Holly (Stephen King)

Holly by Stephen King follows private investigator Holly Gibney as she unravels a dark

mystery involving a missing woman and a series of murders.

Chapter 1: Holly in Captivity

On a crisp October evening in 2012, Chapter 1 unfolds in a deteriorating lakeside city,
where the suburb of Sugar Heights stands out as a haven of suburban charm. Among
its notable features is Ridge Road, a stretch that links the esteemed Bell College of
Arts and Sciences to the sprawling Deerfield Park. While the park is beautifully
maintained with its scenic ponds, lively playgrounds, and tight-knit community
gatherings, it lacks a public swimming pool—a budgetary oversight that subtly

highlights the region's financial priorities.

Jorge Castro, a dedicated creative writing professor at Bell College, is deeply invested
in maintaining his health and personal discipline as he grows older. Determined not to
fit the stereotype of the typical middle-aged "American manslob," Jorge incorporates
regular jogging into his routine, often braving inclement weather. One damp and foggy
evening, with rain lightly drizzling, Jorge embarks on his usual route toward Deerfield
Park, encountering little activity along the way except for the faint silhouette of an old

poet quietly observing the ethereal mist.

As Jorge approaches Deerfield Park, he notices a familiar figure near a stationary
van—Emily Harris, a fellow faculty member, alongside her husband. Assuming the
couple needs help with a dead battery or car trouble, Jorge instinctively offers

assistance. However, before he can fully grasp the situation, he feels a sharp, stinging



sensation in his neck, and everything quickly fades to black.

When Jorge regains consciousness, he finds himself confined in a metal cage within a
meticulously organized basement. The pristine setup contrasts starkly with the grim
reality of his imprisonment. Disoriented and parched, he wrestles with the shock of his
predicament, unable to fathom why Emily Harris and her seemingly mild-mannered
husband would abduct him. Attempts to communicate or plead for his release are met

with either silence or cryptic responses, amplifying his sense of isolation and fear.

As time drags on, Jorge's captors begin to reveal unsettling aspects of their intent.
Emily Harris, now exuding an eerie authority, forces him into acts of compliance that
further strip him of his dignity. In one particularly disturbing moment, she compels him
to consume raw liver and its blood-like juices before allowing him a sip of water. This
grotesque ritual hints at a larger, unspoken motive, leaving Jorge—and the

reader—grappling with unease and unanswered questions.

Throughout his captivity, Jorge's emotions oscillate between fear, anger, and despair.
He tries to decipher his captors' reasoning, but their behaviors only deepen the
mystery. The Harrises maintain a chilling balance of normalcy and calculated cruelty,
their actions steeped in psychological torment rather than overt violence. This stark
contrast between the mundane suburban setting and the horrors unfolding in the

basement creates a tension that underscores the narrative's psychological depth.

The story delves into themes of power, manipulation, and the fragility of trust,
particularly within seemingly ordinary relationships and environments. Jorge’s
vulnerability is not just physical but psychological, as the Harrises’ cryptic motives and
calculated actions leave him unable to anticipate their next move. Meanwhile, the
serene backdrop of Sugar Heights serves as a striking counterpoint to the darkness
within the Harrises’ home, emphasizing how danger can lurk behind the facade of

normalcy.

Jorge's plight mirrors a broader reflection on human resilience and the instinct to

survive against incomprehensible odds. As the story unfolds, the contrast between the



tranquility of Deerfield Park and the horrors Jorge endures reinforces the
unpredictability of life’s twists and the complexity of human nature. This layered
narrative invites readers to ponder the masks people wear, the hidden motives that
drive them, and the strength it takes to persevere in the face of unimaginable

adversity.



Chapter 2: Holly and Loss

Since the Covid-19 pandemic reshaped daily life, Zoom has evolved from a frequently
unreliable video conferencing tool into an indispensable platform with advanced
features and professional-grade production quality. In Chapter 2, Holly Gibney
experiences this transformation firsthand when she attends a virtual funeral for a
loved one, a moment that highlights how digital tools have become a vital part of
modern communication. Despite being present in the call, she chooses to keep her
camera off, a decision driven by her deeply private nature and discomfort with public

displays of emotion, even in moments of shared grief.

Following the service, Holly receives an incoming call from Barbara Robinson but

initially ignores it, hesitant to engage in conversation while still processing the weight
of the moment. Eventually, she picks up, revealing her ongoing struggle to navigate a
world that feels increasingly unfamiliar and unsettling. The call exposes the emotional
toll that the pandemic has taken on Holly, not only through the loss of those she loved

but also in the way it has altered her perception of normalcy and stability.

Holly's grief is intensified by the painful contrast between the fate of her Uncle Henry
and her mother, Charlotte. Uncle Henry, who resides in a nursing home, contracts
Covid but recovers after receiving the vaccine, while Charlotte refuses vaccination and
ultimately succumbs to the virus after attending an anti-mask rally. This tragic irony
weighs heavily on Holly, as she struggles to reconcile her mother’s choices with the
devastating consequences they brought, amplifying an already strained and

complicated relationship.

The loss of her mother leaves Holly emotionally raw, pushing her into a state of
profound mourning where sorrow is compounded by lingering resentment. Unlike her

Uncle Henry, who chose to protect himself, Charlotte’s defiant stance against safety



measures led to a preventable tragedy, forcing Holly to confront feelings of frustration
alongside her grief. Even as she mourns, she cannot escape the emotional burden of

unresolved conflicts, making her loss even more difficult to process.

Despite her personal turmoil, Holly remains tethered to her work, unable to disconnect
from her role as an investigator even when overwhelmed by her emotions. This instinct
kicks in when she receives a distressing request for help regarding Bonnie Dahl, a
missing person whose disappearance deeply troubles her mother. Though still
grieving, Holly finds herself compelled to respond, feeling a moral obligation to those

in need, reinforcing her unwavering dedication to justice.

Her conversation with Pete Huntley, her business partner, further illustrates her
relentless commitment to their detective work, even as he recovers from a mild case
of Covid. Pete, recognizing Holly’s fragile emotional state, suggests that she take a
step back and refrain from taking on new cases. However, Holly struggles with the idea
of pausing, unable to ignore the desperation in Bonnie Dahl’s mother’s voice, which

resonates with her own experiences of loss and helplessness.

As Holly weighs her decision, she finds herself caught between the personal need to
heal and the professional instinct to help others. The ongoing pandemic has left scars
on everyone, but for Holly, the wounds are even deeper, as they intertwine with her
unresolved grief and unrelenting sense of duty. Despite the emotional exhaustion, she
agrees to meet with Bonnie’s mother, an act that underscores both her resilience and

her profound empathy for those enduring their own suffering.

The chapter explores Holly’s internal conflict as she wrestles with sorrow,
responsibility, and an unshakable drive to seek justice. Her willingness to push through
her pain to assist a grieving mother reflects her core nature—someone who cannot
turn away from people in need, no matter her personal struggles. Alongside Holly’s
emotional journey, the narrative also delves into broader themes, including society’s
increasing reliance on technology, the far-reaching impact of the pandemic, and the

human capacity to persevere in the face of adversity.



Chapter 12: The Missing Persons Investigation

Chapter 12 unfolds on a blistering afternoon in a neighborhood where the streets bear
the names of trees yet lack any real foliage. Jerome finds himself on Sycamore Street,
standing outside Vera Steinman’s modest home. The air is thick with heat, and the
hum of an overworked air conditioner struggles against the oppressive warmth, its
efforts as futile as Vera’s fading hopes. She greets Jerome with weary eyes, her
posture stiff with the tension of someone who has spent years bracing for bad news
but receiving nothing at all. He isn’t here to offer closure, only to discuss the tangled
web of missing persons cases—Bonnie Dahl’s disappearance and how it might be

connected to Vera’s long-lost son, Peter Steinman.

Peter had been gone for years, vanishing before the pandemic changed the way the
city functioned, before missing persons cases became even harder to investigate
under the weight of societal breakdown. At the time, his disappearance had been
heavily scrutinized by authorities, but the prevailing theory remained that Peter had
chosen to leave, seeking an escape from a life that had become unbearable. His
struggles at school, the lingering fallout from his parents' bitter divorce, and the
drinking problem his mother had long battled all seemed to feed into a single, logical
explanation—he ran away. The details of his last known whereabouts were murky, but
school counselor Katya Graves had shared that Peter often spoke of leaving for Florida,
where his uncle lived near Disney World, an imagined escape he had clung to in the

face of mounting personal struggles.

Yet something about that theory never sat right with Vera, and in her heart, she never
fully accepted it. She had spent the year before Peter’s disappearance trying to turn
her life around, cutting back on drinking, working on repairing their strained
relationship, and attempting to rebuild a sense of normalcy for her son. They had

begun to mend the cracks, at least on the surface, and then one day, without a trace,



Peter was gone. He hadn’t left behind a note or taken anything valuable—just

disappeared, as if the earth itself had swallowed him whole.

As she speaks, Vera’s voice wavers between conviction and exhaustion, her belief in
Peter’s death conflicting with the ever-present torment of uncertainty. The weight of
not knowing, of waiting for answers that never come, has led her back into destructive
habits, drinking more frequently in an attempt to dull the relentless ache. Her
appearance reflects the contradiction of her existence—her clothes are clean, her
posture carefully composed, but her eyes betray her suffering, the years of grief and

guilt carving deep lines into her face.

Jerome listens, feeling the familiar weight of frustration that comes with cases like
these. He has dealt with missing persons before, and he knows the hardest part isn’t
always finding answers—it’s what those left behind are forced to endure. The waiting,
the endless questioning, the constant battle between hope and despair. Vera recounts
the discovery of Peter’s skateboard, found abandoned in a park not long after he
vanished, a silent testament to his last known presence. There was no evidence of foul
play, no sign of struggle—just a child’s worn skateboard left to the elements, the only

trace that he had ever been there at all.

The emptiness of the case gnaws at Jerome. Missing children don’t just evaporate into
thin air. There is always a story, a hidden truth waiting to be uncovered, but
sometimes the people searching are left grasping at shadows. He considers the
connections between Bonnie Dahl and Peter Steinman, their disappearances separated
by years but sharing an eerie sense of unresolved mystery. If there was a link, he

needed to find it before another person disappeared into the same void.

As the sun begins its descent, casting a golden haze over the cracked pavement,
Jerome sees Vera for what she is—a mother frozen in time, unable to move forward yet
unable to let go. The conversation lingers in the air between them, neither willing to
say what they both understand: the likelihood of Peter still being alive is slim, but the

pain of admitting it is unbearable. With no new leads, no fresh clues, only the ghost of



a boy who may never return, Vera remains in limbo, lost in the purgatory of the

unknown.

Jerome walks away knowing that closure is a luxury few people in these situations ever
receive. Missing persons cases don’t always end with answers—they often end with
more questions, with wounds that never truly heal, and with the agonizing realization
that some people simply vanish, leaving behind only memories and speculation. As he
steps off Sycamore Street, he feels the weight of his work pressing down on him,
reminding him that not all mysteries get solved, and not all ghosts find their way

home.



Chapter 17: A Test of Mentorship

Chapter 17 opens with Emily welcoming Barbara into her home with a practiced
warmth, guiding her through the immaculate entryway and into the spacious,
thoughtfully arranged kitchen. The air carries the soothing aroma of spiced tea, a
deliberate choice to foster an inviting ambiance. Barbara, wearing a striking red coat,
hesitates before accepting a cup of the special blend Emily offers, despite her strong
preference for coffee. She understands the subtle art of preserving goodwill and,

mindful of the request she has come to make, she sips the tea with a courteous nod.

Their conversation quickly turns to Barbara’s admiration for Olivia Kingsbury, a poet
whose work has profoundly influenced her and whose mentorship she now hopes to
secure. Emily listens with an air of encouragement, nodding at all the right moments
while silently appraising the request. Privately, she harbors reservations about
Kingsbury’s ability to guide Barbara effectively, given her declining health and the
unpredictability of her moods. Despite these doubts, Emily chooses her words

carefully, offering support without making any firm commitments.

In an effort to assess Barbara’s talent and level of commitment, Emily asks her to
share a poem for critique. Barbara carefully selects Faces Change, a deeply personal
and emotionally charged piece that explores the shifting nature of identity in the wake
of trauma. She recites the poem with quiet confidence, allowing her words to paint a
vivid picture of pain, transformation, and resilience. The vulnerability woven into her
verses makes it clear that poetry is not just a pastime for her—it is a means of survival

and self-definition.

Emily absorbs the poem with a composed expression, offering measured praise while
suggesting a few refinements, mostly minor adjustments to rhythm and word choice.
She acknowledges Barbara’s undeniable talent but holds back from fully endorsing her

potential, keeping her evaluation neutral. Though her critique is gentle, her silence



speaks volumes—she sees something in Barbara, but whether that something is

brilliance or rawness waiting to be shaped, she is not yet sure.

As they continue talking, Emily weighs the decision of whether to introduce Barbara to
Kingsbury, knowing the implications of such an endorsement. While she admires
Barbara’s ambition, she also understands the complexities of the literary world,
particularly the silent but ever-present struggles of race and class that dictate whose
voices are elevated and whose are sidelined. She remains acutely aware of the
delicate line she must walk, ensuring that her involvement does not overextend into a

commitment she may later regret.

The evening takes an unexpected turn when Barbara politely excuses herself, leaving
behind an almost untouched cup of tea. Later, Emily shares a knowing glance with her
husband, Roddy, as they watch a recorded clip of Barbara discreetly discarding the tea
and opting instead for a cookie. Emily chuckles, explaining that she had deliberately
served Barbara an old, stale blend to test whether she would drink it out of politeness.
The small social experiment amuses them both, revealing Emily’s subtle tendency

toward control and calculated observation.

This interaction is more than just a moment of quiet manipulation—it underscores the
complexities within Emily’s character, highlighting the interplay of mentorship, power,
and unspoken judgment. While she extends a hand to Barbara in guidance, she does
so with an awareness that every relationship, even those built on artistic ambition,
comes with an inherent hierarchy. The dynamic between them is not one of
unconditional support, but one of careful evaluation, where every gesture, every

interaction, and every unspoken rule carries meaning beneath the surface.

As Barbara steps out into the crisp night air, she remains unaware of the quiet scrutiny
she has just endured. To her, the meeting with Emily was a necessary step toward her
literary aspirations, a chance to gain the favor of someone who could open doors. But
to Emily, it was a test—one that Barbara may not have realized she was taking. With
Kingsbury’s name still left in uncertainty, and the weight of Emily’s influence lingering

in the air, the evening closes on an ambiguous note, setting the stage for deeper



tensions and shifting power dynamics in the path ahead.



Chapter 38: Holly Gibney’s Disappearance and

Penny’s Growing Fear

Penny Dahl glances-at the time on her phone—10:15 PM—and redials the number, her
fingers tightening around the device as unease creeps in. Chapter 38 of her night
unfolds with growing tension. Voicemail. Again. She inhales sharply and leaves another
message, her voice now edged with impatience and concern. “It's Penny Dahl again.
Where are you? Call me as soon as you get this. It's important.” The night is growing
darker, quieter, and the dwindling fireflies seem to mirror the diminishing hope she
clings to. Holly Gibney is not the type to forget an appointment, let alone leave

someone waiting without a call or explanation. Something is wrong.

The weight of silence settles around Penny’s shoulders, wrapping her in a sense of
dread she can’t shake. Holly had promised to check in, had assured her there would be
updates about Bonnie’s disappearance. Penny had held on to that promise like a
lifeline, believing—or forcing herself to believe—that tonight would bring answers. But
as the minutes stretch into an hour, her frustration curdles into fear. She had met Holly
only weeks ago, but she knew enough to recognize this wasn't like her. Holly was
meticulous, responsible, and when she said she would do something, she followed
through. The fact that she was now completely unreachable felt like a warning Penny

didn’t know how to decipher.

By 11 PM, Penny has given up pacing and settles on the porch, her phone resting in
her lap, her eyes flickering to the dim screen every few seconds. The air feels heavier
now, thick with an unease that has nothing to do with the late hour. Something has
happened. She can feel it. Every instinct in her is screaming that this is more than a
simple missed call, and she can’t ignore it any longer. She swipes through her

contacts, finds the number she had saved just in case, and presses the call button.



Detective Isabelle "lzzy" Jaynes answers on the third ring, her voice groggy but alert.
Penny wastes no time, launching into a hurried explanation, her words tumbling over
each other as she struggles to articulate her fear. “She was supposed to call
me—hours ago. She had something about Bonnie. She wouldn’t just disappear on me
like this.” The detective listens, her responses measured but serious, and Penny
clutches the phone tighter, holding on to the only thing she has left—the hope that

someone is taking this as seriously as she is.

As soon as the call ends, Penny wraps her arms around herself, trying to stave off the
chill that has nothing to do with the weather. The dark sky looms above, pressing
down on her as she sits on the porch, waiting. But waiting feels unbearable. She
considers calling again, but what good would that do? If something had happened to
Holly—if she had uncovered something dangerous—then every second wasted could

mean the difference between life and death.

Her mind races through worst-case scenarios. What if Holly had finally gotten too close
to the truth? What if the people responsible for Bonnie’s disappearance had been
watching, waiting for the moment Holly became a threat? What if Penny had been

sitting here in the dark while something terrible was happening?

By midnight, she can’t take it anymore. She gets up, phone still in hand, heart
pounding. If Holly wasn’t coming to her, then maybe she needed to go to Holly. But
she knew nothing about private investigations or how to track someone down. All she
had was an address—Holly’s office, Finders Keepers—and a sense of urgency that

refused to let her sit still.

The night stretches ahead, vast and uncertain, and Penny knows she is about to step
into something far bigger than herself. But what else can she do? With Bonnie still
missing, and now Holly—the only person who had cared enough to help—also

unaccounted for, Penny feels like she is losing the last thread of control she had left.

As the porch light flickers above her, Penny takes one last deep breath before heading

toward her car. She has no plan, no answers—but she knows she can’t just sit here,



waiting for the worst to find her.



Chapter 40: Holly’s Testimony and the Aftermath of

Horror

On July 30, 2021, Chapter 40 unfolds as Holly Gibney is summoned to a meeting at
Kiner Memorial Hospital, where she is escorted into a conference room occupied by FBI
Agent Herbert Beale, District Attorney Albert Tantle, and several other law
enforcement officials. The discussion centers on the gruesome cannibalistic crimes
that have dominated national headlines, with Holly playing a key role in the case after
barely escaping captivity. Seated in a wheelchair per hospital protocol, she is still
recovering from her injuries, yet her mind remains sharp, ready to deliver a firsthand

account of the harrowing events.

Despite the crime lacking an interstate jurisdiction—a common reason for FBI
intervention—federal agents are involved due to the case’s notoriety, its disturbing
nature, and the evidence pointing to ritualistic and methodical violence. As the briefing
begins, Holly is presented with disturbing photographs and documents, confirming that
human remains were processed, stored, and repurposed in unimaginable ways. The
forensic reports suggest that the victims were not merely killed, but subjected to a
dehumanizing process, fueling the suspicions that their captors may have engaged in

their gruesome acts for far longer than previously believed.

Holly, still haunted by her ordeal, details her captivity and how she managed to turn
the tables on her kidnappers, emphasizing that her actions were purely in self-defense.
She recounts the painstaking psychological battle she endured while trapped, knowing
that hesitation would cost her life. The officials listen as she describes how, when the
opportunity arose, she overpowered her captors and eliminated them—a feat that,
while justified, has left law enforcement without living suspects to prosecute. The

district attorney voices frustration over the inability to bring anyone to trial, as both



perpetrators perished, leaving behind only their grotesque crimes as evidence.

Beyond the forensic and legal aspects, the meeting delves into the personal toll the
case has taken on the victims' families, particularly those who had been searching for
their loved ones with false hopes of their return. The sorrow and devastation ripple
outward, a grim reminder that violence extends far beyond the direct victims. While
Holly remains composed, she is deeply aware that her actions, while necessary, have
left many questions unanswered—especially for the relatives who will never have full

closure.

Later, Detective Izzy Jaynes requests a private meeting with Holly in the hospital
chapel, a location chosen for its quiet and solemn atmosphere. Jaynes, tasked with the
heart-wrenching duty of notifying next of kin, seeks Holly’s insight on how to best
convey the painful truth to Penny Dahl, a woman desperately awaiting word on her
missing loved one. Holly reflects on how delivering such news is its own kind of
torment, requiring a balance between honesty and sensitivity, ensuring that the truth

doesn’t break those already burdened by loss.

Meanwhile, Holly’s friend Jerome Robinson shoulders a similar burden, taking on the
task of informing Vera Steinman about the fate of her son, a victim in the horrifying
series of crimes. As he prepares to break the news, he struggles with the ethical
dilemma of how much to reveal—should he be entirely truthful about the atrocities or
provide a softened version of events to spare a grieving mother? In the end, Jerome
chooses compassion over stark reality, gently reassuring Vera that her son did not

suffer, even though the truth remains uncertain.

The chapter closes on a poignant note, with Holly, 1zzy, and Jerome bearing the
emotional weight of their roles in the aftermath of the case. While justice may have
been served in the elimination of the perpetrators, the lingering scars—both physical
and emotional—remain. In the wake of so much cruelty, they find themselves
questioning how much darkness a person can face before it leaves a permanent

imprint on their soul.



Chapter 27: The Essence of Poetry

On May 19, 2021, Chapter 27 unfolds as Marie, Barbara, and Olivia gather in the
comfort of Olivia’s living room, their conversation flowing over the soothing familiarity
of shared beverages. While Marie and Barbara enjoy their coffee, Olivia, grappling with
heartbeat arrhythmia, opts for caffeine-free Red Zinger iced tea. The atmosphere is
relaxed yet charged with significance as Olivia, a seasoned mentor and accomplished
poet, delves into the gradual process of the Penley Prize announcement. She compares
the extended timeline to a drawn-out television competition, much to Barbara’s
frustration, as she learns that no further submissions of her poetry will be required for

the next stage.

Olivia, aware of the weight her advice carries, cautions Barbara against sending
additional works, subtly suggesting that her existing portfolio should speak for itself.
With a knowing glance, she emphasizes the importance of a statement of poetic
purpose should Barbara advance to the final five, framing it as an opportunity to define
her journey as a poet. Meanwhile, Marie, ever attuned to Olivia’s condition, gently
suggests she rest, noting her mentor’s fatigue. Olivia resists momentarily, her
determination shining through, before conceding with a good-natured laugh, her

resilience a testament to her enduring passion for the art of poetry.

As the conversation deepens, Olivia’s role as a mentor becomes evident, her wisdom
extending beyond mere literary critique. She recounts stories of past interactions with
figures in their academic circle, weaving memories of Jorge—a beloved but often
sidelined teacher—with reflections on Emily Harris’s exclusionary attitudes. Her
narrative offers a nuanced view of their community, revealing both the camaraderie
and the underlying tensions that shaped their experiences. For Barbara, these stories
are more than recollections; they are lessons in navigating the complexities of

personal and professional relationships within the literary world.



Barbara listens intently, reflecting on Olivia’s advice about crafting a statement of
poetic purpose—a task that now feels less daunting and more like an opportunity for
introspection. She begins to consider what truly defines her as a poet, contemplating
how her unique voice and experiences have shaped her creative journey. Olivia’s
anecdotes, layered with humor and poighancy, serve as both inspiration and a
reminder of the resilience needed to thrive in a world where artistic expression often

intersects with societal expectations and personal struggles.

The dialogue takes a lighter turn as Olivia jokes about her age and the physical
challenges that accompany it, her wit eliciting laughter from Marie and Barbara. Yet
beneath the humor lies an indomitable spirit, a reflection of Olivia’s enduring
commitment to her craft and her belief in the transformative power of poetry. The
camaraderie shared among the three women highlights the strength of their bond, a

testament to the mutual respect and admiration that fuels their connection.

As the afternoon wanes, Olivia recounts a vivid memory from a department meeting,
her storytelling bringing the room to life. She shares a humorous yet insightful tale
about Emily Harris’s insistence on preserving the tradition of the department’s
Christmas party during the pandemic, a moment that encapsulates both Emily’s
determination and the challenges of maintaining normalcy in extraordinary times. For
Barbara, these stories resonate deeply, offering glimpses into the intricate dynamics of
their community while reinforcing the importance of resilience and adaptability in both

life and art.

The chapter closes with a sense of warmth and reflection, as Barbara absorbs the
wisdom imparted by Olivia and Marie’s quiet support. For Barbara, the day’s
conversations serve as a reminder of the importance of both mentorship and self-
discovery, urging her to embrace the challenges ahead with renewed clarity. As the
sunlight filters through the room, it casts a glow on the three women, their shared
moments underscoring the enduring power of connection, creativity, and the pursuit of

artistic truth.



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 Vera to the hospital.
The situation was dire—Vera, already 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 system in a time of crisis.

As he reflects on the chaotic night, Jerome's words alternate between grim humor and
genuine concern, his coping mechanism for dealing with the terrifying helplessness of
watching someone he cares about suffer. He reveals to 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 heaviness in 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 disappearances
in 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’s

lingering 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—leaves her feeling more exhausted than ever. Yet, 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 Lakeisha Stone, a woman whose fear and sadness over
Bonnie Rae Dahl’s disappearance spill through the phone line like an open wound.
Lakeisha 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 voice is all 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 Holly listens, the more convinced she becomes that these missing persons
cases are not isolated incidents but pieces of a much 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 time is 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 slip through the cracks without a

fight.

As the evening drags on, Holly finds herself caught in a familiar cycle, her mind
bouncing between personal reflection and professional duty. The pandemic has placed
an undeniable strain on every aspect of life, a grim reminder of how fragile human
existence truly is. Yet, even as she acknowledges the uncertainty of the world around
her, she clings to the one thing she has always relied on—her unwavering

determination to seek the truth, no matter the obstacles in 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 she is running out of time to expose it.



Chapter 4: The Disappearance of Bonnie Dahl

Chapter 4 opens on a crisp morning, where Holly Gibney meets with Penny Dahl, a
distraught mother desperate for answers about the disappearance of her daughter,
Bonnie Rae Dahl. Before the meeting, Holly notices a Volvo parked nearby, its windows
plastered with multiple posters of Bonnie's face, each marking the gravity of the
situation. The sight of these missing person notices causes Holly to pause, and she
reflects on the emotional weight carried by the mother. As she prepares to meet
Penny, Holly expects a different image of Bonnie—a young girl in her teens—but she is
taken aback when the photos she sees depict a vibrant, carefree woman in her mid-
twenties. The contrast between the youthful image in the photographs and the serious,
worn face of Penny highlights the emotional toll of a missing person case, where the

hope of a child’s safe return battles with the stark reality of adulthood and fear.

Inside the Frederick Building, Penny, clearly overwhelmed and focused solely on
finding Bonnie, offers Holly a glimpse into the last known moments of her daughter’s
life. She presents a series of photos and shares a crucial piece of evidence—a security
video from Jet Mart, provided by Detective Jaynes. The footage shows Bonnie casually
walking through the store, engaging in her everyday routine before vanishing without
a trace. This video, while mundane in its content, marks a pivotal point in the
investigation as Penny expresses her frustration with the police's lack of progress,
recounting how they have failed to make any meaningful connections. She reveals a
haunting detail—the discovery of a note found with Bonnie’s abandoned bike that
simply reads "Had enough." Penny is quick to reject any implication of suicide,
fervently believing her daughter could never harm herself, a statement that
underscores her denial and the emotional barrier she has built around the idea of

Bonnie’s fate.



As the investigation deepens, Holly begins to piece together the details of Bonnie's
life, trying to understand her world beyond the missing persons case. She learns about
Bonnie’s job at Reynolds Library and the relationships that may have played a role in
her disappearance. These insights into Bonnie’s day-to-day life give Holly a clearer
picture of the woman she was, providing valuable context for the mystery. Holly’s
methodical approach to the case is evident as she makes note of every detail, no
matter how small, treating the investigation with the same precision and dedication
she brings to her other cases. Meanwhile, her own personal reflections on grief and
loss continue to shape her approach, as she struggles with the memories of her own

mother and the haunting sense of unresolved questions.

The conversation shifts to a more personal note as Penny reveals the tension between
her and Bonnie over her former boyfriend, Tom Higgins. She speaks of a heated
argument they had before Bonnie disappeared, a clue that could explain deeper
emotional struggles beneath the surface. Bonnie’s relationship with Tom and the
emotional conflict surrounding it might provide a vital clue as to why she left, or if
someone had been involved in her disappearance. This insight into their strained
relationship offers a new direction for Holly to pursue, suggesting that there may have
been more to Bonnie’s life than anyone realized. This personal conflict could have
been a catalyst for Bonnie’s decision to disappear, or worse, it could have played a

role in her being taken against her will.

As the chapter progresses, Holly’s empathy and investigative skills are highlighted,
showing the blend of her professional drive with her human understanding of the
emotional toll a mother goes through when a child goes missing. The case becomes
more than just a mystery to be solved; it is a deeply personal exploration of loss, qguilt,
and the complexities of relationships. Penny’s struggle to accept the possibility of her
daughter’s death or even her voluntary disappearance is a poignant reminder of the
emotional complexity investigators face when dealing with family members in distress.
At the same time, the narrative builds on the growing tension and mystery
surrounding Bonnie’s disappearance, creating an emotional and intellectual

engagement for both Holly and the reader. Holly’s methodical yet empathetic



approach to her investigation is what drives the chapter forward, as she begins to
untangle the layers of Bonnie’s life and the factors that may have led to her

disappearance.



Chapter 7: Peter Steinman’s Disappearance

On an unusually warm November evening, Chapter 7 begins with Peter "Stinky"
Steinman riding his skateboard toward Dairy Whip, his mind fixated on the thought of
a juicy burger. The mist clings to the streets, casting a hazy glow beneath the
flickering streetlights, muffling the usual city sounds. He barely notices the darkened
silhouette of an old van parked near a shuttered gas station, his focus instead set on

reaching his favorite hangout before his stomach forces him home.

The nickname "Stinky" had followed Peter for three years, ever since a misstep into
dog feces on his way to school had cemented his unfortunate reputation. No amount of
teasing or attempted rebranding could shake the moniker, though with time, he had
learned to accept it with a mix of frustration and reluctant amusement. Now, at fifteen,
he had bigger worries—like scraping together enough money for food or ensuring he
made it home in time for WWE Smackdown without disturbing his mother, who was

preoccupied with work and her efforts to stay sober.

Upon arriving at Dairy Whip, Peter finds his friends, Richie and Tommy, finishing off
their drinks, preparing to leave. Tommy has dinner plans with his family, and Richie is
expected to help his dad with something at home, leaving Peter alone with nothing but
his grumbling stomach. He attempts to kill time by practicing a few skateboarding
tricks in the parking lot, but after several failed attempts and bruised pride, he gives

up, realizing his growing hunger is making it impossible to focus.

His pockets nearly empty, Peter debates whether to approach "Wicked Wanda," the
infamous Dairy Whip cashier, and ask for credit. He quickly dismisses the idea—Wanda
had never extended favors, and tonight would be no different. He steps away from the
Dairy Whip, sighing as he kicks a loose pebble along the sidewalk, beginning the long
walk home with nothing but the hope that he might find something edible in the



kitchen.

As he trudges down the dimly lit street, Peter is startled by the voice of an older man
calling out to him from the sidewalk. The man, slightly hunched and wearing a well-
worn jacket, gestures toward a van parked nearby, explaining that his wife is stuck in
her wheelchair with a dead battery. The old man offers Peter ten dollars for his trouble,
but Peter, eager to prove his selflessness and channel his inner action hero, refuses
payment, envisioning himself as a real-life John Wick or Jackie Chan—someone who

helps because it’s the right thing to do, not for a reward.

With a sense of chivalry swelling in his chest, Peter nods and follows the man toward
the parked van, confident that this would be a quick favor before heading home.
However, as he steps closer, a strange unease prickles at the back of his neck, the dim
glow of a single streetlamp casting an eerie shadow over the vehicle. Something about
the van feels off—it’s too still, too conveniently placed, but Peter shakes the feeling

off, reminding himself that paranoia is for kids, not someone like him.

Still, his instincts whisper a warning, causing him to hesitate just as they reach the
vehicle. Sensing his reluctance, the man’s tone softens, offering reassurance, but Peter
seizes the opportunity to renegotiate—he’ll take three dollars instead of ten, just
enough for a burger, figuring that if he’s going to be late getting home, he might as
well not be hungry. The man chuckles and agrees, motioning for Peter to step closer,

but by now, the sinking feeling in Peter’s stomach is no longer just hunger.

For a moment, he contemplates turning back, retreating to the familiar safety of the
Dairy Whip and its blinding fluorescent lights. But the thought of food and the desire to
prove himself push him forward, sealing his fate in an instant. Before he can fully
register what's happening, Peter "Stinky" Steinman unknowingly steps into the final
moments of his ordinary life, oblivious to the fact that he will not be making it home to

watch Smackdown—or anywhere at all.



Chapter 36: The Investigation Deepens

Holly Gibney remains completely absorbed in her investigation, her sharp instincts
guiding her toward details that others might dismiss as irrelevant. In Chapter 36, a call
from Randy Holsten shifts her focus, as he casually mentions that Bonnie, the girl at
the center of Holly’s case, once played the role of a Christmas elf at a holiday
gathering. While this detail seems insignificant at first, Holly’s investigative mind
recognizes the potential for connections hidden beneath the surface, prompting her to

dig deeper into its meaning.

Following the lead, she reaches out to Lakeisha Stone, who verifies that Bonnie had
indeed taken part in a virtual Christmas party during the COVID-19 lockdown. The
event, hosted by retired professors Harris and his wife, had featured a handful of
participants, including Bonnie, playing festive roles like Santa’s elves. Though the
information appears trivial, something about the connection unsettles Holly, urging her
to investigate whether Bonnie’s association with the couple was merely coincidental or

if it played a larger role in her mysterious disappearance.

Determined to explore every possible link, Holly discovers that Bonnie continued
working for Mrs. Harris beyond the holiday season, assisting her with various
administrative and technical tasks. This revelation adds a new layer of complexity to
the case, suggesting that Bonnie’s relationship with the Harrises extended beyond a
fleeting holiday event. Holly begins to wonder whether the couple might have had
deeper ties to Bonnie’s personal life, making them more than just casual

acquaintances in the young woman’s timeline.

As she continues unraveling the details, Holly finds herself increasingly consumed by
the investigation, following every clue with unwavering determination. The deeper she

digs, the more she realizes that Bonnie’s vanishing act might not be as simple as it



initially seemed—perhaps someone within the Harrises’ circle holds answers that no
one has yet uncovered. Every step forward reinforces Holly’s belief that even the most
insignificant details can serve as the key to unlocking an entire mystery waiting to be

exposed.

Amid her relentless pursuit of answers, Holly receives an unexpected call from Tanya
Robinson, who brings news about Barbara, a mutual friend, and Olivia Kingsbury,
Barbara’s aging mentor who is nearing the end of her life. The conversation briefly
pulls Holly out of her investigative mindset, reminding her of the emotional
connections she maintains beyond her work. However, even as Tanya speaks, Holly’s
mind continues to process the case, struggling to shift her focus away from the

tangled web she is determined to untangle.

The brief personal moment only highlights how deeply embedded Holly is in her role as
an investigator, constantly balancing her personal life with the demands of her
relentless pursuit of truth. Though she values her friendships, she cannot help but feel
that every minute spent away from the case might be a lost opportunity to uncover
crucial evidence. This internal struggle defines much of Holly’s character—her drive to
seek justice often eclipses her ability to fully engage with the relationships around her,

leaving her torn between obligation and obsession.

Just as she attempts to unwind and momentarily detach from her work, a text message
from Barbara disrupts her attempt at relaxation. The message contains a response to
Holly’s earlier inquiry about Cary Dressler, a name that might hold relevance to the
investigation. This single message reignites Holly’s relentless pursuit, pulling her back
into the depths of the mystery, proving once again that her dedication to uncovering

the truth is not something she can easily set aside.

As the chapter concludes, the weight of Holly’'s determination is palpable—her mind is
constantly working, piecing together fragments of information in hopes of forming a
complete picture. She understands that every clue, no matter how minor, could be the
missing puzzle piece needed to crack the case wide open. Though exhaustion lingers

at the edges of her thoughts, she pushes forward, driven by an unshakable instinct



that tells her she is on the brink of a revelation that could change everything.



Chapter 33: The Horrors of Captivity

Chapter 33 unfolds with Bonnie trapped in her confined cell, her body frail from
relentless hunger and dehydration, while her mind races with thoughts of escape. Her
captors, Rodney and Emily Harris, have provided her with minimal sustenance—two
bottles of water, a cup of Ka’Chava, and a raw piece of liver, the latter of which she
finds revolting. Memories of her last proper meal, a simple tuna-and-egg sandwich,

intensify her despair, making her dire situation feel even more unbearable.

Hours pass before Rodney reappears, his unsettling presence made even more bizarre
by his choice of attire—firetruck-patterned pajamas. His demeanor is eerily casual as
he urges her to eat the liver, insisting that it contains vital hydration, revealing a
disturbing obsession with maintaining control over her body and nutrition. Though
Bonnie recognizes the danger in defying him, she refuses to submit entirely, carefully

navigating the situation by requesting a fresh piece of liver in an attempt to buy time.

Her negotiation is a calculated risk, a fragile act of survival in a scenario where
compliance might be her only temporary reprieve. Rodney, however, remains
unmoved, his insistence unwavering, making it clear that his concern is not for her
well-being but rather for maintaining his twisted sense of order. Every interaction
between them underscores the imbalance of power, where Bonnie’s resistance is the
only weapon she has against an enemy who views her as nothing more than a

resource.

Meanwhile, Emily Harris battles her own growing anxieties upstairs, her physical
condition deteriorating despite the extreme dietary regimen she and Rodney have
followed for years. Their belief in consuming specific organs to prolong life has begun
to falter, their bodies showing signs of aging despite their morbid rituals. With their

health declining, their desperation grows, and the realization sets in that Bonnie’s time



as their captive is running out, her fate sealed by their warped ideology.

Rodney’s late-night return to the basement with a fresh piece of liver only further
cements the horror of their actions, his pseudo-scientific reasoning failing to mask the
gruesome nature of their lifestyle. Bonnie drinks the water he provides, understanding
that staying hydrated is essential if she hopes to keep her strength, but she remains
wary of his every move. In this grim exchange, she sees the full scope of her captors’
depravity—Rodney and Emily aren’t just killers, they are predators desperately

clinging to an illusion of control over their own mortality.

The juxtaposition of the mundane and the macabre makes the chapter even more
unsettling, as everyday interactions become tainted with an underlying dread. The
Harrises’ conversations about diet and longevity might seem like ordinary health
concerns to an outsider, but within the walls of their home, these discussions reveal
something far more insidious. Bonnie is no longer a person to them—she is a

necessary sacrifice, another experiment in their ongoing, failing battle against time.

As the tension escalates, Bonnie’s situation becomes more precarious, forcing her to
play a dangerous game of endurance and manipulation. The psychological horror of
her captivity is amplified by the knowledge that she is merely the latest in a long cycle
of victims, each one treated as a disposable means to an end. With every passing
moment, she realizes that her survival hinges on not only her physical strength but

also her ability to outthink those who see her as nothing more than a commodity.

The narrative leaves readers unsettled, not just by the brutality of the Harrises’
methods, but by the cold rationality with which they justify their grotesque pursuit of
longevity. It serves as a chilling commentary on the extremes of human desperation,
where fear of aging can drive people to unfathomable cruelty. As the chapter closes,
Bonnie’s fate remains uncertain, but one thing is clear—the Harrises' twisted
experiment is unraveling, and the consequences may be more horrifying than even

they anticipate.
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Chapter 11: The Virtual Christmas Party

Chapter 11 of Bell College’s history took an unexpected turn in December 2020 when
the institution faced the ongoing challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic. Bell College
President Hubert Crumley made a difficult announcement: all in-person classes and
events would be suspended indefinitely. This decision not only forced a transition to
remote learning but also led to the cancellation of the college’s long-standing
Christmas party, a cherished tradition since 1992. The announcement sparked mixed
reactions among faculty and students—some prioritized health and safety, while

others lamented the loss of personal connections.

Roddy Harris, a dedicated science professor, was among the most vocal critics of the
new restrictions, arguing that virtual labs were no substitute for hands-on scientific
experimentation. For him, the inability to conduct physical demonstrations and provide
students with real-world experience posed a significant challenge to the quality of
education. His wife, Emily, while equally disheartened by the cancellation of traditional
learning, was more affected by the loss of the annual Christmas gathering, which had

long served as a cornerstone of social interaction among faculty and students.

Despite the setback, Emily refused to let the holiday spirit be extinguished and quickly
proposed an alternative plan to keep the tradition alive. She suggested organizing a
virtual Christmas party via Zoom, incorporating a unique twist to maintain the warmth
and excitement of the annual event. Instead of gathering in person, staff members
would anonymously play the role of "Santa’s elves," delivering food and drinks to

faculty and students in their local community while the virtual festivities carried on.

At first, the idea seemed impractical, but with growing enthusiasm from colleagues
and students eager for a sense of normalcy, the plan gained momentum. Faculty

members volunteered to coordinate deliveries, while students signed up to participate



in various virtual activities, including a poetry reading, a trivia contest, and even a
remote "Secret Santa" exchange. The event quickly evolved from a simple online
gathering into a well-orchestrated celebration, proving that innovation and adaptability

could sustain traditions even in the most challenging times.

When the night of the party arrived, it was clear that the effort had been worth it.
Screens were filled with familiar faces donning festive attire, laughing, and reminiscing
about past celebrations. One of the most memorable moments occurred when Bonnie
Dahl, a former student of Emily’s Early American Writers class, arrived at Emily’s
doorstep as part of the food delivery initiative. Bonnie, beaming with excitement, took
a moment to reconnect with her former professor, expressing her gratitude for Emily’s

mentorship and mentioning her interest in applying to the Writer’'s Workshop.

Emily, moved by the encounter, realized that beyond the logistics of hosting an event,
the party had accomplished something far greater—it had rekindled the sense of
belonging that so many had lost over months of isolation. The virtual format had
allowed faculty and students to come together despite physical distance, fostering
connection in a way that felt just as meaningful as past in-person celebrations. The
encounter with Bonnie also reminded Emily of the lasting impact educators could have,
reinforcing her commitment to nurturing aspiring writers despite the challenges of

remote learning.

As the evening wound down and participants exchanged virtual farewells, Emily
reflected on how the pandemic had reshaped not just education but the very fabric of
social interaction. While Roddy continued to struggle with the limitations of online
instruction, she found solace in the moments of inspiration that emerged
unexpectedly—whether through a former student’s rekindled passion for writing or the

resilience of a community determined to find joy amid adversity.

In the days that followed, Emily and Roddy continued adjusting to the new reality,
knowing that the challenges of remote learning and pandemic restrictions were far
from over. Yet, the success of the virtual Christmas party served as a reminder that

even in the face of uncertainty, tradition and connection could endure. The event had



not only kept the holiday spirit alive but had also reinforced the importance of human
creativity and perseverance, proving that, in times of hardship, it is the small gestures

of togetherness that make all the difference.



Chapter 3: Cary's Observation and Isolation

Chapter 3 begins on the evening of September 10, 2015, with Cary Dressler finding
himself nestled in the quiet seclusion of Drive-In Rock, a small, hidden outcrop in
Deerfield Park. This remote spot, far removed from the chaos of his daily routine,
offers Cary a sanctuary where he can escape the pressures of life and indulge in some
well-earned relaxation. The evening air is warm but tinged with a slight chill, making it
the perfect setting for Cary to unwind after a taxing day at his job at Strike Em Out
Lanes. As he sits, savoring the calming effects of high-quality marijuana, Cary sinks
into the familiar rhythms of his routine—enjoying his favorite film, Raiders of the Lost
Ark. Though the movie’s sound is absent due to the nature of his makeshift outdoor
theater, Cary doesn’t mind; he’s seen the movie countless times before, and the lack
of sound doesn’t detract from the comfort of watching it in the peaceful solitude of the
park. For Cary, it's more than just a film; it's an escape from the mundane, a small

rebellion against the rules and constraints of everyday life.

In the midst of Cary’s peaceful retreat, a shift occurs when his attention is drawn to a
scene unfolding on Red Bank Avenue. From his vantage point, high above the street,
Cary sees an elderly woman, likely in her seventies, sitting in a wheelchair,
accompanied by a man who seems to be struggling with a stalled van. The man is
attempting to solve a problem with the van’s dead battery, but with no immediate help
in sight and a dead phone, their situation seems hopeless. As the man fiddles with the
vehicle, Cary watches from afar, feeling a brief, almost imperceptible stir of concern.
However, rather than acting on his instincts, he chooses to remain passive, the
calmness of his evening retreat outweighing the urge to intervene. He quietly observes
their plight but remains distanced, caught between the impulse to help and the allure

of his own solitude.



The chapter delves deeper into Cary’s internal conflict, capturing a moment where his
youthful detachment and self-centeredness are placed in contrast with the reality of
the world around him. The story paints Cary as someone who thrives in the quiet
comfort of his own world, far removed from the struggles of others. The juxtaposition
of his carefree evening against the unexpected intrusion of the elderly couple's
predicament highlights themes of isolation, detachment, and the tension between
personal pleasure and social responsibility. Cary’s decision to remain passive is not a
conscious act of cruelty, but rather a reflection of the emotional distance he’s
cultivated over the years, allowing him to avoid the complexities and discomforts of
human connection. This moment of observation—where he could have chosen to
engage but instead decides to watch—marks a pivotal point in the narrative. It
underscores the subtle ways in which people’s lives intersect and how seemingly small
decisions, like choosing to help or ignore, can shape their own future actions and the

fates of those around them.

Through Cary’s story, the chapter explores the complexity of human interactions,
especially in moments where people are confronted with the needs of others. Cary’s
inability to act—despite the obvious suffering unfolding before him—becomes an
important moment of introspection for both him and the reader. As the story unfolds,
this moment will likely echo in Cary’s conscience, forcing him to confront the
consequences of his inaction. The chapter leaves the reader contemplating the
emotional and psychological motivations that drive people’s decisions, as well as the
delicate balance between empathy and self-preservation. Cary’s quiet observation on
Drive-In Rock may seem trivial, but it sets the stage for deeper questions about human
nature, personal responsibility, and the choices we make when we encounter suffering

in the world around us.



Chapter 41: Emily Harris’ Dark Influence and the

Horrors of Control

On the evening of August 4, 2021, Chapter 41 of Holly Gibney’s life takes an
unexpected turn when her quiet routine is disrupted by an unannounced visit from
Isabelle Jaynes, who arrives alongside FBI agents Herbert Beale and Curtis Rogan.
Their presence underscores the 