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        A local girl goes missing.

        The town says she ran away.

        Only her friend knows the truth.

        Dead girls can't run.

      

        

      
        A romantic mystery for readers who know some scars never fade—and some secrets refuse to stay buried.

      

      

      

      Small towns hold no secrets, except when they do. The impossibility of regret looms like a heavy cloud, and it’s about to rain. All Susan Tripp wants is to go back to the time before the night on the bridge, the night she lost her best friend. 

      

      Sheriff Chatham never cared much for music or dancing, but he’d give anything for just one dance with the one who got away. 

      

      Maegan Davis has made so many bad decisions, it’s hard to know which one she’d take back.

      

      When a local teen goes missing, Sheriff Chatham is on the case. 

      

      Could solving the mystery repair a friendship, give hope to a lonely girl, and give him one last dance?
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          DAY ONE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Badge 343

      

      

      

      “You’re living on the wrong side of paradise,” Preacher says as he pops his head out the door.

      “Maybe so, but there’s somethin’ to be said for consistency,” I reply while resisting the urge to exert my position of authority as the sheriff over a man of God.

      “You gonna hang out on my steps all day?”

      “Yep.”

      “You know you’re the only one who lingers,” he muses. “Kinda makes a person wonder.”

      Preacher just said one word too many. I look up at him from beneath the wide brim of my hat. “It’s not Sunday. I’m sittin’ outside. This is a public place and my designated thinkin’ spot, so if you don’t mind leavin’ me to my silence, I’d ‘preciate it.”

      He looks me over long enough to tell me I’m the fool I know I’m bein’. “It’s interesting how much you like some rules,” he looks back at the cross above the church doors, “but others you could care less about.”

      “I’m committed to my job, Preacher. You know that.”

      He sniffs. “Well, Sheriff. At least you’re committed to something.” My shoulders tense. The muscles in my legs twitch. I’m two seconds away from springin’ up like a jack-in-the box. If he were any other man in this town, I’d have him by the shirt collar. I know that and he knows that which must be why his hands are in the air, and I didn’t even pull my gun.

      “I’m just saying.”

      “What? What are you sayin’?” I ask, but I don’t know why. We’ve only had this conversation about half a dozen times.

      “You’re a nice enough guy. You do a good job. I like you just fine, Sheriff, but I’d like you a whole lot better if you were sitting in a pew.”

      “That makes one of us,” I bark.

      “I gotta do my job just like you do yours,” he mutters before shakin’ his head and walkin’ back inside, closin’ the door quietly behind him.

      I stare at the church door a little too hard and a little too long. Preacher interrupted my thinkin’ process and ruined the rest of my mornin’. I take a sip of mostly cold coffee that’s probably gonna have me in the nearest bathroom in about four minutes. My concentration is shot, and if I’m not mistaken a few nosy old ladies are starin’ out their windows at me from across the street. It was good business sense buildin’ this church across from the old folk’s home. Makes it easier for Preacher to nab them on their way out.

      I cross the street to toss my coffee in the trashcan. Bennie steps outside in her scrubs and gives me a friendly wave. Her scrubs are a little snug. I wish I didn’t know she doesn’t mind my noticin’.

      “Hey, Sheriff.”

      “Bennie,” I say before spinnin’ around and headin’ for the sidewalk.

      Preacher’s words ramble around inside my head. The thing about arguin’ with a man of God, even if you get the last word, it doesn’t feel like you’re winnin’. And I hate to lose. I hate it more than I love to win.

      My mind returns to what I was workin’ on before Preacher started hecklin’ me. I’ve got the cell phone of a missin’ girl who’s in a whole lotta trouble, and that was before she went missin’. The problem is, I made a promise, and if there’s anythin’ redeemable about me, it’s that I’m a man of my word. I made a vow to her mother I’d watch out for her. I don’t intend to break it.
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          CRACK-IT

        

      

    

    
      This pact is made between twelve-year-old Susan Tripp and twelve-year-old Meagan Davis on the third day of August in the year of the honeybee. The rules of the game are top secret. If Meagan or Susan tells anyone these rules, may they fall down a well filled with fire ants and die.

      

      
        
          	
        Take no prisoners.
      

      	
        Play to win.
      

      	
        There are no boundaries.
      

      	
        Once the mystery is solved, the game starts over.
      

      	
        There are two players–Meagan and Susan.
      

      	
        No other players allowed.
      

      	
        If you bring other players into Crack-It, you lose.
      

      	
        If you lose, you cannot start the next Crack-It challenge.
      

      	
        If you don’t start the game, you must solve the mystery.
      

      	
        If you solve the mystery, you have won at Crack-It.
      

      	
        If you win at Crack-It, you own the next mystery.
      

      	
        If the mystery beats you, you’ve Cracked.
      

      	
        There is no such thing as luck. There is only skill, vigilance, and consequence. Let the games begin.
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          SNACK TIME - SALT & VINEGAR

        

      

    

    
      The thing about a chip is, it’s not a crack, and if you chip a little away at a time here and there, it can be a carefully constructed dance that pings at the foundation but leaves it intact. I’d like to think I’m a master at chipping.

      “Susan,” my kind-hearted therapist says in her Zen tone that is manipulative in itself. Kerin speaks in such a manner that I often forget she is the enemy, a fact I forgive each time I remember, because I understand it all too well. She is who she is, and she cannot help herself. Although it is her duty to help me work on me, it is also her job to interrogate me without appearing as if she is digging. I am the dirt that holds fragments of truth which I release as slowly and painfully as the manner Meagan Davis tried to destroy me. I’m not ready to give up. Chipping changes the shape of something but if it’s done right, it won’t break it.

      A crack is irreparable. I hope I’ve got a ways to go before I’m broken.

      “Yes,” I answer.

      “Where did we leave off?”

      I resist the urge to roll my brown eyes that Meagan told me are the color of shit the first day I met her, and even though I know now she was just saying that to get a reaction because that’s what she does, I never could get that thought out of my head. Mom always said Meagan was a little too clairvoyant for her own good. I always thought Mom just liked the word clairvoyant because it’s in her favorite movie, Big Stone Gap. And then Dad would respond to Mom’s off the wall comment about Meagan, telling us that we’re both nuts, and no one can predict the future, especially not a pissed off teenage girl who says things just to say them, which is probably what I’m about to do while lying on a loveseat feeling nothing like a sweetheart. It’s probably not the best idea to lie to Kerin when my parents are paying her serious money for me to tell the truth, but I never asked to go to therapy.

      I stare up at the ceiling as I lay with one leg half-sprawled over the back of Kerin’s faded green and white plaid loveseat while the other stretches out straight. “Why don’t you get new furniture?” I ask. “I’m sure you can afford it,” I say, because I really want to know, but also, I’m deflecting, as Mom would say if she were here. Mom has added to her already extensive vocabulary since I started therapy three months ago, much to my father’s chagrin.

      I’d rather talk about surface stuff–how lately Mom’s favorite nickname for my dad is insensitive a-hole and his term of endearment for her is Joan of Arc. I could go on for hours about the fact that I’ve slowly morphed from a girl to a ghost since Meagan Davis set foot in my home. She’s a human wrecking ball, but she’s also my best friend. I guess that makes me the wreckage. “Where did we leave off?” I repeat Kerin’s question while searching my mind for what information I want her to know. My mind is a total blank.

      “You were worried about the upcoming dance.”

      I resist the urge to giggle. My worries about the upcoming dance seem so unimportant. All I can think of is the dark promise he made to me as we stood on the bridge that night. I shook from head to toe with fear. I was so terrified I didn’t know how I was still standing. I didn’t have to look at him to know he stood as still as death, clutching the gun he pointed at me, making me wonder if I was next.

      “You’ve done it now, girl. Remember that. You are part of it. If I go down, you’ll go down with me.”

      I was so confused. I’d done everything he told me to do. All I could do was stare at the night sky. I didn’t dare look over the bridge into the waters below to see where the current took her, my best friend. It was so cold. My hands were numb. I think. Or maybe I just didn’t want to feel any part of me that was capable of literally throwing away the last piece of my bumpy friendship with Meagan Davis.

      “I did what you told me to,” I said, because I couldn’t say nothing else, and because it was the truth. “You said if I did that, you would leave me alone.”

      He laughed. I almost peed myself. I didn’t think he could get any scarier than he already was. “Susan.”

      I didn’t know he knew my name.

      “You did that so you’ll leave me alone,” he explained to me as if I was a toddler, or someone so simple I could not comprehend what I had just done. “If you even think about talking, just remember, you are an accessory to murder.”

      Before I could say any more, I heard his footsteps. I didn’t turn to look. I couldn’t. I didn’t want to see anything about him.

      “You would do well to forget her. Forget everything you ever knew about Meagan. She was never here.”

      Tears rolled down my cheeks. All I wanted to do was forget I was ever there. A car door shut. His headlights lit up the side of my face before they faded, just like the sound of his engine. I don’t know how long I stood there staring into nothing. His words followed me into my car and all the way home. They whispered in my ears when I tried to sleep. Accessory to murder. Me. A fifteen-year-old girl.

      I never thought I’d be capable of such a thing. I have judged myself a thousand times since that night. I’ve examined my actions from every angle. I have tried to think of any other way it could have gone, and I have come to this conclusion, I will do whatever it takes to protect my parents. Maybe that makes me stupid, just like the man said, but I have no choice. They know nothing about the man, or the childhood game Meagan started way back when. They are innocent. I am not. I threw her in the river. Whatever comes down on me has nothing to do with them. “The dance, right,” I say as I weave my fingers together on my stomach which grows tighter and smaller by the second. I can hardly eat. “Well, I just started sort of talking to Ryan, the football player, but he hasn’t asked me to the dance yet,” I answer, and then I say no more because my throat tightens, and my eyes water. It’s so dumb that in the middle of all this, I’m still crying over a guy who never should have dated me in the first place. He’s popular, hot, and charming. I’m the quiet, weird girl who can be tricked into playing some strange, twisted game that ends with murder. All this time, I could have walked away, but I didn’t.

      “Maybe he’s waiting to do a Promposal,” Kerin says with a kind smile.

      “This isn’t prom,” I argue, even though I know I’m being difficult.

      “Well, you know what I’m saying,” she says in a teasing voice, but it’s not mean.

      “He’s not going to,” I say as my hands break free from each other. I fiddle with a stray string on the bottom of my shirt.

      “I wouldn’t give up on him yet,” she coaxes.

      I can’t answer. If I do, I might cry. Ryan won’t be asking me anything or sending me any more flirty little texts. He told me we’re taking a beat because we got too serious.

      I didn’t answer him then, just like I’m not answering Kerin now. I knew he was lying but I wasn’t ready for the truth. I’m a criminal, an outcast. I may as well be a school shooter. Of course, Ryan wants nothing to do with me.

      She clears her throat. I sneak a frequent glance in her direction and muster up the courage to mirror her reassuring smile. “Yeah. Maybe he will,” I agree while choking on kindness I do not deserve.
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      In the past five years I’ve had some experiences I’d like to forget. I’ve busted down a door or two for domestic violence cases, chased some meth-head runners through the woods, and witnessed the aftermath of a few horrific car wrecks. Those moments filled with me fear and adrenaline all at the same time, but not a one of ‘em shook me clean down to my toes.

      Revisitin’ the scene of the one who got away has me so tied up I’m seconds away from grippin’ the porch railin’ and spewin’ crackers. My hand shoots out from my side and pounds on the door to the part of my past I can’t let go. Marlena O’Reilly.

      “Hold yer horses, son. I’m comin’,” a tired voice calls from behind the screen door.

      A wrinkled hand appears on the doorframe. She stands in the shadows. “Hello there, tall, dark and handsome,” she states. It’s a compliment loaded with resentment, and it leaves me feeling bared in more ways than one. “No flowers this time?”

      One thing about O’Reilly women, they drill you with truths you’d love to forget. “Ms. O’Reilly,” I answer. “May I come in?”

      The floor creaks. Her shadow disappears. “You gonna come in, or ain’t ya?”

      I tug the door open. The room lights are dim, but I still see the bookshelves which cover every wall. I can’t help but smile. I remember bein’ surprised at all the books the last time I was here. Twelve years ago.

      “You’re the first person I’ve seen on this road in about four years,” she says as she shuffles into the kitchen, opens the fridge, and pours lemonade into two mason jars before settin’ them on the small, square table. Everythin’ looks exactly the same, includin’ the dated refrigerator magnet missin’ a fourth of the corner featurin’ a glamorous woman trapped by her own beauty. I find myself starin’ at it like I did all those years ago, just as captivated. But there’s another magnet beside it. It looks new. I step closer and squint to read the quote. “I used to be Snow White, but I drifted. –Mae West”

      It’s just a magnet, but I can’t help but wonder if it was Marlena or Meagan who gave it to this woman standin’ here in her kitchen starin’ me down with courage and nerve. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she wears a holster, and not me.

      I wonder if Ms. O’Reilly will deliver the same news this time. I wonder if she’ll tell me again with a smirk on her face, a light in her eyes, and no pity in her voice for me, just another guy lookin’ to show her wayward daughter a good time, that I don’t have what it takes to catch an O’Reilly woman’s attention.

      “I appreciate you lettin’ me meet my granddaughter.” Her words hit me like bullets, but her eyes are watery. I look away out of respect. I know how hard that was for her to say.

      I clear my throat. “I didn’t take that call.”

      “I knew it was you who allowed it. You were always kind to us. That’s not somethin’ a woman like me forgets.”

      Her eyes roam over me, takin’ their time. I made it through the academy. I’ve had officers scream in my face. I’ve been jumped by a prisoner in the yard. Nothin’ makes me feel as transparent and terrified as this grey-haired woman lookin’ at me like a grizzly bear eyes their next dinner. Her gaze stops on my hand. “You’re not married.”

      I resist the urge to cover one hand with the other. “Divorced.”

      “Children?”

      My heart pinches when I remember Sam’s two boys. I hope they’re doin’ alright. “None of my own.”

      She studies me some more. “She step out on you?”

      I hate her question. No matter how many times I’ve been told there’s nothin’ I could’ve done, knowin’ my wife left me for another man makes me feel lacking. “What makes you say that?” I ask, even though I know I’m takin’ the bait.

      “I know men. You’re not the cheatin’ kind.”

      I don’t know if that makes me feel worse or better. “Thanks,” I manage.

      “Who was he?”

      I’ve already said more than I wanted to, but I’ve been told O’Reilly women have a way of makin’ men spill their secrets. It just doesn’t usually happen at the kitchen table.

      “No one you know,” I answer in an authoritative tone that leaves a lot of guys shakin’ in their boots.

      Her hand smacks the table, makin’ me jump. “I suppose.” The table slides just enough to spill some salt. She wipes the surface clean. The tabletop is white, save for a patch of brown here and there. I wish I wasn’t so observant. “I did the best I could. I did what I thought was right. I loved her as much as I was able.”

      She looks me in the eye. “What are you here for?”

      Her words fill my ears like a slow tide that just keeps on risin’, not carin’ who it drowns. Her question hits me between the eyes, along with the fact she’s been interrogatin’ me, not the other way around. “We might have a missin’ girl on our hands.”

      She laughs at me, adding insult to injury. I can tell from the gleam in her eye she knows I know she slighted me. “You don’t know if she’s gone missing? Isn’t that your job?”

      As hard as it is, I hold her stare. Feeling inept in this woman’s presence is nothin’ new for me. “She may have run away. We just don’t know.”

      Silence falls between us. Seconds drag by. “And you think I know somethin’ about all this.” She blinks. Her eyes widen. A sense of awareness enters the room. “It’s Meagan.”

      I nod my head. “Have you heard from her?”

      Her lips form a flat line. “No.”

      “Will you tell me if you do?”

      Huggin’ herself, she looks off to the side. “Maybe.”

      It’s not the response I wanted, but her answer doesn’t surprise me. “It’s our job to keep her safe.”

      “She might have enough O’Reilly in her to keep her one step ahead,” she murmurs. “We’ll see.”

      It might make me a fool, but I have to ask. “Mind if I take a look around?”

      Her jaw twitches just a hair, but I catch it. “You gotta piece of paper from the judge?” she challenges.

      “No.”

      Her eyes light up. A slow smile spreads. For a second or two, the years fade. “You didn’t sneak in my daughter’s bedroom back then, and you’re not gettin’ in it now.”

      My mouth goes dry, but somehow, I keep it closed. My few moments of grace with Ms. O’Reilly just ran out. “All I did was ask her to the dance,” I protest.

      She nods. “I remember.” She gives me a wink. “You came to the front door. That was your first mistake. If you really knew her, you would’ve come to her window.”

      Her hardened tone is almost too much to take. A feeling of emptiness chills me to the bone. I wonder if the worn woman in front of me had a day in her life when someone didn’t demand something she wasn’t willin’ to give. And now here I am, pokin’ around in an unwanted past she didn’t create, but it’s shared history between us.

      Ms. O’Reilly is a haunted woman. I wonder how long her only daughter will haunt me.

      “How did you know I never…” I stop talkin’. Her eyebrow raises. She’s gonna make me say it if I want an answer. “I mean that we never…” I drop my hands on the table. Like many other questions I have about Marlena, this one will also go unanswered.

      She leans back in her chair. Her two empty fingers steady as if she’s holdin’ a cigarette. She eyes the empty ashtray. “A mother knows,” she murmurs more to herself than me. “A mother always knows.”

      I had other thoughts, but my mind draws a blank as I look around as much as I dare. “Well, I ‘spect that’s my cue to leave,” I say a little too loud.

      “You didn’t touch your lemonade,” she scolds in a not-so-gentle tone, a tell-tale sign her tired eyes aren’t as negligent as the CPS neglect or abuse report my mother wrote suggested all those years ago.

      I pick up the glass I haven’t touched since she set it on the table. I down the lukewarm lemonade.

      It seems Ms. O’Reilly is slippin’. She’s not as hard as she appears. She musta seen my car comin’ from a mile away. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she made the lemonade just for me. “What was my second mistake?” I ask, once I’m on my feet.

      She blinks once more. Her eyes remain on high alert. “Bein’ who you are.”

      “And who’s that?” I ask, expectin’ yet another comment from a possessive grandmother about the law interferin’ where it doesn’t belong when it comes to her daughter and granddaughter.

      “A protector with gentle hands. Your heart is too pure for an O’Reilly woman. That’s just the way things is.” She makes a strange noise with her teeth. “We know who we are. We’ve accepted it. You need to too. Stop lookin’ for that girl. She’ll turn up soon or she won’t. Either way she’ll get through it, and she won’t take your help.”

      I back away from her, knowin’ it makes me look weak, but I can’t help it. The woman gives me the willies. “I’m just doin’ my job, Mims. You know that.”

      She flashes me a smile, barin’ her front teeth. “And I’m doin’ mine.”

      I’m halfway across the room when a picture snags my attention. Long black hair hangs free, a freckle or two on that turned-up nose, and green eyes which look like emeralds stare back at me through the dusty glass. It has me mesmerized. I’m right back in high-school and struck down once more by the beauty that is Marlena O’Reilly, a girl as wild and crazy as her last name implies. Her eyes shine bright with a natural curiosity.

      “I should have known my past would catch up to me,” Ms. O’Reilly says with one foot in the kitchen and the other in the dinin’ room. Her cryptic statement wreaks havoc with my inquisitive nature, but I keep my mouth shut. Her need for control is as obvious as a flashin’ neon sign. “Once that girl learnt how she came about, no amount of boys or men could satisfy her want for revenge on any guy she met. I didn’t know PTSD was hereditary,” she jokes, but it falls flat.

      I feel terrible. The last thing an O’Reilly wants is pity.

      “It was an accident. I didn’t mean for her to find out.” Her words are heavy with regret.

      I have no reason to doubt them.

      “I should have known there was no keepin’ secrets from Marlena.”

      The way her voice cracks on her daughter’s name splits me in two. I find myself wishin’, like so many times before, that they could have had a different life. I can’t help but wonder had they not lived in the same house for three generations, surrounded by the sins of their absent fathers, could the O’Reilly women have learned love and pain should be two separate emotions.
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          DAY TWO

        

      

    

    
      Mom and I sit at the table in a small room. I glance in her direction from the corner of my eye. She stares straight ahead, as if she’s imagining she’s anywhere else but here. I wish I could do the same. Whatever happens, I will not fall apart. If I do, Meagan wins.

      Mom squeezes my hand one time. It’s the first time she’s touched me since we left the house to drive to the police station. Past conversations burn my ears and roll through my brain like Dad’s socked feet that paced the kitchen floor in silence. “This is what we get for taking her in. This is what we get for trying to do something good,” he hissed at Mom and I as the three of us hovered in our separate corners.

      “Stop it, Jeff. We can’t think about any of that now. We need to focus on saving our daughter,” Mom begged.

      “That’s why we need a lawyer, Nell.” The words fell out of his mouth all bumpy and weird, like chipped marbles that don’t roll. I hate it when they call each other by their first names. It means they’re angrier than they should be for being married to each other.

      “We can’t afford it, Jeff. You know this. It’s not in our budget,” she said, and I braced myself. Budget may as well be another curse word in our house, along with the word “No,” both of which my mother is an expert at saying, except to her brother, who inevitably enters every conversation in the span of about five seconds that turns into a “discussion” between my parents.

      “Why don’t you ask your brother to pay for an attorney?” My father spat. “You ask him for everything else.”

      “He hired you, Jeff. Don’t forget that,” Mom warned.

      “Yeah, yeah. I know. He hired me, a worthless, washed-up, middle-aged man with a failing restaurant who bankrupted his family in five years’ time. You don’t have to throw it in my face, Nell. Your brother saved us. We should all be eternally grateful to him,” my father grumbled like he does when he’s feeling angry and frustrated.

      I stood there, an unwilling audience to their marital problems being splattered all over Mom’s kitchen walls like their own personal rebellion against her habitual OCD. Mom took cleaning to a whole new level even before the virus came along. Meagan always joked the virus did us all a favor by making my mother not look as crazy as she really is. I gave Meagan a glare when she said it out of loyalty to Mom, even though I mostly agreed with her. Meagan stared me down with an unapologetic look on her face. “Who else do you know who literally wipes down canned goods with bleach water before putting them in a cupboard that’s dusted once a week?” Meagan demanded
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