like conditions, and after stabilizing her, the staff had no choice but to
discharge Vera quickly, despite Jerome’ s concerns about her long-term health. Chapter 14 captures the
emotional weight of Jerome’s experience, highlighting the challenges of navigating a strained medical
systemin atime of crisis.

As he reflects on the chaotic night, Jerome's words aternate between grim humor and genuine concern, his
coping mechanism for dealing with the terrifying hel plessness of watching someone he cares about suffer. He
revealsto Holly that Vera s drinking has spiraled out of control, raising suspicions that she may also be
abusing other substances. The thought troubles him, not just because of Vera s well-being, but because of the
ripple effect it could have on her son, Peter—a boy whose disappearance has already sent waves of unease
through their community.

The conversation shifts as Holly listens carefully, processing the details with her usual methodical approach,
though there is an unspoken heavinessin the air. She has spent endless hours poring over missing persons
cases, the weight of their unresolved fates pressing down on her with each passing day. The unsettling
number of disappearancesin their community no longer feels like a coincidence, and as she speaks with Pete
Huntley, her investigative instincts sharpen, though the call is overshadowed by Pete’ slingering health
struggles from his battle with COVID-19.

The pandemic looms over everything, affecting not just their work but their personal lives, forcing them to
navigate an already fractured system while dealing with the limitations imposed by illness and grief. Holly,
hardened by years of investigation, is no stranger to tragedy, but the sheer scale of suffering—both from the
missing persons cases and the pandemic itself—Ileaves her feeling more exhausted than ever. Y et, even as she
acknowledges her fatigue, she knows she cannot afford to stop searching for answers, especially when the
connections between these disappearances seem to grow more ominous by the day.

Later, Holly reaches out to L akeisha Stone, a woman whose fear and sadness over Bonnie Rae Dahl’s
disappearance spill through the phone line like an open wound. L akeisha speaks in a hushed, anxious voice,
her words punctuated by the kind of worry that never fades, the kind that lingers in the back of your mind no
matter how much time passes. The pain in her voiceisall too familiar to Holly, echoing the countless
families she has encountered over the years, each one trapped in an agonizing limbo, waiting for answers that
may never come.

The more Hally listens, the more convinced she becomes that these missing persons cases are not isolated
incidents but pieces of amuch larger, far more sinister puzzle. There is a pattern hidden beneath the surface,
buried under layers of tragedy and misfortune, waiting to be uncovered. Holly understands that timeis not on
her side—the longer these cases remain unsolved, the slimmer the chances of finding the missing alive, and
she refuses to let another person dlip through the cracks without a fight.

Asthe evening drags on, Holly finds herself caught in afamiliar cycle, her mind bouncing between personal
reflection and professional duty. The pandemic has placed an undeniable strain on every aspect of life, agrim
reminder of how fragile human existence truly is. Y et, even as she acknowledges the uncertainty of the world
around her, she clings to the one thing she has aways relied on—her unwavering determination to seek the
truth, no matter the obstaclesin her way.



This chapter intertwines themes of personal struggle, societal collapse, and the relentless pursuit of justice,
painting a gripping portrait of lives caught in crisis. Holly’ s investigation into the missing persons cases
grows more urgent, her resolve hardening with every new detail she uncovers. As she pieces together
fragments of conversations, medical emergencies, and vanishing individuals, she begins to sense the chilling
reality—something far more sinister is lurking beneath the surface of their already fractured community, and
sheisrunning out of time to expose it.



