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1975, WATKINSVILLE, GEORGIA. 

March 25th.

––––––––
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“C

ome on Rose, we don't have all night you know,“ Lily called, sounding bored. Rose rolled her eyes and looked at herself one last time in the mirror. She had curled her brown hair to perfection so it sat high atop her head, looking just like the models in one of Daisy's magazines. Even her make-up had worked out tonight, her lips a deep red going with her dark blue eyeshadow.

“Rose, come on, we're going to be late!“ 

“Lily, chil. Daisy and Violet will wait for us,“ Rose replied, coming out of the bathroom and stepping into her bedroom. Her bare feet warmed by the white shag carpet Lily still sat on, painting her nails a bright yellow.  

Rose wandered over to her closet and looked at the line of dresses. She let out a sigh and picked out a light blue one and slipped it on, the skirt going down to her knees. She stared down at her row of kitten heels and stepped into a black pair before turning around. 

“Do I look ready?” she asked.

Lily glanced up, her pageboy hairstyle swaying around her head in a blonde halo. “Looks like it to me, thank god,” she said, getting up to grab her backpack. 

Rose did the same, picking up her bag just in time as they heard her mother's footsteps on the stairs. “Damn,” Rose swore under her breath as her mother opened the door, her lavender perfume filling the room.  

“Lily, Rose, there you are. I believe Daisy and Violet are waiting for you outside in that blue thing you call a truck.“

“Thanks, Mrs. Waters,“ Lily said, making a break for the stairs. Rose moved to follow but was stopped by a hand catching her arm. She was spun around so she faced her mother, her blue eyes looking Rose up and down.

“Well, at least you look better than last time,“ her mother said, most likely referring to last month when she’d tried wearing a pair of jeans and a simple top. An outfit her mother made her throw away afterwards because it wasn't something she’d gotten her.

“Thank you, mother,” Rose said, looking down feeling her cheeks pinken.

“Have some fun tonight Rosalina, but don't drink too much or you’ll get a beer belly,“ her mother said with a smile.

“Yes, mother,“ Rose said making a break for the stairs, not daring to breathe until she was out in the darkening night. 

Once outside, Rose stopped and took a deep breath of the night air, looking up to see Daisy already watching her from the front seat. Her green eyes and strawberry colored hair were alight with the last bits of sunshine as it blew around her small, pale face.

“There you are! Hurry up and jump in the back, we need to book it to Mark's if we want the good drinks,” Daisy said, a bright smile on her pink lips.

Rose ran over to Violet’s old baby blue truck and hopped into the back along with Lily who was already busy rifling through her bag, most likely looking for her cigarettes. As the engine started and they pulled away, she found what she was searching for and lit one up, the smoke swirling around them as they drove. 

“You want one?” Lily said, offering one to Rose.

“You know I can't stand those things,“ Rose replied, wrinkling her nose at the smell. “They’ll end up killing you someday.“ 

“Oh, please. My mom smoked when she was pregnant with me and I'm fine.” She breathed out the words with a puff of smoke. 

“Are you sure about that?” Rose poked at her forehead. “Sometimes I'm not so sure there’s anything up there.” 

Lily smacked her hand away with a smile and blew smoke at her. “Gross,” Rose laughed, waving a hand around her face and Lily couldn't keep a little chuckle oh her own from escaping as she put her cigarette out on the bed of the truck. 

* * * 
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THEY PULLED UP TO MARK’S house ten minutes later, but had to park a few blocks away, seeing as he was hosting the last party of spring break. Everyone knew it was the one to be at, because tomorrow would be the first day of school. It looked like everyone had gotten that message. It seemed everyone Rose had ever met was there.

She hopped down along with Lily and joined Daisy and Violet as they started heading for the two-story house that was blasting rock music. Teens of every age were coming and going, all with cups in hand.

“Oh, yeah, almost forgot I made these for you.” Daisy handed Rose a crown made of chained daisies. Taking it, she placed it atop her head. Daisy handed one to Lily and Violet as well. Finally, she put on one herself, beaming like a child. 

“They're beautiful,” Violet said, tipping her's sideways, making Lily smile knowing it would piss off Daisy. Daisy just shook her head. The girl acted as if she were the mature one, always tired of playing childish games, when in reality she was the youngest,  sixteen when the rest of them were seventeen.  

Suddenly, Lily grabbed her hand, as Daisy did with Violet's, and they all dragging each other down the sidewalk until they were on the front path leading to the party's wide open door. The people around the entrance were all either talking or making out, so they had to dodge and weave just to make it inside. 

When they finally did make it in, they found it wasn't much better. A large crowd, thirty or more, danced in the middle of the room. Even more lined the walls talking or doing so much worse.

“Welcome to Mark's Big Spring Break Blow Out Party! And, yes, you can take that however you want,“ Mark Hollow announced as he appeared before them. His hair was almost as long as Lily's, going down to his shoulders.

“Hello, Mark,“ Daisy said, carefully taking the drink he held out to her, “Love the outfit.“

Mark glanced down at his light blue bell-bottoms and deep yellow V-neck, showingoff the little chest hair he had.  Then, his gaze flicked back to her, checking her out. “Well, I could say the same of you Daisy doll. Love the oversized overalls.”

“Thanks,” Daisy continued to smile as she handed the cup off to Lily, not taking her eyes off him.

“If you don't like the drinks,” Mark offered, “We have soda in the kitchen.“  Rose knowingly lowered her gaze, recognizing the reason for the growing tension in the room, until Mark turned his attention to her.

“Oh, Rose, I just remembered. I saw your brother somewhere around here.“ 

She blinked, surprised that he would even speak to her, given that he hadn't in over a year. Still, the fact her brother was unexpectedly there took priority.  

“What do you mean? He shouldn't be home from college until October.” 

“Well, go tell him that. Maybe then he'll stop drinking all my damn beer.“

“Where is he?“ she asked, her voice small. 

“In the kitchen,” Mark said, taking a long drink from his own cup.

Rose bit her lip and turned to her friends. They all looked uncomfortable just standing there.

“Go have some fun,“ Rose waved them away. 

“You don't have to tell me twice, girl,” Lily said and quickly moved deeper into the house with Violet and Daisy following after her. Daisy was the only one to look back at her, a hint of worry showing on her face as the group made their way into the crowd of dancing bodies.

Rose turned, heading for the kitchen, slowly making her way through the waves of people.  She stopped as she reached the doorway. She found her brother immediately even if he hadn't noticed her yet, too busy making out with one of the cheerleaders at her school. 

“Hey, what the hell are you doing here?” She called to him watching as Jason pulled back from the woman with a smile on his lips. He met her gaze, his blue eyes as dark as his hair.

“Hey there, little sis. Miss me?”

Rose tried to give him a hard look, but she couldn't help the grin that broke out across her face. “You didn't answer me. And weren't you dating a girl named Linda Cross?” Rose asked. 

Jason pushed the girl away at the mention of the name. The cheerleader gave an indignant huff, stomping away, leaving them alone.

“And you didn't answer me, Rosey. Did you miss me?“ 

“Of course I did, loser, but why are you home so early? You've only been gone three months.“ 

“What? A brother can't come and check up on his kid sister just because?” 

She raised an eyebrow at him and he let out a loud laugh. “I just have some business to take care of with dad, but I heard Mark was throwing his famous spring break party and just had to come and see his last one.“

Jason was right. Mark became locally famous for his parties these last five years. His parents always left him on his own for the week before school started, going on their yearly anniversary trip. But that would all be over after this party, since he would be starting his first day as a police officer this week.

“How is mother by the way?” Jason asked, taking a drink from one of the open cans that sat, abandoned, on the yellow countertop. 

“She’s been worse since you left,” Rose said honestly, her gaze dropping to the floor.

“I'm sorry Rosey, maybe I can talk to her. For some reason she'll listen to me,“ A pained look crossed over his face. 

“There's no point. She'll just go right back to it after you leave.” Rose sighed, tipping her head up to stare into the kitchen's overhead light.

For a moment neither of them said anything, both knowing it was no use rehashing the same issue they had gone over too many times to count. The silence was finally broken by Lily who came running in, beer in hand. From the looks of her, it was her second.

“Rose, there you are. You have to come and see this! Tommy is doing body shots off of May,” Lily words were slurred and, before Rose knew what was happening, she was being pulled away from her brother into the TV room. Immediately she was handed a beer and found that yes, Tommy Johnson was in fact, doing body shots off of  May Jacobson, surrounded by about five other men who were all lining up to take their turns. 

Rose could only shake her head at them, eyes pinned to her drink, before she downed it. The taste was bitter but she grabbed another one anyway, and another after that. She drank until she couldn't stand up without rocking from side to side. The next thing she knew there were people chanting her name as well as Jeff Marlow‘s. Then somehow the two of them were kissing hard and fast, touching each other, as Rose wondered what happened to get her to that point. But as she kept drinking and dancing, with men she wouldn't remember the names of in the morning, she found that she cared less and less as the hours passed them by.

The whole night felt unreal to her because, in reality, she would never let herself do this . . . kiss random men, drink until she could barely see straight. But her mother's words kept playing back in her head and maybe her mother was right . . . act like a normal teenager who hadn't been missing for six months for once.  

Well, maybe coming home drunk would make her mother happy. Unlikely, but the thought of her mother being happy for once almost made her want to laugh.

“Hey, Rose, are you spaced out or what, girl?” Violet asked, bringing her back down to earth. She looked away from where she had been diligently counting the boards of dark wooden paneling hanging on the wall only to see a mostly sober Violet. “Did you seen where Daisy went?”Violet questioned her as Lily came over to stand next to them, her hair a mess and make-up now ruined.

“Wasn't she with you?” Lily asked, sucking on another cigarette. 

“No, she went to go get me another drink but never came back,“ Violet said, looking at them with worried eyes.

“I'm sure she's just getting it on with someone,” Lily offered. 

“She most likely went outside to pick some daisies or just got tired and had to go home,” Rose added, knowing how tired Daisy got at times.

“Yeah,“ Violet said, looking tired as well. 

“Want to look around, and if we can't find her after fifteen minutes we go home?“ Rose asked.

“Why not?” Lily gave a shrug a little off balance.

“I'll take the upstairs,” Rose said, and with that, they broke away. Violet headed for the basement turned smoking room for whatever you wanted and Lily went to go check the kitchen and backyard.

Rose made her way through the crowd of people who sat on the steps, halfway-conscious, until she reached the first bedroom. She opened the door and found two bodies on one of the beds doing...well, what you do on a bed besides sleep, before quickly closing it as quietly as she could, her cheeks heating.

She moved on to the next room, finally only an empty guest bedroom decked in bright green wallpaper and an orange carpet that hurt her eyes. She shut that door and moved to open the next one in the long hallway, but stopped when she heard her brother’s voice.

“What do you want me to tell you, Mark?“ Jason hissed, his voice rising, “What do you want me to say? 'Sorry?' Is that it?”

“No, I want you to tell me why. Why are you here?“ Mark asked, sounding angrier than Rose had ever heard him, “You left without a word after months of hating me.”

“All I can tell you is that my plans changed and you don't want to know the reasons.“ 

Suddenly the door swung open and Rose came face-to-face with her brother, looking disheveled. “Rosey, what are you doing?” Jason asked looking down at her, anger washing away in seconds.

“I—I was just looking for Daisy. We want to go home but we need to find her,“ Rose stammered, her words coming out too loud.

“How much have you been drinking?” He suddenly asked, with eyebrows raised. 

“A beer or two,“ Rose lied, and it was a pretty bad one at that given how poorly she was doing at walking at the moment. She'd almost tripped over her own feet as she tried taking a step back, and would have fallen on her face if it weren't for Mark catching her arm to keep her upright. 

“I'm taking you home,” Jason said, taking her from Mark. “I—I still need to find Daisy,” Rose tried to argue with her brother, looking up into a pair of blue eyes that matched her own.

He began pulling her downstairs, “If your friends haven't found her by now she most likely went home, Rosey.“ 

She didn't respond, too preoccupied with trying to make sure that she didn't fall over.

As they reached the bottom step, Lily and Violet approached them, “Rose, did you find her?"

“No, she didn't, and now I'm taking all of you home,”  Jason announced to the group. 

“But-” Violet started, but he cut her off. 

“Like I told Rosey, if you haven't found her by now someone most likely took her home already.“

Jason took Violet's car keys and started for the door.

“She wouldn't do that,” Lily sounded defensive, “Daisy would tell us if she wanted to leave early.”

He shoved people out of his way as they made their way outside, “What can I tell you? Maybe she hooked up with someone and they went somewhere more private.”

Rose made a face, but the world had started to rock and she felt as if she was going to vomit, so she stayed silent. The two of them made it outside into the night air, Violet and Lily following close behind.  Her friends quickly moved out of the way, however, as Rose pushed past them and emptied her stomach into the grass at their feet.

She heard a few people laugh, along with a few other nasty comments, but her brother's voice rang out, clear as day telling her to meet them at the truck when she was done.

Rose was left alone. After a few more minutes of clearing out her system, she looked up with blurry eyes to see one of the daisy chains Daisy had made just lying there in the middle of the yard, broken and stepped on.

She looked around, half-expecting to spot those familiar green eyes. See that familiar smile on lips telling her how happy her mother will be to learn her daughter was coughing her guts up like a normal teen. But she saw nothing, and her headache kept her from wanting to check things out further. 

So she didn't. Rose turned away, and oh god how she would hate herself for that. Because no matter how much pain she was in, she should have looked for Daisy. Daisy had been there for her through so much, and what did she do when she was missing? Nothing.

The drive home was quiet as she sat in the front seat next to her brother, the soberest one out of everyone. They had already dropped off Lily and Violet, Jason telling the latter that he would drive out tomorrow morning and return her truck.

“I knew I shouldn't have left for college,” he said, breaking the silence, “I knew you wouldn't be able to handle that big of a change, not so soon after-” 

“Stop,” Rose cut him off. “Jason. I'm fine.”

“Really? You call drinking until you throw up 'fine?'“

“I was just doing what mother has been wanting me to do. Act like the last year didn't happen.”

“I'll talk with her.” Jason said, his voice softer.

“Go ahead and try, but like I said before. She’ll never get over it. I'll always be the crazy girl that made her mother look bad.” 

Before Jason could reply they pulled into their driveway and she jumped out of the truck, running into the house and up the stairs. 

She heard their parents call up after her, but she slammed her door and fell into bed. Rose knew if Jason hadn't been there, their mother would have barged in and demanded to know what happened. 

But Jason was there. She fell asleep to the sound of her mother's excitement over just how surprised and happy she was to see him, her golden boy.

* * * 
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THE NEXT MORNING, ROSE awoke to a headache that only seemed to get worse as she got up and showered, the too bright sun hurting her eyes.

She could barely think as she dressed,  throwing on her new lime green dress and red heels, a pair of rounded sunglasses perched high on her nose.

“There's my angel,” she heard her father coo as she walked into the kitchen and sat down at their old oak table, a piece of furniture far too big for her family of four.

“Good morning, dad. How was work last night?”

“Don't try and change the subject, Rosalina,” her mother snapped, sliding a plate of eggs in front of her before moving to sit  down across from her father at the end of the table. Mother immediately started picking at her own food, her blue house dress fanning out around over her knees, blonde hair curled up in waves that looked perfect as always.

“Tell us what happened last night.”

Rose took a breath and turned to her mother with a smile, “It was everything you could have asked for in a spring break party, Mother. Drinking and dancing to music you couldn't stand. I was the perfect little party girl. I drank until I couldn't stand.“

“That’s good to hear. And did anyone ask about last year?“ her mother asked coolly.

“Of course not mother, You did amazing work telling everyone I was just seeing our aunt.”  Rose looked down at her food, her face warm.

“Don't act as if I did it for myself, Rosalina. I did what I needed to for this family.“ As her mother took a sip of coffee, Rose noticed the dark bags under her eyes for the first time. Rose opened her mouth to reply, but decided it was better to not start things all over again. Daisy was right, it wasn't worth her time. And her mother always seemed to get so much joy out of it.

“I need to get going,” Rose announced and got up, only having eaten half of her eggs. She really didn't care, though, as she grabbed her book bag and headed outside so she could spend the ten minutes it took Violet to pick her up in peace and quiet. Sitting on the steps, and away from her mother's eyes, the early spring air could freeze her to the bone, but it still felt better than listening to her mother's voice go around and around in her head.

Rose stood as Violet pulled up, jumping into the old brown passenger seat and glancing over to see her friend was looking as bad as Rose felt. Her normally high waves were down and didn't look to have been washed. Her brown eyes had deep bags under them, standing out even against her olive skin. 

“You look awake,” Rose joked, passing Violet her sunglasses. She took them and yawned as they pulled away, heading for Daisy’s house.

“I was up all last night. My dad wasn't too happy about Jason taking my truck.”

“I'm sorry Violet. He wasn't drinking, was he?“

“No, luckily, but he wasn't . . . happy.” Rose looked at her, all humor gone, “You know my offer still stands right?“  

Violet said nothing and, Rose knew why. Violet couldn't stand charity. Couldn't stand the thought of being given things for free. She worked a part-time job at a bookshop six days a week to buy her own clothes, school supplies, sometimes even food, when her dad didn't remember.

But the day Violet came to school covered in fist-sized bruises, Rose had offered to take her in.

She didn't care that her mother wouldn't like it, they had more than enough money to help. But Violet had given her a flat out "no." Her father hadn't meant to hurt her, she insisted. And she wouldn't leave him. Not after her mother had just passed away a few years back.  

“You already know my answer,“ Violet said with finality as they pulled up to Daisy’s house. Rose didn't argue, looking out of the yellowing window at the bright green grass of their friends yard. The one filled with the wild white daisies that Daisy used to make her chains. 

The memory of another spring day in second grade came to her . . . the time when Daisy had tried teaching Rose how to make them. Unfortunately, she had never gotten the hang of it. They would always fall apart at the lightest breeze, but Daisy would always try to make it all better by throwing her own chain away. It would just lay there as they stayed together in the grass, Daisy braiding her hair in the grass, making her smile.

“Why the hell isn't she coming out? We can't be late on the first day back,” Violet grumbled, eyeing the large house with frustration.

“I don't know,” Rose answered, confused herself, Daisy was almost always on time. 

“Let's go knock.“ Violet started getting out and Rose quickly followed after her. 

They ran up the grassy path and stopped on the doorstep. Rose gave the doorbell a few quick rings, but heard only Mrs.Young’s gray, husky barking to go away.

“Her mother probably took her to school this morning,” Violet offered with a shrug, turning back for the truck. 

No, Rose thought, No, she would have called and told me she was going to school with her mother. She had a bad feeling, and it had been growing since last night. Still, she couldn't say that now, could she? It sounded crazy, and that was the last thing she needed. 

“Come on, Rose, let's get going,” Violet called out to her. Rose gave one last look at the door before she turned and ran for the truck.

They rode to school in silence, as Violet was too busy driving and Rose was lost in her own thoughts. She was unsure of why she had such a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach, but hoped it was just some lingering effects of her actions last night.

She was brought back to reality as they pulled into the school's parking lot, hopping out to make their way towards their high school's wide open doors and into the main hallway.

Suddenly, Rose was jumped on from behind. She made a sound and found Lily standing there, a lively smile on her face as if they hadn't gotten drunk the night before.

“Morning. Sunshine,” Violet said opening her locker to put her books away. Rose proceeded to do the same.

“Oh lighten up the both of you. It's not like it's your first time with a hangover. Remember last Halloween?“ 

“Barely, “ Violet admitted, tired, and Lily laughed like a little kid. Rose smiled a bit to herself before that sick feeling hit her again, making her stop and look around. Teens passed them by, going to class or their own lockers, but she didn't see who she was looking for.

“Have you seen Daisy today?“ Rose asked, glancing over at Lily who was now leanimg against her yellow locker looking down at her nails. She looked up and gave Rose a confused look.

“What do you mean? She came with you guys, right?”

“No,“ Rose saif feeling worry take hold of her, “We went to her house, but she wasn't there.”

Lily frowned. “That's weird. Do you think she's staying in with a hangover?“ 

“No way,” Violet argued. “Her mother would kill her if she tried skipping on the first day.”

“More like she would hate herself if she missed a day of school. Remember that time she almost passed out in math when she had a high fever?” Lily asked.

“Not helping,” Rose commented, turning away from her friends to walk over to a familiar figure down the hall. It was May, one of the cheerleaders Daisy had helped with homework a few years back after the girl broke her arm, at practice. Afterward that she made sure that no one messed with Daisy.

“Hey, May," Rose asked, crossing her arms as she leaned against one of the lockers, "Did you hear if Daisy left with anyone last night?” 

May looked down at Rose, her lips a bloody red and eye shadow an apple green. “I didn't see it myself, but I heard she was talking with an older guy last night on the phone. They made plans to go somewhere, though it could just be a rumor. But my congratulations if it isn't. She’s really stepping up her game.“

Rose opened her mouth to ask when this had happened, but May continued, “There's no need to worry, of course. If anyone's stupid enough to try and say anything about it to her, I'll make sure to stop them.” There was truth in her words.

All Rose could do was nod, knowing Daisy has this ability to make everyone love and want to protect her, no matter what. Because she did everything in her power to help them in return. She did so for the simple reason of being able to see them smile.

“Come on Rose. We need to get to English before the bell rings.” Lily said, grabbing her arm and pulling her away as May left to find her own class.  

Rose had no choice but to race down the hall with her friends, making it to their seats just as the bell rang. 

They sat down right as Ms. Ball started roll call for the first day of class, but Rose wasn't as relieved as she should have been. She felt her heart freeze as she saw Daisy's desk was empty no books, no backpack, no smiling girl . . . nothing.

She looked over at Violet, who normally sat next to Daisy. For the first time today, her friend looked worried. It would have to take something very bad for Daisy Young to not to show up to class. 

Rose was forced to sit as their teacher called her own last name, and in a hoarse voice she answered. Then the whole room went quiet as everyone's eyes turned to Daisy’s seat, a sea of raised eyebrows. 

“I see Miss Young is running late today,“ Ms. Ball said, and after a moment of silence she moved on to Violet, but Rose could hear the whispering all around her. Questions  about sicknesses or worse, and she couldn't do anything about it because she didn't know why Daisy wasn’t there. Even when she knew how much Rose needed her.

Halfway through the class, she got her answer. Rose looked up as a knock came from the frosted glass door, hopeful that it would be Daisy. But a second later it opened to reveal Police Chief Thompson, and behind him an uncomfortable Mark Hollow who was fidgeting in his new black uniform, refusing to look any one of them in the eye.

“Ms. Ball, may I talk with you a moment? “ the grayed-haired chief asked. “Of course, sir,” Ms. Ball complied, leaving the classroom and closing the door.

The room didn't stay quiet for long.

“What the fuck?“ someone exclaimed from the back of the class, and suddenly the room was filled with excited chatter. All Rose could do was look at her friends, both of whom looked freaked out.

“Do you think this is about last night?” Violet hissed, getting up and coming over to Rose. 

“I have no idea,” She admitted. Lily came over as well, seeming equally scared, “You don't think Daisy is hurt, do you?“

Rose felt the blood drain from her face and opened her mouth to reply when the door opened once more. Their teacher returned looking pale, and the whole room went silent. 

“Rose, Violet, Lily. Chief Thompson would like to talk with you in the principal’s office.“

Rose felt everyone's eyes on them as the three slowly got up and made their way toward the door, stepping out into the hall to find Mark looking paler then they had ever seen him, along with Mrs. Young's tear-stained face.
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Chapter 2
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R

ose stopped in her tracks at the sight of Mrs. Young standing there, looking as if she hadn't slept the entire night before. Her makeup was a mess, her red hair in tangles, and in her long white dress she looked out of place.

“Mrs. Young?” Rose choked out in question, but the police chief intervened.

“Miss Waters, Miss Luiz, Miss Andrews please follow me. I need to ask you a few questions about last night,“ He said, leading them into the main office where Rose found Principal Lewis behind his workstation, looking grim in a way Rose had never seen before. It was as if someone had died.

“Please take a seat, ladies," the chief gestured toward the three seats set up in front of the large desk, “Officer Hollow, take Mrs. Young somewhere else until we're done here. I'll have a few more things to ask her later.“

Rose turned to look at the door and saw Mark place a hand onto Mrs. Young’s shoulder, guiding her away  as he closed the dark wooden door. This left Rose and her friend's with nothing else to do but sit down.

They watched Chief Thompson take his position next to Principal Lewis, expression serious as he spoke.

“First thing first,” he said, crossing his arms, “I need to confirm that all of you and Miss Young went to a party last night.”

Rose looked down at the floor, feeling sick, and knew her friends were the same. 

“It's alright,” Their principal chimed. “You girls aren't in any trouble. We just need to know the truth, is all.“

For a moment no one spoke, but eventually Rose broke the silence. “Yes, we were at...” She paused a second, not wanting to get Mark in trouble on the first day on the job.

“I know the party was at Officer Hollow's residence, and I know there was alcohol served to minors there. That's not the part I care about, trust me,“ Chief Thompson explained, “So, please, tell us everything you girls can remember.“  

Rose swallowed hard before launching into the events of last night, telling the men everything. She told them about, how they went to the party and ended up drinking too much, and how after hours of dancing they had wanted to go home. She told them about how they had looked for Daisy, but never found her. And after she had started feeling sick, her brother had taken them home without her.

“Did your brother go back to the party to look for her?” he asked. Rose felt surprise at not having thought about it before. “I honestly don't know,” Rose admitted, and the older man nodded. 

“Did you see her talking to anyone unusual?“ Principal Lewis asked. 

“No, but someone said they saw her talking on the phone. It could just be a rumor, though, “Rose biting at her lip, thinking, then spoke again, “Sir...you still haven't told us why you’re asking us these things. Did something happen last night? Is Daisy hurt?“ Her voice small. 

The two men shared a look between each other, perhaps thinking of not telling them, or to lie, but Rose knew there was no point in that. In this small town news spread like wildfire.  

So, after a moment, Chief Thompson let out a breath, then looked them in the eye, “Daisy Young didn't come home last night. She hasn't been seen by anyone for almost half a day now, and in this small of a town that's not normal.“

Rose felt as if someone had just punched her in the stomach, her world tilting and falling off its edge. Her mind went blank because there was no way in hell that her best friend, who she'd known since she was three, was missing. 

No, the girl who taught her how to ride a bike when her father couldn't due to all of his business trips, the girl who had helped her learn to speak without stuttering, the girl who had visited her every day when she had been hospitalized. Daisy wouldn't just disappear.

“What the hell are you doing here, then!” Rose yelled, surprising both of the older men and her friends, who all looked at her as if she'd just grown another head, “You need to be getting a search party together, be out there looking for her. She could be hurt. Or worse.“ 

Rose got up and moved for the door, unsure what she was going to do. But at least it was something. Before she could, someone grabbed her arm, and she looked back up to see Chief Thompson staring at her just like he had almost a year ago. As if she really was crazy. 

“Rosalina Waters, I need you to calm down and take a seat. We are working on forming a search party at this very moment, but we need your help. We need information on Daisy's actions last night, and you and your friends are the best hope we have of being able to find her. You were likely the last ones to see her.“

For a moment the room was quiet, everyone looking between the two of them. “Fine,” Rose concerned, “But I want to help with the search."

“Of course.” he moved to sit down, and for the next hour her and her friends they were grilled about last night. What Daisy had been wearing, if she drank anything suspicious, and so on. They asked question after question until the three of them were finally told that they could leave.

* * * 
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LILY STEPPED OUT OF the office and into the yellow and blue hallway, her heart feeling as though someone had just drop-kicked it. She was little dizzy as she looked around, almost as if this day was all a dream. But, No, it was all too real. 

“I need some air,“ Violet's voice was shaky as she started for a side door that led outside. Lily and Rose followed after her, unable to think of anything else they could do. They had been told that the teachers were to be informed about Daisy's situation, and that school would be canceled for the rest of the day. Maybe even until they found Daisy.

The three of them walked out into the far too sunny day for the news they just received words that still rang in their ears. Violet sat down on one of the warm steps that led up to the school and Lily did the same, sitting next to her and slowly reaching into her own back pocket. She took out one of her cigarettes, lighting it with shaky hands and took a deep drag.

She breathed out, her eyes closing and letting the familiar, bitter taste roll over her tongue. It relaxed her far too easily. 

Then she reopened them and watched Rose pace nearly. Her friend seemingly unable to stand still. “Rosey, try to calm down. You're not going to be of any help to her if you're worked up,“ Lily said, a breath of smoke escaping from her lips. 

Rose didn't say anything in reply, just kept waking back and forth until Violet got up and grabbed her arm, annoyance clear in her voice now, “Rose, just damn well stop.”

And she did then, turning her deep blue eyes on them, “How the hell am I supposed to just sit here when my best friend is missing? I need to go look for her. She needs me and I need her.“

“Hey, no smoking on school property,“ Someone called out from behind them, and they all looked up to see Mark coming down the steps. He looked just like his old self, if not a little paler than normal in his dark uniform. 

“Don't you dare start,” Violet hissed, “You used to sell them after first period.” 

“Maybe, but I'm a cop now. Meaning I have to do my job,” he said even as he took the cigarette that Lily held out and lit it, breathing in and blowing out a puff of smoke.

“Where's Mrs. Young?” Rose asked, still looking like a wild animal antsy and ready to jump at the slightest sound. “Chief Thompson is taking her back home so she can get something to use for the tracking dogs that will be brought in if she's not found by tomorrow.“  

“God,” Lily breathed, “This is really happening.“  

“I'm afraid so,“ Mark let his cigarette fall to the ground and stepped on it, “But we're going to do everything we can to find her.” He looked at Rose as she did the same to him, her eyes sharp. Lily could feel the tension in the air, something that had been growing for over a year now.

“Now come on,” Mark said, turning to head for the parking lot. “Where are we going?” Lily asked, letting her own cigarette fall to the sidewalk as she got up and they all followed after him. “You said you wanted to help with the search right?“ Mark said as he unlocked his police car that stood out starkly in black and white next to Violet’s truck. 

“Of course,” Rose said, stopping next to her friends. “Then follow me, the search party is starting at my house since she was last seen there.” Mark got into his car and without another question Rose hopped into Violet's truck. Violet sooned followed, but Lily just stood there in shock. Not two hours ago, she had been thinking of asking Jake Reed to watch the football game with her and wondering if her new yellow and red top would look good with her white boots. 

But now she was going to go look for her friend, who could be badly hurt or even worse.... No, Lily thought to herself. No, Daisy would be fine, and alive, and worried about everyone who had gone out looking for her. After all, she was Daisy Young the girl everyone loved no matter what.

She jumped into the bed of the truck and they followed after Mark. As they drove, Lily was taken aback to see people talking. Talking to their neighbors, to their family. Everywhere you looked people were talking, and Lily could feel it in the air they knew about Daisy. Because people don't go missing here everyone knows where everyone is, no matter who you were. So the idea that one of the most beloved people around could go missing sent a shockwave through everyone. After ten minutes, Lily noticed car after car joining them in a line so long she didn't know where it ended, and the knowledge that everyone she knew with them in this horror show gave her a little hope. 

* * * 
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THEY PULLED UP IN FRONT of Mark's house to see his parents, now returned from their vacation, looking pale and a little sick as ten other cars pulled up to the sidewalk alongside them. Many more parking across the road. 

Rose jumped out of the truck before Violet even had the chance to pull the key out of the ignition and handed for Chief Thompson, who was busy talking to three other officers. But before she could make it to him, though, she was stopped by a gentle hand on her arm. She looked up to find Mark. 

“Don't bother him right now, Rose. Go with your friends and sign in. I'll try and get you on my team, okay?“ 

“Your team?” Rose repeated. “Yeah, I'm the one who knows the tree line around here like the back of my hand. And she's your best friend, so if anyone has a chance of finding her it's us, working together.“ 

She opened her mouth to say something, she didn't know what. Maybe to ask if he thought they were friends now after everything he had done to her, but she was stopped as she heard her name.

They all turned to see Jason running up to them, and before she could say a  word she was wrapped in his embrace. “God damn, Rosey, I just heard from mother that Daisy is missing. I'm so sorry this is all my fault, I shouldn't have just left without her, but I-”

“Stop,” Rose said, cutting his rambling off, “it's not your fault.“

It's mine, she thought but didn't say. “Alright, everyone, I need you all to listen up,“ Chief Thompson suddenly shouted, and everyone turned to face the older man, listening as he went on, “First, I would like to thank all of you who have come to help with the search on such short notice. The first twenty-four hours are the most important in missing person cases like this, especially when it's a child."

“Daisy would kill him if she heard him say she was a child,” Violet whispered so only Rose could hear her. “She will when I tell her,” Rose said back, not leaving any room for doubt in her words.

“Chief Thompson continued, "Now, we need to get going so we can use as much daylight as we have. We will be assigning every volunteer a group to work in.” 

Everyone listened as their names were called out, as they were paired with one of the officers. Like Mark had said, he had gotten her and her friend's names on his team, along with Jason and a few others.

Next, Chief Thompson gave the teams the directions for the areas they would be searching in, and Rose was happy to hear they would be going into the east side of the deeply wooded area that sat just off of Mark's house she had played there too many times to count as a kid.

“So, we have until sundown to find her before we're supposed to come back and regroup, right?” Lily asked, and Rose nodded as they walked behind the group. “It's not that long, but we just have to make it count,” Rose replied, then looked up as Mark spoke.

“Come on,” he egged them on, leading them into the trees and moving branches aside for them to pass, “Stay close to me, no more than six feet. Just in case you need or find anything. Got it?“

“Fine by me,” Jason said coolly as he looked around at the tall thick pine trees. Rose did the same, searching for anything that could help her a golden bracelet, an earring, anything that could be Daisy's.

“Daisy!” Lily called, her small voice ringing out, and Rose could hear other voices in the distance doing the same. Rose stopped as she daw movement at the corner of her eye, turning to find...nothing. Nothing was there but trees. 

The world seemed to disappear then, as she moved to look for what it could have been. Further away from the voices and people. She walked forward in a daze until she stopped suddenly, her heart freezing as she knelt down to get a closer look at the
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