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    To my precious wife Cindy, beautiful inside and out

      

    



  	
        
            
            Charm is deceitful and beauty is vain, But a woman who fears the Lord, she shall be praised.
--Proverbs 31:30
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“Skin Deep” was originally published in 2021 in the short story anthology When Your Beauty IS the Beast by Ye Olde Dragons books. This version contains minor textual changes from the original version.
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“And you say you haven’t seen or heard from Michelle all day?” I asked. 

“Not since late yesterday afternoon,” Carla replied. “And they haven’t seen her at the gym where she works. Nobody else has, either. But I thought that somebody had to be missing for forty-eight hours because you could file a missing persons report.”

“Old TV cliché. If you think somebody is missing and endangered, you don’t have to wait that long. Besides that, I’m family. Even if we really did have to wait forty-eight hours to officially file a missing persons report, you know I can start unofficially looking. Not like we have a major crime wave going here.”

“Thank you,” Carla sniffed. Mom embraced her tightly and gave me one of her patented looks, the one that always made me feel like a kid who she was trying to coax into doing the right thing without actually saying a word.

Mom reached over for a tissue and then leaned in close. “OK, honey, take a deep breath. Dane needs to ask you some more questions, so I need you to be strong, all right?”

Carla nodded, doing her best to compose herself. Since Michelle was my only niece and the closest thing I had ever had to a child of my own, I needed a minute myself to mentally shift gears, to think less like a brother and an uncle and more like a sheriff.

“All right, did Michelle ever take off without telling you? Is this the first time she’s ever done anything like this?”

Carla shrugged. “Well, she’s twenty-three, and she doesn’t live in my house anymore, so I don’t guess she has to check in with me...but no, never. Even if it was spur of the moment, she’d at least break off a text so I wouldn’t...well, worry.”

“So you don’t think she and a couple of her friends might have taken a spur of the moment road trip or anything of that nature.”

“On a Tuesday?” Mom asked incredulously. Another Lorraine Carter special, the one that always made me feel like a kid who just broke the living room window after being told not to play ball in the house.

“And I already know you’ve checked her house.” Carla and her late husband had owned a rental house on the same block, with their backyards adjacent to each other. When Michelle turned twenty-one, they had basically signed the place over to her.

“Yeah. Nothing amiss, unless you count her usual sloppiness.”

“But no signs of struggle?”

“Nope.”

There was a sound on the roof of the house. We all glanced upward, but we didn’t hear it again. Maybe it was squirrels or cats or something.

“Did she have any enemies?”

Now both Mom and Carla gave me a look. “Does half the town count?” Carla asked.

I had walked right into that one. “Well, if you could
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