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June 30

Twelve Years Ago

––––––––
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WHIZZING DOWN THE HIGHWAY at top speed, Jamie ignored her speedometer and the night's heavy rainfall. The doors of her '97 Chevy Cavalier rattled in the wind.

Find her. Now.

Jamming the pedal closer to the floor, she curled her body around the steering wheel, putting as much distance between herself and the beach as she could.

Through the windshield she stared, gaze ping-ponging back and forth, back and forth, never blinking. Every thunk thunk of the wiper blades cranked up her heart rate.

She has to be somewhere. She's walking home. Wet and scared and ticked off.

Five minutes passed without any signs of life but her headlights glinting off the raindrops.

They're going to kill me.

Alyssa's silver charm bracelet stung her palm as she crushed it against the steering wheel.

Where are you?

Images flashed before her eyes. Disgusting. Horrifying. Insane. Picturing the only logical conclusion—if I can't find her out here, that means ...She rolled down her window and shrieked her cousin's name for the thousandth time. Again. And again. Until she was soaking wet and hoarse.

I did this.

Everything around her ground to a halt, though she hadn't removed her sneaker from the accelerator.

She's gone. She's really gone.

The road came into view again, just in time for her to swerve toward her exit.

This is all my fault.

Squealing into an empty Walmart parking lot, Jamie threw the car into a space at an awkward angle and zipped up her window. Though the night was hot and muggy, she shivered. Thunder rolled in the distance.

Think. Think. What should I do?

Trees swayed in the breeze as she pondered her dilemma. She had no choice. She had to return home empty-handed. The bracelet bit into her flesh. Or at least they needed to think she'd come home empty-handed. If they saw this bracelet, and if they knew where she'd found it, they'd put two and two together and come to realize that Alyssa was gone forever. Her parents were already livid that she'd left this late at night. They'd be worried if she didn't return soon. And they'd grow suspicious if she stayed out much longer.

If she kept her mouth shut, no one would know what really happened today except the two of them.

Correction—except her.

And no one can find out.

Ever.
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Monday, March 31

7:53 AM

Present Day

––––––––
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THE PIT OF JAMIE WALKER'S stomach hardened into stone. She massaged the pain away and shifted her bulging box to the other hip, knocking her purple stapler off a stack of picture frames and onto the carpet.

This is it. Highest rung on the ladder until Jones retires.

Her boss scooped up the stapler and clicked it twice. “You've earned this, kid. Make me proud.” Jones patted her shoulder and pushed her forward. “Go in. Make yourself at home. But don't take too long, 'cause—”

“We've got a deadline to meet,” Jamie finished the popular office mantra for him, her plastic smile widening.

He dropped a white paper on top of her box along with the wayward stapler. “You know it. Here's the big story for next month. Take it or pass it. You can do that now, boss lady.”

Jones gave her a wink and trotted away while Jamie eased her armload onto a nearby chair.

An eerie hush fell over her new office. An unwelcome contrast to the hustle and bustle of the bullpen on the main floor the lower-level staff shared. Before the silence seeped into her thoughts, she glanced down at the folded paper Jones had given her.

A two-page spread on missing children in New England? A shudder erupted from her shoulders and zipped down to her toes, hardening the rock in her gut on its way down.

Not on your life.

Eric could sink his teeth into this one. He'd been begging for a cover story for months. She slapped the assignment face down on her desk, double-tapped a cheery playlist on her cell, and began unpacking her things.

The dead silence soon exploded with a ringing phone, chimes of emails, and visitors from the main floor curious to inspect her new digs.

Jamie plunged neck-deep into her tasks and lost herself in the familiar frenzy that summed up working for The New Englander magazine.

A little after 5:00, Suzette popped her head full of frizzy red hair into the doorway. “We still going to Albert's to celebrate?”

Jamie held up a finger without looking up from her laptop. “Yes ... yes, let me just finish reading this. Need to get it to Jones by Thursday.”

“You do know it's only Monday?”

“Monday is almost Thursday in this business, you know that. Just a few more paragraphs. Hold on.”

Sue strode over to the laptop and shut the lid.

“Hey!” Glaring at her coworker, Jamie flung her hands in the air. “What was that for? I was almost done.” Irritation swept through her, but she tried not to let it show on her face.

“It's quittin' time. You can do it tomorrow. Come on. Heather and Carrie already left. I told them I'd ride with you.”

“Okay, okay, fine. You win.” Biting back a sly remark, Jamie slid her laptop in its case, looped her purse strap over her shoulder, and lugged everything to her car.

Sue hopped in the passenger's seat, flipping the visor down so she could apply more bright pink lipstick while examining herself in the mirror.

“It's been too long since you've come with us,” she said. “It wouldn't kill you to get a little tipsy this time, you know. We're celebrating your big accomplishment here.”

So her friends had discovered she never got drunk. Well, let them wonder why. Anything they came up with would be more flattering than the truth, that was for sure. Jamie straightened her back and cracked her sore neck.

“Two drinks. That's my limit. No exceptions.” Holding up two fingers reminded her of peace, so she quickly tucked them back into her fist. The universe knew she didn't have any of that commodity to share.

“Killjoy.”

The bar swarmed with people getting off from work. Jamie and Sue scooted across the dim room to meet Heather and Carrie on the stools. Sue ordered their drinks and a large basket of wings.

“So, how does it feel, Madam Senior Editor?” Heather called over the music.

“Um ... pretty amazing.”

“Think you can finally slow down and let the rest of us catch up? Go on a vacation or something?” Carrie raised her glass. “You're making us look bad.”

“Yeah, go to the beach or something!” Heather laughed. “You must have ten thousand vacation days saved up.”

“She can't swim.” Sue grabbed a beer off the bar and tipped the bottle toward Jamie.

Jamie guzzled her drink so she wouldn't have to respond. She could swim. She simply chose not to.

“Okay, then go to the mountains or something.” Carrie tossed both hands in the air and swung her hips back and forth. “Live a little. You haven't taken a personal day since I've known you. Life's not all about work.”

Jamie scrunched up her face. Did they always have to be in her business? “What are you talking about? I took a whole week off two years ago.”

Sue plunked her half-empty bottle on the bar. “That's because you had strep, and Jones wouldn't let you come in and infect the rest of the staff. You still worked from home. That doesn't count.”

Lifting a hand in surrender, Jamie licked her dry lips. “Okay, fine. I'll schedule some time off once I feel like I'm totally killing it in this new position.”

“In other words?” Heather pointed her finger at Sue and Carrie as if she were a conductor with a baton.

“Never.” The trio finished the sentence as a chorus and dissolved into a fit of laughter.

Jamie couldn't help but wag her head at her co-workers' prodding. They didn't understand. They couldn't. She ignored their banter, took another swig, and willed her mind to sit empty and dormant for a few hours.
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Monday, March 31

2:34 PM

––––––––
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REVEREND BYRON MITCHELL scratched his gray beard as he closed his laptop, pushed a pile of bills to the only bare corner of his desk, and ended his afternoon study session.

Mondays were the days he had to pry himself away from his warm, worn quilt at five in the morning and put in a full day of sermon preparation before leaving the house. Most of his pastor friends took Mondays off to recuperate from preaching twice on Sunday. Most of his pastor friends didn't need another job to pay the bills, either. Byron wasn't so fortunate anymore. But he wouldn't complain. His second job allowed him to continue in the ministry, and that was the important thing.

He stretched, yawned, and checked the time. Better get a move on if he wanted to be at the bank for his 3:00 shift.

His cell phone rang from its charging station on the kitchen table for the sixth time today.

Probably another church matter. He'd already scheduled two counseling sessions for mid-week, agreed to clean the church Friday night because the teenager on the schedule backed out last minute, and eased a new mother's mind by agreeing to personally install childproof safety plugs in all the outlets at church. He'd have to stop at the hardware store tomorrow to buy some.

Ignoring the dirty dishes piled on his counter and the thick dust on the bookshelf bulging with books he intended to read someday, he opened his flip phone.

“Pastor, this is Beverly Simons. I was wondering if you're free and able to unlock the church for me? I'm here dropping off some clothes for the closet and I can't get in.”

Why couldn't she have dropped off clothes an hour ago? Byron scolded himself for his selfish attitude as he glanced at the clock. If he left in two minutes, he'd be able to drive to the church and still make it to the bank just in time.

“Sure, Bev. I can swing by and do that for you, no problem.”

He hung up, jumped in his wrinkled uniform, and kissed Molly's picture on his way out the door.

When he swung into the church's parking lot, he saw Bev's giant van full to the brim with boxes.

“Hi, Pastor. Spring cleaning.” She indicated the massive amount of cardboard and cloth with a tip of her head.

Where are we going to store all of that?

“Wow, thank you! This should really infuse some life into our clothing closet again.” He fumbled with the keys in his hurry and unlocked the door. “Just lock up on your way out if you would.”

“Oh.” Bev blinked and frowned. “Would you be able to help me carry these to the basement? They're quite heavy.”

About to agree, Byron was saved the trouble when the college-aged music leader's car pulled into the parking lot. He signaled Malachi Green over and explained that he needed to head in to work. Thankfully the energetic man caught on right away.

“Sure, Pastor. Mrs. Simons and I will get these all squared away. Always willing to lend a helping hand. I have to hang around here to meet a potential roommate anyway. Need to start splitting the rent again. Might as well make myself useful while I wait.” He lifted a large box and headed inside, Bev holding the door for him.

“Thank you, son. God bless you. And I'll be praying you find a suitable roommate soon.” He mentally added the request to his memorized prayer list. 

Checking his watch, Byron jogged to his car and zoomed to the bank, praying he wouldn't be reprimanded for being a few minutes late yet again.
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Monday, March 31

9:24 PM
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JAMIE PULLED UP NEXT to Dan's car parked in its usual spot in front of their two-story farmhouse. Wasn't he supposed to be gone until Wednesday this time? She shook her head. Maybe she'd gotten the date wrong. It was getting harder to keep his trips straight. She collected her work bags and hurried inside to greet him.

Placing her keys and purse on the entryway table, she pushed the door closed with her foot and glanced around the corner to the kitchen.

Dan wore a tired expression as he stared into the microwave's light and waited for his dinner to heat up. How many times had she told him he was going to fry his eyeballs doing that? He looked older than he had when he left last week. All the plane travel had to be aging him—she knew it was aging her. His hair sprouted tiny patches of gray near his sideburns. Muttering something to himself, he stopped short when he saw her.

“Hey.” He threw her a gentle smile and closed the microwave door. 

She set her laptop case on the floor with a thud and shrugged off her coat. Dan approached and kissed her forehead, his large hands cradling her face.

“Why didn't you call and tell me you were home? I wouldn't have gone out for drinks with the girls after work.”

“I've only been home for an hour. I figured you were out doing something with Sue to celebrate. How was your first day? Did you get to fire Eric?” He winked.

Jamie pushed him away and snorted. Maybe her drinks had been stronger than she thought. “Shut up. He may be annoying, but he's trying.” She chewed on her lower lip and flung off her shoes. “Weren't you supposed to be gone for a few more days?” 

“Yeah, well, the competition never showed up to give their presentation. The customer decided to go with us. Didn't take much for me to convince them. You know how I roll.” Dan flashed a wide smile, and Jamie rolled her eyes with an exaggerated groan.

“And you're so humble about it too.” She looked away and tried not to reward him with a smile. He had to know she was still irritated that he'd agreed to babysit the new hire on this pointless trip. She didn't sleep well in this creaky old house when he wasn't home, but that hadn't kept him from leaving. He had no right to pull out that boyish charm and try to make her laugh.

“Hey, you should be happy. I'm home two days early, and I got a bonus from Hunt because I was willing to help train the new guy.” 

His playful expression faded, and shame etched its way across his clean-shaven features. He waved a six-hundred dollar bonus check in front of her face, obviously hoping it would be enough to earn her forgiveness for being an absentee husband yet again. 

A bitter taste rose up in her mouth as she yawned.

Disappointment reflected in Dan's eyes, and his shoulders sagged as he turned toward the stairs.

“I'm beat. Gonna take a shower and go to bed. Your mom left a message. Said to call her back when you got in.”

Jamie smacked her forehead and glared at the phone.

Here came another invitation to come over and visit after some terse words meant to prod Jamie's guilt into overdrive. Her mother couldn't understand why Jamie had drifted away from the family after high school. Her mother couldn't hear Alyssa's bracelet calling from its shallow grave in the backyard, either.

She pulled her cell from her purse and dialed her old home phone number. Her parents refused to get cell phones, and their number hadn't changed in forty-five years.

Judy Walker answered with a curt tone. Apparently, their caller ID worked just fine.

“Hi, Mom. Dan said you called.” Was it really so long ago that she sat in the living room with her mother and sisters, giggling and braiding each other's hair while little George played with his cars and trucks on the windowsill? If only she could travel back in time before everything went wrong and do it all over again.

But her mother's cold voice told her that she could never go back to the way things were before.

“Yes. I called over two hours ago.”

“I was out—” she shouldn't admit to squandering her time with anyone, not when she hadn't visited her parents in over two months “—running some errands.”

“Well, we're having a family dinner tomorrow, and we'd like you and Dan to come. Everyone else will be there.”

'Everyone else' meant her siblings, Jen, Jackie, and George, along with their spouses and children. It had been ages since they'd all gathered around their parents' table at the same time. It would be refreshing to chat with her sisters and tease her brother again. But the pain of the past was sure to drown out any fleeting pleasure.

“Oh, well, Dan just got back from a trip tonight, and work has been crazy—I actually started a new position today. Senior editor.” Had she told her mother about her upcoming promotion? Probably not.

“That's nice dear. I'm so glad you keep us in the loop about such things.” The sizzling sarcasm stung Jamie's ear.

Rubbing the back of her neck, she switched the phone to speaker mode and stepped over to the kitchen sink to start loading dishes into the dishwasher. Might as well be productive since this conversation was going nowhere fast.

“Sorry, Mom. I've been busy.”

“Too busy for family?”

“No, of course not.” She rinsed off a plate, and the sink backed up with the running water for the fourth time in a week. “Ugh! Stupid sink never drains.”

“I'll let you go deal with that if you must.”

“No, Mom, it's okay. It can wait.”

“Problems don't get solved by ignoring them, you know.”

Fire burned in her chest, and Jamie pressed her fist against her forehead.

“Okay, fine.” She let out a long breath and wiped her hair out of her eyes. “You know what? I'll go deal with the sink. And count us in for dinner too. But we'll have to be late. I need to stay at work until five.” Her tone softening, she added, “We can bring a salad or something.”

“That will be fine.” Her mother's voice came through with a little less tension.

“Thanks, see you tomorrow.”

“Love you.”

“Love you too.”

Jamie slammed her cell on the counter and went on a search for the Draino.

At least that was a problem she knew how to fix.
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Monday, March 31

10:52 PM
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“HATE THE GRAVEYARD shift,” Harry cursed as he lumbered over to relieve Byron of his post. “No one to talk to but yourself.”

“Sorry, buddy. At least we only have to do it once a week. My turn on Saturday.”

He wasn't looking forward to preaching after being up all night, either, but what else could he do?

“Going home to bed? Or do you have anything more exciting to do?” Harry lit up a cigarette, and Byron took a step away from the thick cloud of smoke.

“Bed. Going to make a phone call first. My son works nights at the news station. See if he'll talk to me this time.”

Harry coughed and tapped his cigarette, causing a clump of ash to fall on the parking lot. “Hope that works out for you. I don't talk to my dad either, but he was a worthless addict. Never had time for me. Never apologized for anything either. Always blamed me for everything that went wrong.”

Furrowing his brow, Byron clicked his tongue with pity. His dad sounded like a real winner. Who could blame Harry for cutting him off?

But Byron hadn't been a drug addict or anything of the sort. Hot-headed Rusty had run away after one stupid argument on the worst night of Byron's life. And Byron had said he was sorry a thousand times since he'd said those awful things. His son was just too stubborn to let it go and move on.

“Sorry about that, Harry. Sounds rough.” Byron held his breath as Harry walked closer and threw his smoldering cigarette butt into the trash can.

“Clock out a few minutes early. Talk to your boy. Family's more important than this crummy job. I'll punch your card for you after eleven.”

“Thanks, but that's okay, I was already late, so I shouldn't leave early too. I'll just take one more lap around, and then it will be time to head out anyway. He's not too anxious to hear from me, I'm sure.”

Another walk around the building would help him clear his head, and his lungs as well.

Removing his cell from his back pocket, Byron stopped by the old crabapple tree, branches still black and bare. A few little buds promised to open up when they were good and ready. The tree marked the spot on the bank property where he could get three bars of service instead of two with his cheap cell.

He stared at the phone, wondering if he should permit his fingers to complete the call. Maybe the nice warm breeze this evening would make Rusty more agreeable.

Punching in the familiar number, he waited for the friendly voice he knew would follow.

“Patrick Mitchell, please.” Byron's muscles tensed and breath caught, even though he made this call every Monday night. He should be used to this by now—leaning against the trunk of the tree, waiting to see if his son would take his call this time.

And knowing he wouldn't.

Byron still hadn't gotten used to calling Rusty by his real first name. He'd been “Rusty” since he was a baby. He cried so much as a newborn, Byron joked he would rust from the waterworks. The baby's mop of red hair helped the name stick for years to come, but Patrick had thrown the moniker away right along with his father.

How many times had he tried to call Rusty at the station? Must be close to a hundred by now, and every time he became jumpy, just in case his boy decided to end the silence.

“I'll check, Byron.” The receptionist, Shelly, knew Byron's voice by heart. He hated putting the kind middle-aged woman in the middle of this, but he didn't have his son's cell phone number or home phone number. Calling him at work was the only way to reach out. Rusty wouldn't accept his friend request on Facebook, even though he'd signed up for an account just to try and patch things up. 

So now he waited, barely breathing, praying today might be the day Rusty decided to forgive him. Praying he'd get his son back and get a second chance. He pinched a rock-hard bud on a low branch, but no green peeked out at him. It was still early yet. Dirty snow still smothered the ground despite the unusually warm temperature tonight. Consistent spring weather seemed so far away.

Shelly's voice came back on the line, cutting the
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