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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      One of the best aspects of being a writer is imagining a story world. Richard County, Webster County, Wildcat Springs, Richardville, Lake Hideaway, and Hidden Shores are all fictional places, though I did use inspiration from Indiana history and geography when I created the names.

      I also utilized some fictional license with police procedures to remain true to the pace of the story.
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        Why, my soul, are you downcast? Why so disturbed within me? Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him, my Savior and my God.

        

        Psalm 42:11

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Nineteen days. Two hours. And approximately thirty minutes.

      That was all the time it’d taken for Cal to move on? I ducked behind a brick column in Smithson’s Steakhouse and calculated my next move while my ex-boyfriend was immersed in conversation with Taryn Anderson—the cute baker from my hometown of Wildcat Springs, Indiana.

      I glanced over my shoulder. Taryn giggled and twirled her blond hair, which she’d released from her usual perky top knot. Just my luck. I hadn’t seen Cal since our breakup, and the first time I ran into him, he was on a date?

      This was precisely why I didn’t gamble.

      I curled my fingers into a fist and lamented my need for the restroom. Why didn’t I have a bladder of steel? Why had I ventured from the safety of the booth I was sharing with my best friend, Brandi Hartfield?

      Brandi caught my eye, and confusion played in her expression when she saw my back pressed flat against the column as if I were an awkward spy in a cheesy, made-for-TV movie. I gave a single nod to my left, and understanding dawned in her face.

      Then she laughed.

      My normally compassionate and motherly friend was getting quite the chuckle at my expense.

      I glared at her, and she motioned toward Cal and Taryn’s table.

      Brandi thought I was going to saunter over and talk to them? “No way,” I mouthed.

      She took a drink of water.

      Easy for her to give advice, but I shouldn’t be too hard on her. She’d faced her share of romantic woes. After being single for many years, she’d married, only to be widowed a few years later.

      Our waiter, wearing a cowboy hat, emerged from the kitchen with our food. My stomach rumbled as he set the plates on our table. Filet mignon was calling my name.

      I sneaked a peek at Cal’s table again and back at Brandi who flicked her fingers toward Cal. It would take every ounce of strength for me to walk across the restaurant.

      I closed my eyes as the world carried on around me. Clinking silverware punctuated muffled conversations. “Refund” wailed through the speakers. Even though I hated country music, the song was unavoidably popular, and I sang along in my head.

      Give me a love refund. Reimburse this sad affair. My forevermore has just begun. Repay each day I dared to care.

      Maybe I didn’t mind the song because I related it to my situation with Cal. I wasn’t getting any younger, and sometimes it felt like I’d wasted precious time on him.

      I opened my eyes and wiped my sweaty palms against my jeans. All I needed to do was smile and act like the thirty-one-year old, independent woman I was. Ending the relationship had been my idea, and if Taryn had better luck getting Cal to open up about his life, then more power to her. I gritted my teeth and crushed a stray peanut shell under my snake-print pumps.

      Help me, Jesus.

      I flipped my honey-blond hair and squaring my shoulders, I marched out into the open and stared at Cal as I strolled toward my table.

      As if he sensed my laser-like gaze, he looked up—and away.

      Oh no you don’t. I veered left. Life Lesson #3009: Refuse to be ignored.

      “Hey, there!” I plastered on a smile as I approached Cal and Taryn’s booth.

      “Hi, Georgia!” Taryn surveyed me with a triumphant smirk.

      Part of me didn’t blame her. Detective Cal Perkins was quite a catch with his dimple, dark hair, and stunning blue eyes. Not to mention he was taller than me, and I couldn’t say that about a whole lot of men. A former professional baseball player, excellent cook, and detective with the Richard County Sheriff’s Department, he was the total package. Everyone in our small town had thought we’d end up married.

      However, our relationship had stalled, and when I’d made the decision to end things, it’d seemed like the right one. But seeing him with Taryn would take some getting used to.

      “Are you enjoying your dinner? This is such a fun place,” I said.

      Cal sawed a piece of wheat bread from the loaf, ripped off a bite, and shoved it in his mouth—all without looking at me.

      “It’s great. I had the cedar plank salmon, and it was delicious.” Taryn pointed to her plate.

      Three things. First, how anyone could ingest that disgusting pink meat was beyond me. Second, why would anyone get fish at a steakhouse? Third, was Cal seriously not going to acknowledge my presence?

      I set my jaw. “How’s work, Cal?”

      “Fine. Things have slowed down since last month.” He finally met my eyes, and he’d perfected the Leave-Us-Alone expression.

      I was not going to let his demeanor get to me. Not Georgia Rae Winston. Nope. Winstons were tough. Resilient. Feisty.

      I’d cry later.

      “Have a nice evening.” I turned on my heels and sailed back to Brandi, hoping I was giving off a casual vibe.

      “I’m proud of you.” She cut into her steak.

      “Because I willingly embarrassed myself?” I slid into the booth.

      “You didn’t embarrass yourself, and the last time we saw Cal on a date with someone, it took Ashley giving you a pep talk in the restroom to get you to go say hello.

      That’d happened before we’d dated, so I was clearly making progress. “What was up with you laughing at me?”

      She ducked her head, and her short brown curls bounced. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what got into me. But seeing you pressed against the brick column—” She dissolved into giggles.

      “I hope you don’t do this to your students.” I shook out my napkin that looked like a cowboy bandana and spread it over my lap. “You could warp them for life.”

      She somehow managed to compose herself. “I’m sorry. If it makes you feel any better, I started praying the minute I realized what was happening.”

      “In between giggles. That’s quite a feat.” I picked up my fork and met her concerned gaze. “It did help.” My temporary burst of courage could only be explained by divine origin.

      “Good.” She tilted her head. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but Cal couldn’t keep his eyes off of you when you walked over here.”

      I cut into my filet. “That actually makes me feel a lot better.”
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      An hour later, Brandi and I made our way through a crowd and took our seats in Wildcat Springs Community Church’s auditorium. The massive, modern building was a far cry from the old-fashioned brick church where we’d worshipped when I was a kid.

      My twenty-one-year-old stepsister Makayla’s college chorale was on a tour headed for Colorado, and tonight was their first concert. Since the students were staying with families from the church, I’d be hosting Makayla and two of her friends. Technically, we were close enough for her to go home to Richardville, but since my mom and her dad were on a mission trip to Guatemala, and their wood floors were being refinished, Makayla was stuck with me.

      Brandi answered a text before dropping her phone into her purse. “Dalton made dinner reservations at Salvador’s for tomorrow night.”

      “How are things going?” She’d been on several dates with the physical therapist.

      “He’s a nice guy.” She brushed some lint from her gray pants and glanced around at the gathering crowd. “Hamlet’s over there.” She smiled and waved at her second cousin and his mom and dad, Bobbi Sue and Hemingway Miller, who sat to our left.

      I lifted my handbag from the floor and double checked to see if my phone volume was off. “That’s nice.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      I didn’t dare look to see if Brandi was having another laugh at my expense. Instead, I dumped my phone back into my purse and acknowledged Hamlet, though his parents didn’t appear to notice me.

      As I set my purse back on the floor, the choir demonstrated perfect timing and filed onto the risers on stage. The girls wore black A-line gowns with sweetheart necklines, while the boys sported tuxedoes. As soon as they were in place, they opened with “Sing to the Lord.”

      The song brought back memories of my college days when I’d majored in music education and traveled with my college’s choir. I’d never used my degree to teach. Instead, I’d started farming corn and soybeans with my grandpa after my daddy died and Grandpa had talked about selling the farm.

      Not once had I regretted my decision.

      The song ended, and as we applauded, I glanced around—and accidentally met Hamlet’s steady gaze.

      Stay focused on the music, Georgia Rae. The last thing I needed was another relational complication when I was trying to heal.

      Almost an hour later, the students moved from the stage and circled the auditorium for their final song. As they sang “Give Me Jesus,” goosebumps rose on my arms at the beautiful harmonies. The words of the song helped remind me that even if my life wasn’t what I wanted it to be, all I needed was Jesus.

      I’d been living that truth every day since my breakup with Cal.

      The choir hit the closing notes, and I caught my stepsister’s eye and smiled as the audience applauded. In the six years I’d known her, we’d never been close, but because my relationship with her identical twin brothers Preston and Austin had improved, I wanted to make progress with her.

      Pastor Mark closed with a prayer, and the director thanked those of us who were housing students and told us to meet them in the chapel. People began exiting the auditorium, but quite a few audience members—including Hamlet and his parents—lingered and gabbed with their friends and the students.

      “I want to talk to the director,” I said to Brandi, and she followed as I fought the stream of people going the opposite way until I stood in front of the stocky, middle-aged man. Since I was too tall for my own good, I towered over him. “Dr. Jackson, I enjoyed the performance. When I was in college, I sang with—”

      “Thank you for coming.” His well-enunciated words held a faint trace of a British accent. He adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses and looked past me. “Pardon me.” He strode toward a man who reminded me of Patrick Swayze.

      “That was abrupt,” Brandi said.

      “No kidding.” I surveyed the room. At least our little interaction with the director had given Hamlet and his parents time to move on. Her Royal Awkwardness didn’t need a second embarrassing encounter in one night.

      “Brandi?” A guy in a paisley button-down shirt lingered next to us. I guessed he was about forty, and his full, reddish-brown beard was flecked with gray.

      “Lukas!” Her face glowed, and she hugged him. “It’s great to see you again.” She kept her hand on his arm and turned to me. “Georgia, this is Lukas Dawes. We graduated from Brenneman together. Lukas, this is Georgia Winston.”

      We shook hands and exchanged greetings. Lukas wasn’t what I’d call handsome, but his smile transformed his face, obliterating any plainness.

      “Who are you here to see?” she asked.

      “My little brother Jonas. I’m an artist manager based in Nashville. We’re kicking off our Midwest tour tomorrow night in Chicago, so I told Jonas I’d come since it’s not too far out of my way.”

      “Who do you manage?” Brandi gazed up at him.

      She batted her eyes, which I’d never actually witnessed.

      “Parker Curtis.”

      Brandi’s jaw dropped. “My sister Carly and I adore Parker Curtis. What a cool job!”

      “It is. Parker’s always been fun to work with, and it’s getting crazy now that he has a hit song.” Lukas grinned. “How about I get you and Carly some free tickets and backstage passes. He’s playing in Fort Wayne Sunday night.”

      She clasped her hands. “Yes, please! That’s so generous!”

      If we hadn’t been standing in a crowded church, I was ninety-five percent certain she would’ve kissed him.

      Lukas removed his phone from his back pocket, and they exchanged contact information. Then he surveyed the thinning crowd. “Do either of you know the way to the chapel? I’d like to say hey to my brother before I head out.”

      “Sure. We have some guests to pick up.” I led the way through the auditorium and back hallway to the chapel.

      Brandi and Lukas trailed behind and chatted about life and how they’d lost touch. When we entered the chapel, the students stood in clusters next to stacks of luggage, and several of them waited in the pews.

      A slim kid with a sparse beard waved at Lukas as he approached us. “Hey, bro.” Jonas hugged Lukas. “Let me finish the housing assignments, and we’ll talk.” He motioned down at the tablet he was holding.

      “No problem. These ladies need to pick up some students.” Lukas nodded. “Nice to see you again, Brandi.” He hugged her again. “I’ll be in touch about the tickets.” He took his phone out of his pocket and walked away.

      “Take care.” Her gaze lingered on Lukas before she snapped her attention to Jonas. “Brandi Hartfield.”

      Jonas consulted his tablet. “Got it.” He motioned to a group of four girls gathered next to a pew. “You’ll be hosting Taylor, Kenzie, Jessa, and Dani. Feel free to leave as soon as you’re ready. Please have the girls back here tomorrow morning at eight sharp.”

      “Will do.” Brandi turned to me. “Have a good one.” She walked over to the girls and greeted them.

      We’d definitely discuss Lukas as soon as possible because I needed details. I checked in with Jonas and then scanned the crowded room. I zeroed in on my stepsister, and she shot a tight smile in my direction. Her blue-green eyes were her most striking feature, and she’d toned down the pink streaks in her brown, shoulder-length hair and lost the lip ring she’d added before Thanksgiving. The petite black girl standing next to her gave me a friendly smile. They waited next to a pile of suitcases, coats, and bookbags.

      “Sammi, this is my stepsister, Georgia.” Makayla hitched her thumb in my direction. “Georgia, Sammi Cardwell.”

      Sammi held out her hand. “Nice to meet you. We appreciate you taking us in for the night.” Her brown eyes sparkled.

      “You’re welcome.” I scanned the crowd. “Where’s your other friend?”

      Makayla and Sammi glanced around.

      “Her bags are here.” Sammi furrowed her brow and then turned. “Oh, there she is.” She waved at a slender girl with a pixie haircut, nose ring, and a sulky expression. “Quincy! Over here!”

      Quincy shoved her hands into her skirt pockets and threaded her way through the groups of people. “I was in the restroom,” she mumbled. Grabbing her backpack from the luggage pile, she swept her gaze over me. “I take it you’re Georgia.”

      “Yes. Nice to meet you, Quincy.” I turned to the other girls. “Is everyone ready?”

      “Absolutely!” Sammi grabbed her suitcase handle.

      Makayla picked up her red, 1980s vinyl raincoat and threw it over her arm. “Fine with me.”

      “Yep.” Quincy glanced at her phone and slung her backpack over her shoulder.

      The last bit of orange daylight edged the western horizon as I led them outside to my truck. For late March, the evening was unseasonably warm, and earlier that day, the temperatures had soared into the low seventies. I knew better than to get used to the balminess, because a cold front was projected to sweep in, and snow flurries were forecasted for tomorrow night.

      Since they were wearing formal dresses, I hefted their suitcases into my truck bed while they piled into the extended cab. Sammi took shotgun when Makayla refused.

      I followed the winding drive out of the parking lot and turned onto the rural highway.  Only an occasional house, barn, or grove of trees broke up the flat, fertile land crisscrossed by grids of roads.

      Awkward silence paid us a visit, and all three girls kept their faces buried in their phones. Good grief. Though I didn’t live too far from the church, it’d sure seem like a long trip if someone didn’t talk.

      Fortunately, babbling was my specialty.

      “You all did such a nice job tonight. I loved singing in my college choir, and we took some of the best tours. We went to New York, and I even got to go to England one spring break. Oh, the stories I could tell. One time we were singing in this cathedral, and as we were walking in, my foot hit the prayer railing, and it echoed so badly through that old building. That made me want to laugh, which is the worst feeling in the world when you can’t because everyone is so serious and quiet.” I took a breath.

      “I definitely know the feeling.” Sammi giggled.

      At least one of them had listened to my yammering. “Are you excited about the tour?” I glanced in the rearview mirror.

      “No.” Quincy didn’t bother to look up from her phone. “I’d rather be going to the beach in Florida. I’ve already been to Colorado like a hundred times.”

      Must be rough. “Do you, like, have family there?” Bad Georgia. Bad, bad Georgia.

      “No, but I know a great resort in Miami Beach.” Her thumbs flew over the phone.

      “Sammi? Makayla? What about you?”

      In the back seat, Makayla shrugged. “A beach would’ve been my choice too, but whatev.”

      “I’ve never been to Colorado.” Sammi rested her phone in her lap. “I’m excited to see the mountains. They’ve even scheduled a day for us to snow ski, and I’ve never done that either, even though I’m from Michigan. My family’s into water skiing.” She smiled as if she were trying to compensate for her friends’ surly attitudes.

      Okay, then. Frankly, I was puzzled. Brenneman University was a Christian college, and Quincy—and even Makayla—had a little more edge than I’d been expecting. Maybe I was being naïve. After all, Quincy could’ve been on the let’s-fix-our-kid-by-sending-her-to-a-Christian-school plan.

      Because that was so effective.

      “Fun fact about my stepsister,” Makayla said. “She’s a detective.”

      Now she was talking me up? Where in the world did that come from?

      “Wait, what?” Quincy looked up from her phone. “I thought she’s, like, a farmer.”

      “Well, that’s how she makes money, but she’s solved several murder cases in her spare time.”

      “Cool.” Sammi’s eyes lit up. “Are you a consultant like Shawn Spencer on Psych?”

      A woman after my own heart. “I love that show, but no.” I kneaded the steering wheel. “Mostly, I’ve been in the right places at the right times. Plus, I enjoy talking to people, and sometimes they give me information—without realizing it.” I turned off the highway onto a much narrower—but paved—county road.

      “It all started when somebody killed her dad and his case went cold,” Makayla said.

      Really? Why’d she bring that up? Didn’t she realize that was a painful topic? She should’ve. She’d been ten when her mom had died.

      Quincy leaned forward. “Did you find your dad’s killer?”

      “I had help, but yes. Last month the person was finally caught after nine years.” I winced at the memory.

      Sammi shook her head. “I’m sorry. That had to have been hard—losing him and not knowing what happened all that time.”

      “Thank you.” It’d been excruciating.

      I furrowed my brow as we approached my neighbor’s white, two-story house. Why were there lights on? Beverly had passed away last month. Her daughter must be cleaning it out to sell.

      My throat thickened at the memory of my dear friend who’d always had a kind word and wise advice. Then I smothered a smile. Cal had adopted Beverly’s black schnauzer Miss Peacock. How were they getting along? Did Taryn like yippy dogs? If not, she’d better get used to it.

      As I turned into my driveway, gravel crunched under the tires. I’d purchased the one-hundred-year-old farmhouse and surrounding five-acre property from my mom when she’d remarried. Right now, it was a bigger home than I needed, but I hoped someday there’d be kids to bring life into the place.

      “I’ve never stayed on a farm before, but I went on a field trip to one in preschool.” Sammi peered out the window in the direction of my old red barn, pole barn, and grain bins. “This is awesome.”

      “Thanks. Where do you live in Michigan?” I asked.

      “Novi—Detroit area.”

      I opened the garage door and parked next to the old, silver Grand Prix I’d owned for years. I drove the old girl I’d nicknamed Gretel once in a while when I didn’t want to feel big and bad in my truck. “I have a very friendly yellow lab named Gus. He’s harmless and loves company, so I won’t let him out of his crate until you change out of your dresses.”

      “I love dogs. My family has a golden retriever,” Sammi said.

      We tromped inside to my 1980s-style kitchen that begged daily for a renovation to be free from flower-basket-print wallpaper and linoleum. Gus howled from his crate in the utility room. “I’ll let you out in a minute, buddy.”

      I led the girls upstairs where I assigned rooms and pointed out the bathrooms and where they could find towels. “If you’re hungry, I’ll make popcorn, and you can pick a movie.” It wasn’t that late—at least not what college students would consider late.

      “That’s perfect. Thank you. I’ll be down after I change.” Sammi hurried into my brother Dakota’s old room.

      “I’m gonna crash. What’s your Wi-Fi password?” Quincy tapped her phone. “Wait—you have that, right?”

      “No. Here in the sticks, we don’t depend much on that newfangled technology.” My mouth twitched. Somebody find Nice Georgia, because she’s gone on the lam.

      “Oh.” Her gazed darted to Makayla.

      Makayla rolled her eyes. “She’s messing with you.”

      Quincy let loose a sarcastic chuckle that clearly communicated she was not amused.

      She’d obviously forgotten to pack her sense of humor. “There’s a card with the password on the nightstand.”

      She escaped into the guestroom and shut the door.

      “You’re welcome.” I turned to my stepsister. “Well? What about you?”

      “I’ll be down in a sec.” She trudged toward my childhood room.

      “Mak?”

      “Yeah?” She faced me.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yep.” She sagged against the door frame.

      “Look, I’m sorry you have to stay here instead of—”

      “That’s not it. Thanks for hosting us.”

      “No problem.” I tried to read her expression but couldn’t. Even though her brothers could be supremely annoying, I never had to wonder what they were thinking.

      “I need to get out of this dress.” She tugged on her skirt and then closed the door.

      I headed downstairs to make microwave popcorn—my specialty.
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      A lone soprano sang an a capella version of “Give Me Jesus” while a spotlight illuminated her golden hair. Where was I? My surroundings came into focus as the song ended and the house lights came up.

      A man wearing a tuxedo stood at the front of my church, but his face was obscured by a paper bag that had Georgia Rae written in red block letters. “Why does he have a paper bag on his head?” I muttered.

      My stepdad appeared at my side and took my arm.

      “Dan? What’re you doing here?”

      “It’s your big day, Georgia.” Confusion spread over his handsome face.

      My big . . . I glanced down and gasped. Where had I gotten this wedding dress? And why was the skirt made of tulle? The fabric invaded half the aisle. Why had my friends let me buy this monstrosity?

      Princess material I was not.

      “It’s time.” Dan patted my arm.

      Brandi, in a fuchsia, puffy-sleeved gown straight from the 1980s, materialized and handed me a bouquet of limp white roses, the petals browned and curled. A crowd filled the auditorium, and I inspected the room, hoping to find a familiar face.

      “Who’s the groom?” I tried to move my feet, but they remained anchored to the floor.

      Dan dragged me forward. “Don’t be silly. He’s right there.” He pointed toward the altar where Pastor Mark waited next to the mystery man.

      “Who’s right there?” My heart thudded, and I couldn’t get my feet to work. I stumbled along, clutching Dan’s arm.

      When we were halfway to the altar, a man in a cowboy hat and bandana burst out of the empty baptistry. He waived an antique silver pistol in the air. “I object!”

      Screams rang out when he leveled the gun at Dan and me.

      Bang! Bang!

      I fell as a bloodstain bloomed over my gown’s beaded bodice.

      A shrill alarm pulsed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I shot up in my bed. With my heart thudding, I clutched my sheets and fanned my pajamas away from my sweaty body. It was just a nightmare.

      But the blaring alarm wasn’t.

      I leaped out of bed.

      Gus barked and howled as I sprinted across the living room to the back door and punched in the code for my security system. The shrieking stopped, and I comforted Gus, who rattled and whined in his metal crate.

      When Gus calmed down, I entered the kitchen as Quincy, Makayla, and Sammi raced in. All three of them wore short pajama sets.

      “I’m so sorry.” Quincy smoothed her short hair. “This is totally my fault. I got hot and opened a window.”

      “No, no.” I shook my head. “I didn’t think about it being too warm.” I wasn’t exactly a tightwad, but turning on the air conditioning in March seemed downright ridiculous. “I should’ve told you I set the alarm every night. I’m sorry.”

      “Some bad guys came after her, so our parents made her get a system,” Makayla said.

      Sammi froze. “Are we safe here?”

      “I’m not in the middle of a case,” I said. “So no one should be after me.” I cringed. That didn’t sound as comforting as I’d hoped.

      “We’ll be fine,” Makayla murmured.

      My phone rang.

      “Wait, you still have a landline?” Makayla’s eyes widened as she whipped her head toward the cordless phone on the kitchen counter.

      Yep. Stick me in a museum next to the dinosaur skeletons.

      “She’s not into newfangled technology, remember?” Quincy didn’t wrench her gaze from her phone.

      “Welcome to the sticks.” I answered and reassured my security system company that they didn’t need to send someone from the sheriff’s department to check on the house.

      When I hung up, I glanced at the microwave clock. 12:08. After Sammi, Makayla, and I had eaten popcorn and watched Psych: The Musical—Sammi’s choice—we’d gone to bed a little before eleven.

      “Let’s try to get some sleep.” Though, with the adrenaline rush I’d experienced, I’d have to swallow a couple of Tylenol PM to even come close to snoozing.

      My guests trudged back upstairs, and I took two pills before heading to my room. As I climbed in bed, the memory of my nightmare came roaring back, but I didn’t want to think about what that awful dream meant.
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      “Georgia! Wake up!”

      Persistent tapping needled my shoulder. I rolled over and opened my eyes. A wet-haired Makayla hovered over my bed, and I looked at my clock. 6:17. Plenty of time to get the girls breakfast and take them to the church.

      “I set my alarm for 6:45,” I mumbled as I rubbed my eyes. “If you’re hungry, I bought muffins yesterday, and the coffee maker is set to—”

      “That’s not it.” Makayla shook her head, flipping water droplets in my face.

      I brushed away the water and blinked. With her arms wrapped around her waist and the same frantic expression on her face, Sammi hovered at my bedroom door. I sat up. “What’s wrong, then?”

      Distress clouded Makayla’s pretty face. “Quincy’s gone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean Quincy’s gone?” I studied my stepsister and Sammi. “This is a prank, right? You got me good. Now let’s—”

      “This isn’t a joke.” Sammi launched herself toward the foot of my bed.

      “Georgia, I’m like a hundred times more mature than my idiot brothers. There’s no way I’d mess with you like that.” Makayla’s eyes flashed as she crossed her arms.

      I blinked. “Right. Sorry. Reflex, I guess.” I drew a deep breath, and my eyes fell on my pile of clothes in the corner. I hadn’t exactly been expecting guests in my bedroom. Oh well. I had a much bigger issue than my lack of housekeeping skills. “Are you sure she didn’t just go out for a run?” Why hadn’t I reset the security system?

      Because it was unseasonably warm, I’d wanted to let her leave the window open, and I’d thought I could trust three college students.

      “Quincy doesn’t run,” Makayla said.

      “A walk in the fresh air? A self-guided tour of my farm?” Though there wasn’t much to see since I didn’t keep animals—except for cats who controlled the barn’s rodent population and ducks that resided in my pond.

      “We’ve tried texting—and calling.” Sammi plucked a thread from her purple, cat-print pajamas. “But she’s not answering.”

      Makayla shook her head. “She took your Grand Prix.”

      “What?” I croaked. When was the last time I’d driven that old car? Did it even have enough gas? “I can’t believe she stole Gretel,” I mumbled. Though I did leave the keys hanging on a hook next to the back door. At least she hadn’t run off with my truck that was less than a year old.

      “I don’t know why she didn’t use a ride share,” Makayla said.

      Because she’d been up to no good and didn’t want a witness—or a trail. Not to mention, there couldn’t possibly have been many drivers available to make the trip to my farm in the middle of the night.

      “We asked ourselves the same questions you’re going through now.” Sammi plopped on the edge of my bed.

      I had to find Quincy because there was no way I was going back to church without three girls. The last thing I wanted was to tell Dr. Jackson we’d lost one of his students, even if she was an adult. “Walk me through everything that’s happened since you woke up.”

      “I’m a morning person, so I volunteered to make sure everybody was awake on time,” Sammi said.

      “Quincy sometimes sleeps through her alarm.” Makayla sat on the bed next to Sammi. “Once in a while I do too.”

      “Are you and Quincy roommates?” I needed to pay more attention to Makayla’s life.

      “Yep.”

      I turned to Sammi. “Quincy was gone when you went to wake her up.”

      “Right. I thought she was in one of the bathrooms, but they were empty. I figured she’d gone to the kitchen to get a drink, so I went to wake up Makayla. She got in the shower, and I went downstairs to make sure Quincy was okay, but she wasn’t around.”

      “By the time I got out of the shower, Sammi was worried, so after she filled me in, I checked your garage.”

      Interesting how Makayla had immediately thought it was possible Quincy had left. “Makayla, does Quincy have a history of sneaking out?”

      “No.” She nibbled a hangnail.

      I leaned back against my headboard. “Then why check the garage?”

      “It was the logical next step,” she mumbled.

      Uh-huh. “Does Quincy have a history of borrowing without asking?”

      “Yes. Last week she took that vintage cardigan you got me for Christmas.” She huffed. “It’s one of my favorites, but she stretched it out because her shoulders are broader than mine.”

      Llama-print sweater for the win. I shoved the thought aside. “Have you texted your friends to see if they know anything?”

      “Yeah.” Makayla glanced at her phone. “Her boyfriend Jonas hasn’t answered.”

      “Quincy isn’t tight with a lot of people in chorale—except Jonas.” Sammi checked her phone. “She hangs out with Ava once in a while, so I’ll try her.” Her fingers flew across the device.

      I chewed my lip as I considered my options. The last thing I wanted to do was to report a missing person and stolen vehicle only to have Quincy come bebopping back with an excuse for why she’d needed to borrow my car. “Is her luggage still in the room?”

      “Yes.” Sammi turned her phone so we could see the screen. “And Ava hasn’t heard from her either.”

      I sighed. “Tell you what. Finish getting ready, because I have to get you to the church. Maybe Quincy needed to run an errand, and she’ll be back before it’s time to leave.”

      Makayla and Sammi exchanged glances.

      “Okay.” Sammi’s voice wobbled as she trudged out of my room.

      Makayla started to follow but turned back. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why?” I drilled her with a stare. “None of this is your fault, unless there’s something you’re not telling me.”

      “I guess not.” She plodded out.

      I hopped out of bed, grabbed my cellphone from my nightstand, and tapped Brandi’s number. “I lost a kid,” I said as soon as she answered.

      “What?”

      “One of the girls snuck out, stole my car, and no one’s heard from her.”

      “Oh my word. What’re you going to do?”

      “I don’t know. I thought you might have an idea.”

      “Because I’m a teacher?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve never lost a student, but if I did, I’d contact the parents—and the principal—right away.”

      “I don’t know her parents.” I paced in front of my bed. “I’m still in the hoping-she’ll-return phase. Will you please ask your guests if they know anything?”

      “Are you sure you want word getting out before you talk to the director?”

      “It’s already out. Makayla and Sammi have been texting their friends.”

      “Right. Give me a minute. They’re eating breakfast.”

      Breakfast.

      I put on my robe and slippers and hightailed it to the kitchen where I set chocolate chip grocery store muffins, milk, and juice on the island. No doubt Brandi had made omelets or a fancy casserole, but my guests wouldn’t want me to cook. Continental breakfast was safer for all concerned. They weren’t even getting muffins from Pastry Delight, because even before Taryn’s date with Cal, she’d made me mad enough I’d boycotted her shop.

      While I waited for Brandi to finish investigating, I let Gus outside, and he took care of business quickly and scrambled back inside. He wasn’t a fan of the dark.

      “Georgia?”

      “Yeah?”

      “The girls haven’t heard, but none of them acted surprised Quincy disappeared.”

      “Why?” I cracked open the plastic muffin container.

      “The girls just looked at each other when I asked. Taylor mentioned Quincy had never even talked to her. They all checked social media but came up empty. Dani said she’d heard Quincy likes to bend the rules.”

      “Thanks for asking.”

      “No problem. Keep me posted.”

      We disconnected, and I went upstairs to search for clues in the guest room. Quincy’s suitcase yawned open on the floor with a pair of jeans and a sweater crumpled on top. She’d tossed her chorale dress on the chair in the corner. My navy comforter was puddled on the floor next to the bed, and the matching curtain fluttered as chilly air streamed in. I shut the window and rubbed my arms. The heat wave was long gone.

      Bending next to the suitcase, I poked around. Plenty of clothes, underwear, and shoes. A cosmetic bag. I tried to remember what Quincy had brought with her the night before.

      She’d carried a backpack, but she must’ve taken it.

      Buzzzz. Buzzzz.

      The suitcase vibrated. Quincy had left her phone? Sure enough, I found it stashed in the front pocket, which seemed strange. Why not keep it out for easy access?

      I sat back on the floor with a sigh. Quincy had been glued to her device the night before, so it was weird she’d leave without it. I pressed the home button and pumped my fist when I didn’t need a passcode.

      There were messages and missed calls from Ava, as well as Sammi and Makayla. Though guilt pricked my conscience, I checked Quincy’s other messages. I figured that a girl who borrowed my car without asking surrendered her right to privacy.

      Everything was typical—plans to see movies, questions about class assignments, texts from her mom and grandma checking on her—except there were no messages or recent calls to or from Jonas . . . or any other contact who appeared to be a boyfriend.

      Weird. Apparently, they used something else to communicate.

      Makayla opened the door to the Jack-and-Jill bathroom that separated the guest room from my old bedroom. “Is that Quincy’s?” She knelt next to me.

      “Yep. I’ve been nosing around.”

      “I can’t believe she left without it.”

      “I know.” I tipped it so she could see. “It’s also strange that there aren’t any texts or calls to Jonas, even though his name is listed in her contacts.”

      “They used Snapchat a lot.”

      I handed her the phone. “Be my sidekick and look into that for me. I know nothing about Snapchat.” After her brothers had helped me with a case a couple of months earlier, she’d whined about wanting a turn to assist me.

      Funny how things were working out.

      Her expression grew serious as she investigated. “This is super weird.”

      “What?”

      “I didn’t figure I’d find anything helpful since snaps disappear, but I was expecting Quincy to have a streak with Jonas.”

      I must’ve looked dumbfounded, because she grinned.

      “A streak is when you snap someone within twenty-four hours for more than three days in a row. It’s a big deal to break a streak. They had a good one going—for a while anyway.”

      Not knowing this information made me feel very old. “Even if she and Jonas used Snapchat regularly, isn’t it weird she doesn’t have any texts or calls from him?”

      “Super weird.”

      “Maybe they broke up, and she deleted his old messages?”

      Makayla wrinkled her brow. “They were sitting together on the bus yesterday, and she never mentioned a breakup to me.” She set the phone on the dresser, and her own phone buzzed. She glanced at it, her shoulders slumping. “Jonas hasn’t heard from her either. I guess I should ask him if they’re still—”

      My doorbell chimed. Gus woofed and scampered for the front door. Makayla and I looked at each other.

      “That better be Quincy,” I said.

      With Makayla at my heels, I tightened my robe and hurried downstairs where Gus circled in the foyer. Since it was still dark, I flipped on the porchlights.

      Peering out the sidelight, I gasped. Cal?

      “Ohmygoodness. What’s he doing here?” Makayla whispered. “Do you think he knows about Quincy?”

      That wouldn’t be good. “I sure hope not.” My stomach tightened. What if someone had found Quincy’s body? I swiped at the mascara remnants that I was sure were under my eyes, threw the door open, and braced myself for bad news.

      “Good morning.” My heart blipped—just a teeny bit—at the sight of him.

      “Morning.” Cal didn’t smile.

      Did I detect a hint of relief in his expression? He wore running shorts and a fitted, reflective shirt that showed the muscles in his chest. Clearly, he wasn’t on the clock.

      And merciful heavens, he looked good.

      Refusing to linger on the thought, I gripped the door frame and met his blue eyes. “What’s going on?”

      “I found your Grand Prix abandoned at Fillmore Cemetery.”
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      Sammi rushed downstairs to the foyer. Cal peeked inside my house as the girls huddled together.

      “Come in.” With a clenching stomach, I stepped aside so he could enter.

      He patted Gus on the head and surveyed the three of us. “What’s going on?”

      “Cal, you remember Makayla.” I closed the door.

      “Nice to see you.” His dimple made a cameo before vanishing.

      She flashed a half smile as she patted Sammi’s back.

      “This is Sammi Cardwell. They’re traveling with the Brenneman University Chorale and stayed with me last night—along with their friend Quincy Ashbrook who stole my car sometime after midnight.”

      “We just figured it out this morning.” Sammi sniffed, raised her head, and gaped at Cal—probably the same way I’d looked at His Handsomeness when we’d first met. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise.” He eyed me as if he were trying to decide what to say next.

      I figured he was wondering how I always managed to get myself in such messes, and it would be a legitimate question. This was what I got for trying to be hospitable.

      “For the last half hour or so, I’ve been hoping Quincy borrowed my car and would be back before I have to take them to the church at eight. Now that you found the car, and we know she’s really missing . . .” I squeezed the bridge of my nose. “Please help us.”

      I didn’t even care that I sounded pathetic.

      “Of course. No problem.” He rested his hand on my arm.

      I hated that his touch was reassuring—and made my heart flutter. Focus. “Was there any blood or a sign of a struggle in the car?”

      “Not that I could see,” he said. “Your car was locked and parked between the road and the fence, but something didn’t feel right, so I stopped to look and didn’t see anyone.”

      I shivered at the thought of the creepy old cemetery.

      “That’s when I ran over here to check on you.” His sexy, resonant voice held a note of concern.

      “Thanks.” I hated the surge of hope that insisted on worming its way into my broken heart. He was an off-duty officer of the law doing his best to protect the community. I studied my fluffy gray slippers. “What should we do?” My brain swam as I tried to piece together an action plan.

      “I have a few questions for Sammi and Makayla,” Cal said.

      “I’ll tell you what I can.” Sammi tugged the hem of her yellow peasant blouse. “But I don’t know Quincy as well as Makayla, so she’ll be more help.”

      “That’s fine.” Cal turned to Makayla. “How old is Quincy?”

      “Twenty.” She dropped onto the bench, and Sammi joined her.

      “Has she seemed depressed or upset about anything lately?”

      “No.”

      “Has she ever talked about hurting herself?”

      “No.”

      “Does she have a problem with drugs or alcohol?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      Interesting how Makayla had left the door open on that answer.

      “Does she ever use drugs?”

      Makayla studied her brown ankle booties. “Possibly. But never in front of me.”

      “Has she ever mentioned running away?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “She did say she’d rather be at the beach in Florida than on our tour.” Sammi looked as if it pained her to say anything negative about Quincy.

      Makayla nodded. “She mentioned the same thing to me more than once, but I figured she was just complaining. I didn’t take her seriously.

      “I see.” Cal glanced at me. “I’d like to get a look inside your car.” I could tell he wanted to say more but was holding back.

      “Good idea.” I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “We can stop there on the way to the church.”

      “Actually, it would be best if you gave me your spare keys, and I—”

      “I’ll hurry and get dressed, and we’ll all go. Makayla and Sammi, pack up Quincy’s things, and give Cal her phone. He might find something we missed.”

      Cal sighed. “Yes. Bring me her phone.”

      “On it.” Makayla said as they darted upstairs.

      I hurried to my bedroom, praying an inspection of my car would tell us something helpful, because I wasn’t looking forward to breaking this news to Dr. Jackson.
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      The cemetery was located roughly two miles north of my house at the edge of a large wooded area. Floyd Fillmore had made his fortune during the natural gas boom of the 1880s and had longed to be buried on a piece of land his granddaddy had owned. With his newfound wealth, he’d purchased the land and created the burial ground. Beginning with Floyd, members of the wealthy Fillmore clan had buried their dead here for most of the late eighteen and early nineteen hundreds.

      The Wildcat Springs History Museum had recently paid to refurbish the headstones, but the place had always creeped me out because of the massive weeping willow lurking over the graves and the pretentious wrought iron fence. Not to mention, Floyd’s massive, angel-shaped monument in the center towered above the other markers as if it were keeping guard.

      Hints of pink-streaked daylight brightened the horizon as I parked my truck on the edge of the gravel path leading to the gate, and Cal, Makayla, Sammi, and I got out. Cal donned disposable gloves that I supplied from the first aid kit in my truck—just in case this turned out to be more than a bored college student running away. Then, he took my spare keys and flashlight and unlocked my old silver coupe.

      While he inspected the car, we watched as the wind whipped around us. The willow tree’s branches swung in time with the gusts. The raw morning made me wish for yesterday’s beautiful weather.

      Cal bent next to the driver’s seat. When he stood, he held up a brown paper napkin so we could see. “Take a look.”

      We huddled around him and read the note scrawled on the napkin.

      
        
        Georgia,

        I’m sorry I borrowed your car, but I figured it’d be okay locked up in the sticks. Mak and Sammi, something came up that I have to take care of, so I’ve got to go. Don’t worry about me. I’m totally fine and will be back when school starts. Tell Dr. J. I’m sorry about the tour.

        Q

        

      

      “Is this Quincy’s handwriting?” I snapped a picture of it.

      Makayla studied the note. “Definitely.”

      Cal put the note back in the car before popping the trunk and inspecting it.

      Sammi’s eyes were wide. “What if someone made her write it?”

      “It’s possible.” My gut screamed no. “But her tone is casual. Almost flippant. Does she always sign her notes Q?”

      “Yeah. That’s typical, so she’s not communicating a hidden message.” Makayla shoved her hands in her vinyl raincoat. “In fact, the whole note sounds like normal Quincy. Everything is always all about her.” She snapped her mouth shut and pulled up her hood.

      “I can’t believe she’d do this to us—and to Dr. J.” Sammi fiddled with her trench coat belt.

      “I don’t want to be around when he finds out,” Makayla murmured.

      “Now this is interesting.” Cal held up a pink leather wallet with a single key dangling from it.

      “That’s Quincy’s,” Makayla said.

      Cal examined the contents. “Her student ID. Two credit cards. And her driver’s license. No cash.” He slipped the cards out and glanced at them. “Did she have cash with her?”

      “Yes. A whole wad.” Makayla rolled her eyes. “Before we left Brenneman, we made a gas-station run to get gummy bears. When she was paying, she dropped a hundred-dollar bill. I told her she needed to be careful carrying that much money.”

      “Does she have a fake ID?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      Interesting question.

      He shoved the cards into the wallet and looked back and forth between Sammi and Makayla. “Ladies, if there’s anything you’re not telling me, now’s the time to share.”

      Sammi shook her head.

      Makayla shuffled her feet against the gravel and heaved a sigh. “Last year when we were in London during our spring break tour, Quincy snuck out of our bed and breakfast to meet her boyfriend Jonas at a pub.” Makayla brushed her hair out of her face. “Even though they were the legal age in the UK, Brenneman makes us sign a conduct pledge that says we won’t drink.”

      I crossed my arms. I wasn’t thrilled that my stepsister had lied, but I’d deal with that later.

      Makayla shifted. “She would’ve been happier at a school without so many rules, but both of her parents are Brenneman grads—and big donors. I don’t think they gave her a choice when it came to college. I’ve kept being her roommate because I want to be a good example, and she can be a lot of fun, but . . .”

      “This isn’t how most Brenneman students act,” Sammi added quickly. “None of us are perfect, but most of us want to serve and honor God.” She shot a nervous smile in Cal’s direction.

      “I know,” he said. “My cousin Kelsey went there and is working as a missionary nurse in Ethiopia.”

      I chewed my lip, surveyed the graveyard, and considered everything that’d happened. “It’s almost like Quincy came here to meet somebody but intended to return. Otherwise, she could’ve left her wallet at my house with her phone and suitcase if she was planning to run away.” I walked around my car. “She learned something that changed her mind and made her leave with the mystery person. She found what she could to write the note, and the napkin fluttered off the seat when she closed the door.” I stopped and looked at Cal. “What do you think?”

      “That’s plausible. Right now, I’m not seeing any evidence that she was taken against her will. Sometimes adults leave and don’t want anyone to find them.”
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      When Dr. Jackson studied the picture of Quincy’s note on my phone, his pudgy face turned a purplish red, and he reminded me of a cartoon character with steam spewing from his ears.

      “How did you allow this to happen?” His crisp voice sliced through the high-ceilinged chapel as he directed a scowl at me.

      The chattering in the room died off, and the students and hosts in the room turned to stare. As if they’d anticipated Dr. Jackson’s reaction, Makayla and Sammi had taken refuge in the restroom.

      Cal edged closer to my side.

      “How?” My face heated as I gripped the back of a pew. “I opened my home to one of your students who, of her own free will, chose to sneak out and borrow my car without permission.” I wasn’t going to let this man intimidate me—I’d dealt with arrogant professors like him before. I flipped my braid over my shoulder and stared at him. “This wasn’t the type of behavior I was expecting when I agreed to host college students.”

      He flinched and tugged his collar. “Yes. My apologies. This sort of nonsense isn’t what I expect from my students, and I can assure you we’ve never had an incident like this before,” he sputtered. “If the note you found is genuine, then Miss Ashbrook has committed a serious act that will involve discipline from school administration. If she wrote the note under duress, then my primary concern is her well-being.”

      “Ours too.” I motioned to Cal. “This is Detective Calvin Perkins from the Richard County Sheriff’s Department. When he was out running, he found my car abandoned at Fillmore Cemetery.”

      Cal shook Dr. Jackson’s hand. “You’re free to file a missing person report at any time—if you feel she’s in danger.”

      Dr. Jackson glanced at my phone and then back up at Cal. “Have you found evidence that this disappearing act wasn’t Miss Ashbrook’s idea?”

      “No, sir,” Cal said.

      “We’ve made commitments to churches to come and perform, and a great deal of time and energy has gone into planning this tour.” Dr. Jackson looked at the ceiling. “Yet I want to make sure Miss Ashbrook is safe.” He handed me my phone.

      “I understand, sir.” Cal said. “I’m sure you’ll want to contact her parents and let them know what’s happened. They can decide if they want to file a report.”

      “Yes. That makes sense. They’re very hands on and will want to be involved.” The purple hue in his face receded. “I’ll consult university administration to decide whether or not to continue with our tour.”

      “That’s wise.” Cal removed his phone from his pocket. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to ask a few questions about Quincy before you make your calls.”

      “Certainly,” Dr. Jackson said.

      I started to walk away.

      “Hold on, Miss Winston.” Dr. Jackson extended a business card. “Call me immediately if you should hear from Miss Ashbrook.”

      “I will.” I tucked his card in my purse, wandered a few feet away, and parked next to the sound board—where I could listen without being obvious. Many of the students displayed worried expressions as they gathered in groups, whispering and glancing around. Others were simply preoccupied with their phones. Since not a single chorale member wore jeans, I assumed Dr. Jackson must’ve implemented a strict dress code.

      “Did Quincy show any strange or unusual behaviors lately?” Cal asked.

      “Not that I’m aware of, though you’ll want to speak with her boyfriend Jonas when he arrives.” Dr. Jackson smoothed the lapel on his jacket. “Miss Ashbrook is flighty, but I never imagined she’d do something like this.”

      “What do you know about her background?”

      “She’s from Indianapolis. The elder Miss Ashbrook attended Brenneman and sang with my chorale. She’s very steady and dependable—nothing like her younger sister.” He bristled.

      “Anything else?” Cal asked.

      “Miss Ashbrook is a junior music major. She sings alto. She took my composition class last semester and my music theory class as a freshman.” He adjusted his musical-note tie. “I don’t mean to appear insensitive, but I have fifty-nine other students in my group, and while I take a professional interest in my students, I don’t delve into their personal lives. It simply isn’t prudent in this day and age.”

      “I understand.” Cal typed some notes in his phone.

      I assumed Dr. Jackson was referring to inappropriate relationships between students and faculty or fear of false accusations from female students, but he didn’t appear to be the type young women would flock after. Maybe a British accent covered a multitude of sins.

      I wasn’t so sure.

      “I’d like to talk to her boyfriend Jonas,” Cal said.

      “Mr. Dawes is arriving now.” Dr. Jackson pointed at the young man with the sparse beard who’d helped Brandi and me the night before. “Do you have any other questions?”

      “Not at this time.”

      “Then please excuse me while I phone Quincy’s parents.” He adjusted his messenger bag strap and slipped down the hallway.

      I trailed Cal as he walked toward Jonas, but Makayla and Sammi blocked my path.

      “I need to tell you something.” Makayla tugged her sweater sleeves over her hands.

      I was only ten years older than her, but I was starting to feel like a surrogate parent and wondered how to address the fact that she’d lied earlier. “Go ahead.” I mentally braced myself.

      “I’ll give you a minute.” Sammi joined a group of girls sitting in the pews.

      Makayla leaned against the wall. “Last night when I was upset, it was because Quincy and I haven’t been getting along, and I wasn’t thrilled that we’re tour roommates. I’d been hoping to have a break from her.”

      “I’m sorry. Why aren’t you getting along?”

      “She’s been staying out until like three in the morning. We don’t have a curfew, so it’s not against the rules. It’s just super annoying because she wakes me up when she comes in.”

      “Is she sneaking around with Jonas?”

      “I don’t know. Every time I asked where she’d been, she wouldn’t tell me.” She looked around and lowered her voice. “But Jonas is here now, so I’m not sure he’s involved in what went down last night—and I haven’t had a chance to ask why he hasn’t been communicating with Quincy.”

      Was Quincy entangled in something bigger—and more sinister—than an illicit meet up with her boyfriend? “Anything else?”

      “I’m sorry I lied this morning. I don’t know why I covered for Quincy. Especially when she’s always doing her own thing.” She tucked her hair behind her ears. “I guess I’m too loyal for my own good.”

      “Maybe—but loyalty is generally a positive trait.” What kind of hold did Quincy have over Makayla?

      Cal finished talking to Jonas and moved on to a group of girls that circled him. Jonas stood alone, staring into space. I nudged Makayla and motioned toward Jonas. “Do you think he’ll talk to me?”

      “Let’s try.” She appeared relieved about the subject change and hurried over to him while I followed. Makayla hugged Jonas. “It’ll be okay. Quincy’s probably just being Quincy, and she’ll turn up in a few days.”

      “I suppose.” He didn’t sound convinced. “I can’t believe she went to a cemetery in the middle of the night.” He shuddered.

      “I know, right?” She turned to me. “My stepsister Georgia has assisted the sheriff’s department with some tough cases. She’s helping us figure out what’s going on.”

      “Really?” Distress lingered in his eyes.

      I needed to tell Makayla to stop talking me up, especially when we weren’t sure there was a case. “I’ll do my best to help—if something’s wrong.”

      “Thanks.” He twisted a button on his wrinkled shirt. “I don’t know much except Quincy wasn’t meeting me at that cemetery.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Don’t spread this around, but I have . . . coimetrophobia.”

      Oh boy. Do not roll your eyes. Do not roll your eyes. “Fear of cemeteries?” I whispered and tried to look sympathetic, even though I was about three seconds away from a giggle attack of epic proportions.

      “Yes,” he said. “When I was ten, I had to have counseling after my grandma’s funeral because I was so freaked out.” He looked around again. “I admit Quincy and I don’t have the best track record when it comes to sneaking out on chorale tour, but I’m not willing to take that risk any more. I’ve been working way too hard for my degree to get kicked out of school. I’m graduating in May.”

      Makayla and I glanced at each other.

      “Has Quincy been staying out late with you the last few weeks?” Makayla asked.

      “No.” He flinched. “Didn’t she tell you we broke up?”

      “Uh—no. Why were you sitting together on the bus yesterday?” Makayla put her hands on her hips.

      His posture stiffened. “Because the breakup was mutual, and we’re still friends.”

      “How long ago did you end things?” I asked.

      “About three weeks ago. We decided there was no spark between us anymore. Plus, I’m moving to Nashville after graduation, and Quincy has another year of school.”

      Jonas’s coimetrophobia excuse was too convenient and made me suspect he was hiding something, but it was time to take some heat off him before he shut down. “Was Quincy dating someone else?”

      “I don’t know. She might’ve been if she was staying out late.” His shoulders relaxed—ever so slightly. “All I know is things were cool between us—as friends.”

      “Did Quincy ever indicate she was in danger?” I asked.

      “No.” He shook his head. “Believe me, if I knew something, I’d tell you—and that detective. But I’m thinking this whole thing is Quincy following her own agenda. I care about her, but she can be pretty narcissistic sometimes.”

      Narcissism would certainly kill a romantic spark.

      He looked at Makayla, and then his gaze rested on me. “If I think of something, could I contact you through Makayla?”

      “Sure, but first, you should reach out to Detective Perkins,” I said. “Thanks for your help, Jonas.”

      “No problem.” He walked away and joined a few guys who were engrossed in a card game.

      Makayla and I found an empty pew and people-watched in silence until Sammi approached us a few minutes later. “I have some news.” She sat next to Makayla and looked at me. “My cousin Trevor is married to Quincy’s oldest sister, Caroline.”

      “I see.” That was a helpful connection.

      “I’d forgotten that,” Makayla said.

      “A few minutes ago, I called Trevor to see if he or Caroline has heard from Quincy. They haven’t, and his in-laws are freaking out. Anyway, Trev told me an interesting story.” She traced the embroidery on her top. “Back when Quincy was in high school, she dated this older guy who was a musician. She ran away from church camp to be with him and his band for two weeks the summer between her junior and senior years. After the relationship went bad, she came crawling back home.”

      “Wow,” I said.

      “I know, right? But it makes me feel better,” Sammi said. “Like, this whole thing is just Quincy being Quincy, and she’s really okay.”

      I wasn’t convinced okay was the right word. “Is that what Trevor and Caroline think?”

      “Yeah. Trev said Caroline’s super ticked Quincy pulled this stunt again.”

      Dr. Jackson clapped his hands. “Attention.”

      The room grew quiet as the students faced Dr. Jackson.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard the unfortunate news that Quincy Ashbrook sneaked out last night and has disappeared. Though she left a note indicating she’s fine, we’re nonetheless concerned for her safety due to the unexpected nature of her departure. After consulting with university administration and Miss Ashbrook’s parents, we’ve decided to continue with our tour because we have obligations to fulfill. Miss Ashbrook’s parents will arrive shortly to assist with the investigation. If any of you know anything about Miss Ashbrook that could be helpful, I encourage you to speak with Detective Perkins immediately, as we will be leaving as soon as the busses are loaded.”

      Silence throbbed as the students looked around the room, murmuring to each other. Jonas stepped forward. “We need to pray for Quincy—in case something bad happened.”

      “Yes. Wonderful idea. Thank you,” Dr. Jackson said. “Let’s form a circle.”

      The group spread around the pews, and Makayla grabbed my hand and towed me into the formation. Across the room, one of the cute girls who’d gathered around Cal smiled and coaxed him into the circle.

      Great excuse to hold his hand. Nice Georgia.

      Jonas led the prayer, and a few other students chimed in and added petitions for her safety and for her family. When they were finished, the boys began dragging luggage out to the busses in the parking lot while the girls followed behind.

      Cal was finally free, so I moseyed over. Something about his early morning visit was bugging me. Though he frequently ran three to four miles at a time, he usually didn’t venture all the way out to my farm. “How’d you happen to be running in my neck of the woods?”

      He arched an eyebrow. “I’m surprised you haven’t heard.”

      “Are you training for a marathon?”

      “I bought Aunt Beverly’s house.”
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