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      To my loyal readers, whose support means the world to me.

      

      To those who have suffered the loss or disappearance of a loved one.

      

      To the memory of Laura Furuta.

      

      Finally, to Tim B, who said this about snakes:

      “I love them, have since I was a kid.”
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      She had gone to meet him, and she was early—the first to appear.

      The cool, crisp air caressed her cheeks, sweeping away the unrelenting heat waves of summer. The lush, green foliage had faded and surrendered to the changing season. The leaves swirled, dancing in the wind, their glorious fall colors a kaleidoscope of changing patterns.

      The crunch of leaves under firm footsteps announced his arrival. She waited, plucking a fallen, rusty-red leaf from her hair and releasing it.

      Her body went numb when he said it, delivering those words: “I’m sorry.” He turned his back and slipped away, retreating before the tears trickled down her cheeks. She held back the sob caught in the back of her throat and stared down at her hands, whispering his name.
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      The familiar sight came into view. I was welcomed back to campus by distinguished-looking brick academic buildings designed in the glory of ancient architecture. They were complimented perfectly by expansive, grassy lawns, cultivated flower beds, and the fluttering flag atop an enormous flagpole in the center of a circular drive.

      As much as I had enjoyed the summer and the time I spent with Cassie and Bob at her grandmother’s Lolly Beach cottage, I was excited to be back. The vibrant pulse at the start of the new school year at Midway College was palpable. The chatter and bursts of laughter as students greeted one another on their way to and from classes, crowded into the bookstore, milled about at the student center, or sprawled out on the grass or on benches were all exhilarating.

      I sported a wide grin. It was great to be back. I had signed up for another class with Professor Reynolds in the journalism department.

      I made my way to the campus store to pick up some new pencils and a few other school supplies.

      “Eve!”

      I recognized that voice, rich, deep, and warm. I spotted the lanky build and watched as Bob Harding strode toward me where I stood at the end of the checkout line, his long legs picking up the pace. His unruly, full head of hair framed his smiling, suntanned face.

      “Well, look at you!” I said, grinning from ear to ear. Bob, Cassie, and I were lab partners in chemistry last semester. Cassie had invited us to her beach house, and it turned out to be more than a vacation. Who would have thought there’d be a murder to solve at the idyllic beach? And with everything that had happened, I’d gotten to know Bob better. After I left, Cassie decided to stay there and take a leave of absence from school this fall semester. I missed her already.

      “You ready for class?” he asked.

      “Pretty much, now that I’ve stocked up on my supply of trusty pencils.”

      “Are you taking Professor Reynolds’ class?”

      “Yup, signed up for that.”

      Bob set down his items, all the while talking to me as the cashier finished checking me out. I turned to wait for him. Bob was so organized; I would’ve thought he had gotten everything already. He looked at me sheepishly as if he’d read my mind.

      “Extras, in case,” he said as the cashier stuffed a couple of items in his bag.

      We walked outside, pausing on the edge of the sidewalk to make room for the brisk foot traffic. I didn’t want to leave, not yet. For a moment we stood, comfortable in each other’s silence. I basked in the gentle warmth of the sun on my face and sucked in the clean air, smelling of earthy, fresh-cut grass. Somewhere in the distance, squeals and laughter erupted, adding to the noise around us.

      A student jostled me as he rushed by, reminding me to check the time. I glanced at my cell. “I’ve got to run,” I said, making a quick mental calculation of the distance to my next class and how fast I could sprint. “Catch you later?”

      Bob smiled and nodded.
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      The day sped by, images of new faces mixed in with sounds of easy and harder-to-pronounce names. The list of reading materials and homework was piling up quickly. I was ready to hit the ground running. I could already tell which classes I liked. I had to take one more prerequisite before I graduated, and with the rest, I had some choice.

      As the end of the day approached, my mind started to wander. I had written notes on what I had to do to be organized. Before I plunged into my homework, I took a walk around campus. I loved this time of the year when the leaves turned to yellow, orange, red, and shades in between. It seemed to be nature’s last hurrah before the icy breath of winter casts a deathly spell over the land. I walked down the well-worn path around the circular arc in front of the campus before heading back toward the journalism building, the bookstore, and the student center that made up the hub of student activity.

      I liked school. It didn’t come easy for me. I worked hard for my grades and made the dean’s list again last semester. Mom was proud of me. I lived about an hour and a half away, which was close enough to go home on weekends when I could get away, but far enough that I could maintain my independence. It was a deal I made with my mom. She respected it and trusted me to do my own thing even if it meant I’d be left to make my own mistakes. She realized from early on that I was an old soul. I was pretty level-headed, and I liked to make my own decisions. And with my good grades and scholarships, I’d been able to pay my own way through college, supplemented with part-time work, grants, and loans.

      I was excitedly looking forward to this semester.
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      The first few weeks of school flew by. I dove into my studies and school activities, and I renewed friendships while juggling a crazy schedule. I barely had time for myself. I had a pretty good load, and it kept me busy. I drove myself hard during the week, but by the time weekends arrived, I welcomed them and let up a bit. They were a chance to catch up on my sleep and provided a bit of “me time” before the next week.

      It was a Saturday morning when I got the call. I was still in my PJs and in bed. Groggy, my eyelids fluttered, raising to a slit, then down again. My mind commanded the insistent ringing to go away as I hugged the pillow to my head. It robbed me of a sweet dream as I’d slept, curled in a comfy position. Cursing, I finally snatched my phone off the nightstand to see that I had a missed call earlier from the same number.

      “Hello,” I mumbled, stifling a yawn. Nobody should expect me to be cheery this early in the morning—on a Saturday, no less.

      “Eve?”

      I paused, my half-awake brain fumbling and searching for a face to go with the voice.

      “This is Mrs. Landon. Sallie Rae’s mom.”

      Why was her mom calling me ... and at this hour? I knew Sallie Rae, but we weren’t exactly close friends. I’d met her at a party last year. With a name like Sallie Rae, it was kind of hard to forget her—a tumble of soft blond curls framing a heart-shaped, pretty face, like sunshine and sweetness and innocence. And when she spoke, the words dribbled out of her lips like honey.

      “I’m sorry. Did I wake you?” Mrs. Landon asked.

      “Uh no, it’s all right.” I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. Rubbing my heavy-lidded eyes, I forced a laugh. I was deprived of sleep and cranky, having stayed up too late last night. And I hadn’t had my coffee yet.

      “What’s up, Mrs. Landon?”

      “Sallie Rae hasn’t called since Thursday morning. She was supposed to come home for the weekend and ... well ... she didn’t show up.”

      “Have you talked to her roommate?”

      “Erika said she hasn’t seen Sallie Rae since yesterday. She went to bed early and didn’t see Sallie Rae come home last night. When I called this morning, Erika checked and said she wasn’t there.”

      “Would she know if Sallie Rae had come in and left again?”

      “I asked her the same question. Erika said she couldn’t be sure, but the room looked like it hadn’t been disturbed last night.”

      “Have you tried calling Sallie Rae?”

      “Yes, I’ve called and left voicemails and texts.”

      “No answers?”

      A sob on the other end.

      “I’m worried,” she said. Then there was unmistakable sniffling.

      “Take a deep breath. Take several, nice and slow,” I said, doing my best to calm her.

      “Sallie Rae told me about you ... solving cases at Murder Creek and Lolly Beach.” She paused as if she was taking a drag on a cigarette and exhaling. “Can you help me ... please?” Maybe she wasn’t used to begging, but there was no mistaking the urgent pleading in her voice.

      “I’m a journalism student,” I said. I hated to promise her and not be able to deliver.

      After I met Sallie Rae, we’d seen each other occasionally. She was better at keeping in touch than I was, and I heard from her over the summer when she went home to work. She was close to her mom, a single parent, so the fact that she’d told her about me came as no surprise. I had downplayed what I did on those cases to Sallie Rae, but she may have exaggerated.

      “She’s a good girl, my Sallie Rae,” her mother said as her voice cracked.

      “When was the last time you talked to her?”

      “Thursday. Briefly. It was between classes, and she was going to call me back yesterday and let me know for sure about coming home this weekend.”

      “How did she sound?”

      “I couldn’t tell. There were a lot of noises in the background.”

      “Was she upset? Did she mention anything else?”

      “It was a quick call.” Mrs. Landon sighed, the weary kind of sigh. “Sallie Rae is my only child, and we’ve always had a tight bond. Although this time, she ended it abruptly.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “It wasn’t like our usual calls, where I’d say ‘I love you’ and she’d say ‘I love you’ back.” She paused. “This time, I felt there might have been something wrong.”
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      I was wide awake now, my senses on alert, picking up ringing alarm bells.

      “Have you contacted the authorities?”

      “The sheriff’s office here.”

      “You’ll need to notify the Midway College police—we don’t know for sure when, or if, Sallie Rae left campus. You have the number?”

      “I’ve got the main number. I’ll call in and report her missing.”

      “Would you like me to check around here?” I blurted out.

      “Yes, please. You know some of her friends?”

      “Yes.” I threw my legs over and jumped out of bed. “Let me see what I can find out. I’ll get back to you.”

      I got dressed, pulled on one of my favorite T-shirts and a pair of comfortable jeans, brushed my teeth, and pulled my hair into a ponytail. I quickly brewed coffee in my small coffeemaker and poured it in a travel cup to go, snatching a cranberry scone on my way out.
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      Sallie Rae shared a house for students close to the campus. It was like one of many in the area surrounding Midway College, painted a dreary color, bland, cookie-cutter style. Those houses were always in demand, the annual contracts signed before the end of the school year. The owners did minimal fix-ups, painting, and quick touch-ups between renters. As long as the renters lined up and there was a wait-list, the owners didn’t make extensive renovations. I knew Sallie Rae didn’t seem to mind, and she had snatched up this rental as soon as it became available. Word of mouth and a stroke of good luck got her a spot. She moved in with a roommate, Erika.

      I drove to her place. The car parked in the driveway wasn’t Sallie Rae’s minicar.

      “Hi, Erika,” I said as the door opened. I didn’t have to wait after I knocked. She was expecting me.

      “Come on in,” Erika said. She held the door open. “Sallie Rae’s mom said you’d be coming by.”

      My lips curled up in a half-smile. I stepped into the house and looked around the small living room and the kitchen.

      “Her bedroom is down the hallway, last door,” she said.

      I glanced in the direction of Sallie Rae’s slightly ajar bedroom door. “This the way she left it?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you haven’t seen her since yesterday morning?”

      Erika shook her head. “Nope. I’d gotten up earlier, and we exchanged a few quick words before I rushed out for my first class.”

      I stopped in front of Sallie Rae’s door and peeked into her room. Erika was breathing down my neck. Bright sunlight streamed into the room, passing through the slats of the blinds. Sneakers lay past the doorway where they had been tossed, bunched-up socks thrown on top.

      My fingers trembled as I tapped the wooden panel and eased the door open slowly. It was messy, all right, with clothes scattered across the room on the furniture and
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