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  To my mom, who always wanted me to be a writer. I finally had a story worth sharing. And to my husband for being so supportive and patient with me as I drove myself crazy getting this book to the finish line. 

And to the readers, who will notice every typo and run-on sentence, of a self-published and self-edited book, and still fall in love with these characters. Thank you.







  Authors Note



I’ve spent years working behind the scenes in criminal justice-related fields. My background includes a Master’s degree in Administration of Justice with a concentration in criminal behavior, experience as a 911 dispatcher, and deep involvement in the self-defense training world. I’ve seen firsthand how preparedness, awareness, and calm under pressure can change outcomes and sometimes save lives.

That’s what inspired What Really Happened.

This isn’t just a mystery. It’s a story that weaves practical, real-world training and safety principles into fiction. My goal is to make those lessons accessible, not by lecturing, but by immersing you in a narrative that’s emotionally grounded and true to the challenges real people face. While the characters and plot are fictional, the risks they face reflect reality.

Whether you’re here for the slow-burn romance, the investigative twists, or the survival mindset, I hope this story keeps you turning pages, and maybe leaves you just a little more prepared to face the world.

Thank you for reading and for supporting independent authors who believe fiction can be both empowering and entertaining.




Content Note:

This book covers several heavy themes and is intended for adult readers. And uses adult language. While it doesn’t get more graphic than a typical episode of Law & Order: SVU, it includes references to child sex crimes, human trafficking, and adult sexual content. Because this is a slow-burn romance, the authors reserved the intimate material mostly for the end of chapter 19, the final chapter before the epilogue (which readers may skip). — Raven








  
  
  Prologue

  
  




April 19th, 2019




Diana walked to her car with a bounce in her step. Today marked the start of a fresh chapter as an insurance claims adjuster. 

She pulled out her phone to call her mom and let her know how it went, and noticed there were sixty-nine missed calls.

“What the fuck?” she muttered to herself.

Then her phone rang again.

“Hello?” 

“Ma’am, this is Dr. Layton at Grand Strand Medical Center. EMS brought your mother in for a stroke.”

Diana felt her world go sideways. She stumbled into her car and sat down. 

“What?” she choked out.

“She’s stable, but we don’t know how long ago the symptoms started,” he advised.

“Jesus,” Diana groaned, her mind racing. That was bad. Getting to the hospital quickly was critical during strokes. She talked to Mom last night, and she’d been fine then.

“Grand Strand? What room?” she managed.

“She’s being admitted. Check in with the front desk to see if they’ve moved her when you arrive. I’ll be on hand to give you a full report.”

“Thank you. I’m coming from Pawleys Island, so it’ll be a bit.”

Facts first. Panic later, she told herself. She threw her Camry into drive and peeled out of the parking lot.

Her thoughts were racing about what to do. Reagan… she should tell Reagan. It was spring break. Perhaps her niece could escape her vicious mother for a few days and visit. That would mean the world to her mom.

Hell, it would mean the world to her. Because… she didn’t really have any other family to call.

She hit the speed dial on her car’s screen.

“Ring… ring… ring…” No answer.

She tried again.

“RING… RING… RING…” Still no answer.

“Answer the phone, REAGAN!” she yelled at her dashboard. Her thoughts continued to spiral. For a fifteen-year-old content creator who lived on her phone, not answering was incredibly weird. 

Okay… who could she call that was local, and would actually care?

She thought of her mom’s friends, then immediately dismissed the idea. Old busybodies. All of them. Not until she knew more.

Traci. Her best friend. She might still be at work at the restaurant, but she’d take it personally if Diana didn’t call her.

“Ring.. ring… ring. Hey girl, hey! How was your first day?” Traci answered brightly.

“Mom’s in the hospital. I’m hauling ass to Grand Strand right now. She’s had a stroke.”

“Oh, my god. Really?”

“Yeah. They said she’s stable, thank God, but they don’t know how long ago the symptoms started. So that’s making me think there’s a high possibility for brain damage.”

“Oh my god, I’m so sorry. Let me come meet you up there.”

“No, it’s okay. I know you’re busy at work with the spring breakers. I’ll keep you posted, though.”

“Fuck the spring breakers. You don’t always have to do everything alone, Diana,” Traci snapped.

“I’m not alone. I’m gonna get Reagan to come,” Diana said, hoping it was true.

Traci let out a deep sigh. “Fine… keep me posted. But I will see you up there at the end of my shift.”

Diana arrived at the hospital after calling Reagan fifteen more times. Still no answer.

“I’m Diana Ramsey. I’m here to see my mom, Vickie Ramsey. They said she was being admitted,” she told the security guard. The familiar smell of the hospital brought back too many memories. She pushed them away to focus on the present.

They directed her to the ICU. She walked into the room, her stomach in knots. Her mom looked pale and frail as she lay unconscious in the hospital bed.

The nurse sent for the doctor, who arrived with a somber expression.

His words hit like concrete. 

“She is stable and responding well. The major concern is whether there was brain damage. We’ll be looking to see if coordination and speech are affected, and if they are,  rehab will hopefully help her regain what may be lost. We won’t really know more till she wakes up. But you should start making arrangements for her to be in long-term care.”

As he left, the nurse returned with questions about current medications and any allergies her mom may have. But Diana wasn’t sure. Other than being allergic to bee stings, her mom was as healthy as a horse as far as she knew.

A case manager also stopped by to introduce themselves and go over what type of care options were available in the community. 

The flood of information hit her like a tidal wave. Diana rushed to the bathroom and threw up.

She had watched her mom go through all of this before. First with her dad, then, when her brother Jacob died. Now, it all fell to her. 

Figuring out the insurance, bills, the house, and her mom’s care, it was going to feel like a full-time job on top of her actual full-time job.

The life she thought she was building, full of travel, independence, and a promising new career, was slipping through her fingers.

Then came the guilt. How could she be thinking about her job at a time like this? Mom was still alive. That’s what mattered.

She forced herself to focus on what needed to happen next: Get ahold of Reagan.

As much as she hated talking to Layla, it was time to call and find out why Reagan wasn’t answering.

“Ring ring ring, DIANA!” Layla screamed into the phone.

The noise shocked her.

“LAYLA!” Diana screamed back. She was being a little petty, sure, but if her ears had to suffer, so did Layla’s.

“Where’s Reagan?” they both asked in unison.

“I don’t know,” Layla said.

“What do you mean, you don’t know?” Diana’s anger surged. This woman. This trashy, chaotic mess her brother had somehow loved enough to marry was always like this.

“Diana… Reagan’s missing. I think she ran away.”




5 Years Later




“She vanished, and they labeled her a runaway. But I’ve seen the timeline. And I’m telling you, it doesn’t add up.

Welcome to Second Look Cases. I’m your host, Sam Benson. Today, we’re looking at a case that desperately needs a second look. 

Shout-out to Tasha, my neighbor’s kid, for dragging this one back into the light. If the name Reagan Ramsey sounds familiar. It should. 

She was internet-famous before the term “influencer” was even a thing. Six years old, unboxing toys in plastic tiaras. Fighting make-believe dragons for millions of views. She was a hit with kids everywhere.

But as she got older, so did the content. Every awkward phase, every bad haircut, every fight with her mom, was public.

Then one day? She was just… gone. Her mom says she emptied her accounts and ran. And for a while, people believed that.

That was five years ago. No phone calls. No verified sightings. No trace.

But lately? That narrative’s cracking. People from her past are finally talking. Stuff that made little sense before is lining up in ways that give me chills.

And the more I dig, the more this feels less like a teenage rebellion and more like someone is pulling strings to cover up the truth.

So let’s do what no one else has. Let’s look closer. Let’s question everyone.

And let’s find out what really happened to Reagan Ramsey?”








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Diana looked at the calendar. April 11th, 2024.

Next week would mark five years since her niece Reagan went missing.

A familiar ache welled in her chest as the light glinted off a golden frame perched on the edge of her desk. Drawing her eyes to the last photo they’d taken together. A small snapshot of a time that now felt impossibly distant.

For one week each summer, Reagan’s mom, Layla, would let her come to South Carolina to spend time with this side of the family.

A brief escape from the cameras and the constant content creation in L.A., Reagan was a brand there. In Pawleys Island, she got to be a kid.

Diana had always thought of those visits as a kind of rescue, a chance to breathe.

Pawleys was full of retirees who didn’t even know what YouTube was. Reagan could go out in public, laugh too loud, wear mismatched pajamas to the store, and no one cared.

“I should’ve done more,” Diana whispered to herself.

But the logical part of her mind pushed back. She had been caring for her mother, who suffered severe aphasia after a stroke. 

Every day had been a relentless game of charades, trying to guess what her mom needed: food, water, or pain meds?

Now, Mom was gone too. Another stroke had taken her six months ago. And the house was too quiet without her.

Focus, she told herself, straightening in her chair. There was work to do.

She went back to looking through the security camera footage of the beachfront bar that had burned down. Making sure there was no evidence of arson. The insurance company she worked for had no reason to suspect that there would be. However, an investigation still had to be made.

A dark figure stumbled into the frame of the camera. He appeared to be smoking with the gestures of periodic movements towards his mouth. He made his way to the back of the building, then darted away. 

Moments later, flames engulfed the tall grass, and Diana noted the timestamp and the suspect’s direction of travel. We have our source. Now we need an identity.

A different camera angle showed the dark figure getting into a car. Diana could make out that it was a Tesla. But not the license plate. Luckily, there weren’t many people who owned Teslas in this town. Coincidentally, the owner of the bar was one of them.

She had to hand it to the guy. Burning down his business across the street from the local insurance agency building was ballsy. Or, the dumbass thought that because he’d been friends with the broker since high school, he’d be able to protect him from the consequences.

“Hate to burst your bubble, dude, but you’re gonna go to jail. Do not pass go, do not collect $200.” Diana said out loud to herself with a touch of dark humor to lighten the darkness of her thoughts.

Being able to work from home had really helped her take care of her mom when she was alive. It also gave her the habit of talking to herself out loud a lot. 

She dialed the police detective assigned to this case.

“Hey, Detective Ray, how are you today?” She said in greeting.

“What do you have this time?” He asked. His tone was a little short.

“Arson, your favorite.” 

He responded gruffly. “Shit, for real?” 

“Yeah. We have the cameras at the insurance brokerage across the street from Beachwoods. You can clearly see someone setting the fire and then getting into a Tesla.”

“You’re fucking kidding me. I tried to get those tapes, and the receptionist said the cameras weren’t working.”

“They were. They’re actually saved on a cloud server provided by corporate. So…you’re welcome. I’ll email you the clip.”

“Thanks. I owe you one.”

Diana snorted.

“You owe me like 12. I introduced you to your wife. But I’ll talk at you later.”

Detective Ray had been good friends with her brother, Jacob. They were ten years older than her. When Jacob had died, Ray had taken the time to stay close to the family. Even now, they were still close friends.

Jacob died in a training accident on an Army helicopter just weeks before Reagan was born. His funeral had been the first time they’d met Layla.

Their whirlwind romance, marriage, and pregnancy had all happened very fast, and although at that first meeting, everything had seemed normal. When Diana and Vickie arrived to meet baby Reagan, they realized what kind of person Jacob had married and were horrified.

Layla was rude, entitled, and demanding. Diana was pretty sure she made one aide cry who didn’t move fast enough to suit her. But silent they remained. 

Empathizing with how Layla must feel. One month burying her husband and the next giving birth to a child, she was going to be raising on her own.

Now she knew how correct those first impressions had been. Hindsight, after all, was 20/20.

Her phone rang. She looked down, figuring it would be Detective Ray calling her back for something, but it was an unknown number.

“Hello?”

“Hi, is this Diana Ramsey?”

“Sure is,” she responded.

“Hi, my name is Sam Benson…” he trailed off like that was supposed to be easily recognizable. He continued after a long, awkward pause.

“I have the investigative podcast, Second Look Cases. Have you heard of it?”

“Not really my thing. How can I help you?”

“Oh, well,” he sounded a little deflated. Diana waited for him to get to the point.

“We are doing a story about your niece, Reagan Ramsey. Have you had any contact with her since she went missing 5 years ago?”

Shock crashed into her. She couldn’t help but glance at the photo on the edge of her desk. She gripped the phone tightly and took a deep breath to steady her voice before answering.

“No, last time I talked to her mom, Layla, she said she’d run away and took all the money and was likely on a yacht sailing around the world.”

“And you believe that?” He asked.

Dammit, he must have heard the suspicion in the family tagline. Layla and her lawyers had told them to use it to keep the media frenzy at bay when Reagan first disappeared.

“It didn’t really matter if I believed it or not. Layla is Reagan’s mom. Why aren’t you calling her?”

“You haven’t heard?” He asked.

“Heard what?”

“Layla Ramsey died two months ago from a drug overdose.”

“Of course she did,” Diana responded before she realized she shouldn’t have said that.

There was an awkward pause, and it seemed her lack of filter had surprised him.

“Listen. I want to interview you if that’s okay. I want to go back and reopen Reagan’s case with fresh eyes because I want to find her and bring her home.”

Tears blurred Diana’s vision before she could blink them away. She’d just been thinking the same thing, that she should’ve done more. The guilt hit like a punch to the ribs.

She’d handed everything over to Layla, thinking it was the logical choice. Layla was Reagan’s mother, after all. The family’s public face. But now all she could think about was how wrong had she been?

That gnawing suspicion in her gut, the one she’d ignored for years, was now impossible to quiet. He was right to ask questions about Layla. Diana had always felt something was off, but she’d never dared to say it out loud. Saying it would make it real. And that was too horrible to believe.

The hope that Reagan might show up one day, with some dramatic, maybe even apologetic excuse for why she’d run, was fading fast.

Diana swallowed hard and spoke, her voice cracking just enough to betray the storm inside.

“Of course, I want to bring her home. She knew she always had a home with me. That’s why… when she ran away and didn’t come here, I thought maybe she was mad at me, too. I thought she’d show up when she was ready.”

“Let me show you what I’ve found, and do the interview, and then we can start trying to get the ball rolling on, warming up her cold case.”

The term ‘cold case’ shot daggers into her heart. But he was right, after all this time…cold cases like Reagan’s usually only had one outcome, if any closure at all. 

Diana hesitated. Doing interviews was not something she had ever prepared for. She had been just far removed enough from the spotlight that no one had ever asked her about Reagan in an official capacity like this. 

Her mom had gotten a few phone calls, but other than telling the reporters and investigators that her mom had a stroke and she could no longer communicate. No one had asked them about Reagan in years.

“Okay. Show me what you got, and then I’ll decide if I want to do an interview.”

“I’m sorry, that’s not how this works. See, as a content creator, I am going to need to capture your authentic reaction, or else I’m out of business.”

“Seriously?” She groaned.

“I’m afraid so. I do really want to help, but I also enjoy being able to pay my bills. It can get tricky sometimes.” He sounded almost apologetic.

“Yeah, profiting off other people’s misery sounds tricky.”

“I figured you working in insurance would understand,” He clapped back. Diana would be impressed if not for the dread she was feeling at agreeing to this, but she could see the connection. Working for an insurance company, people typically thought you had no soul.

“Whatever, dude. So, how do you want to do this?” She asked.

“I can meet you at your house tomorrow, around 4 pm. It’ll be me, my producer, and our camera guy. I’ll need something like a kitchen table to lay the evidence out on. Other than that, it’ll be just a normal conversation with me. The goal is to go over what we thought we knew and what we know now.”

Diana had a million different thoughts and emotions racing through her head, but at least she had about twenty-four hours to prepare. 

She was a little suspicious of this guy and the whole situation. As she glanced again at the picture of Reagan. A powerful urge to do something had her saying, 

“Ok, I’ll see you then,” before she could think any better of it. 








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  





Diana spent the night researching this Sam Benson guy. She found a lot of information that others probably couldn’t because of her ties in insurance. 

He’d been an investigative reporter for the Washington Post who was fired for breaking a story on Capitol Hill about elected officials having swinger parties. He’d included the name of the Post’s owner on the list of attendees.

It caused the owner to get a very expensive and messy divorce. But that story gave Sam Benson a cult-like following for being a truth seeker. He should have been able to get another job somewhere else, but he went independent and started a podcast instead. Probably, so he no longer had to answer to anyone. Diana thought.

He was harsh to some people he interviewed, pushing them with questions no one else would dare ask. He would have moments of compassion with others. Diana had the feeling it was all manufactured to present the story in the way he wanted to fit his narrative.

He often said in interviews that he had no filter because filters blocked the truth. Diana suspected it was less about honesty and more about ego. Just an excuse to be rude and call it noble. Watching him in those clips, she saw the same smug half-smile, the boyish glint in his eye when he caught someone off-guard. He reminded her of the guys in college who got away with too much charm and too few consequences.

Charming, yes, but also immature. Unfiltered didn’t always mean honest. Sometimes it just meant undisciplined.

He had only just started this podcast about two years ago. His first big case was about Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women, commonly referred to as MMIW, she learned. That case had taken him on the road for months. Sharing stories that mainstream media had missed for years, and it had catapulted him to podcast fame.

The trick would be not to fall into any of the emotional traps. The guy had really sharp instincts and wasn’t afraid to apply pressure to get the answers he was looking for. 

He would probably use her insecurity, that she felt guilty that she didn’t do enough against her. Possibly blowing every comment she made out of proportion. Or twist the sense of humor she was famous for into making her look bad. Something she didn’t have the energy to deal with. But Diana would be ready for that, and would try to keep the interview from becoming a hit piece about her niece or her family. 

It had been uncharacteristically cold that week, so Diana opted for a long-sleeve black turtleneck and leggings. The only adornment was a delicate gold heart necklace.

She and Reagan had picked out matching ones the last time she’d visited, and it felt right to wear hers today.

Reagan had loved shopping, especially the little touristy spots along the Grand Strand. She used to say they were her favorite because it was never about brands or sponsorships, just vibes.

The knock at the door came five minutes early. 

She opened the door, and it wasn’t Sam who was knocking. It was a middle-aged, slightly pudgy man with a balding head, glasses, and a graying goatee.

Diana looked at him with confusion, her hand hovering over the hem of her shirt, just in case she needed to draw the gun she had concealed. It would be just her luck that this was all a scam. Then she saw Sam walking up to the house, and relief washed through her.

“Thank you for doing this, Diana,” He called out as she made way for what had to be his producer, the pudgy man. As she saw a younger, athletic black guy behind Sam, carrying what had to be the camera equipment.

“This is Brent Humboldt.” Sam said, pointing to the producer, “And this is DeMarcus Jackson.” He said, pointing to the camera guy. “And I am, of course, Sam.” He said, holding his hand out for a handshake as she closed the door behind them.

He was a tall, classically good-looking guy with black hair and piercing blue eyes. He was probably about her age, with a chiseled jaw and broad shoulders. The epitome of tall, dark, and handsome.

After her deep dive into researching him, she’d expected someone intelligent and ruthless. Sam certainly fit the bill. He also clearly knew the effect he had on women.

What she hadn’t prepared for was the spark of attraction she felt.

He had the eyes of a hunter. His polite smile as he shook her hand did nothing to lessen the intensity of focus, and she noticed that her hand tingled as he released it.

She crushed the feeling instantly and looked away. Then led them down the hallway to the living area, reminding herself of exactly why they were here.

Still, she couldn’t stop the hairs on the back of her neck from rising, acutely aware of him walking behind her.

Diana’s small townhouse didn’t have a formal dining room. Just an island with bar seating and a living room with a giant coffee table. So that is where she showed them to set up.

Moving here had been a blessing when her mom got sick. Having the HOA take care of the yard maintenance had given her less to have to worry about.

Her mom had the downstairs bedroom while she had an office in the upstairs landing, and her bedroom up there had given her enough separation and privacy over the years that she could still feel like an adult.

“Would y’all like anything to drink before we get started?” Diana asked as DeMarcus set up the camera next to the TV. 

“Sure, I would love some water,” Sam said with a small smile. It reminded Diana of a book she read once that said to think of charming as a verb, not an adjective. He was trying to be nice and polite and lure her into a false sense of security. 

Her instincts warned her not to fall for it. Interviewing people was her favorite part of the job, and she’d studied his style enough to be ready.

He probably underestimated how much she’d learned about him. She planned to keep it that way for as long as she needed to see what his angle was. 

Brent dragged one of her barstools over to the coffee table, creating a clear degree of separation. She knew then he wasn’t planning to play nice.

Diana pulled down the water glasses and filled them, handing them out to the team.

“One more thing, for clear audio. We’ll need you to wear this lapel mic,” Sam said, holding it up.

DeMarcus was still tangled in gear, clearly searching for something. Sam glanced at Diana’s outfit and frowned.

“Turtlenecks are a bit of a problem…”

“No worries,” she said, already heading toward the coat closet. “I’ve got a blazer that’ll work.”

She returned a moment later, slipping into the black blazer with practiced ease. 

Sam stepped toward her. He lifted her long red hair gently off her shoulder, then clipped the mic to her lapel. His hands were steady, professional, and a little warm.

“Turn around?” he asked.

She did, and that’s when he saw it.

“What’s this?”

“Corset holster.”

“Holster?” he lowered his voice, eyes narrowing. “You’re armed?”

“I mean… a group of strange men were coming to my house,” she said over her shoulder. “Of course I’m armed.”

He paused, then gave a single, amused nod. “Fair. Totally fair. Just let me get this mic pack on and we’ll get started.”

Once he finished, he waved to DeMarcus. “Sound check?”

DeMarcus gave a thumbs-up.

And they took their positions in the living room.

Sam had a folder full of papers on his lap, which Diana assumed was the evidence he was hoping to get a reaction to.

DeMarcus was in the living room corner by the TV, and Brent hovered in the hallway, just out of sight of the camera, and started counting down to when the filming would begin.

Diana had the photo of Mom, Reagan, and herself from the beach waiting for her on the coffee table. She picked it up to hold it in her lap. Unsure of what to do with her hands.

She felt nervous. A wary anticipation. Like she was going into battle with an equally matched foe.

They’d barely said more than a few words so far, by Sam’s design. He wanted the full reaction. Raw. On camera. She understood the tactic. But she was smart enough not to trust him.

She knew there was a good chance he would see through her armor of sarcastic humor and polite professionalism. That he would see that her heart was bleeding at the idea that
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