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CHAPTER ONE - BEST FRIENDS IN A SMALL TOWN
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In Dothan, Alabama, a town that wore its modesty like a pressed dress for Sunday service, people noticed girls like J.B. Beasley and Tracie Hawlett not because they were extraordinary, but because they were unmistakably alive. Seventeen years old, standing at that narrow threshold between childhood and whatever waited next, they moved through the town with the confidence of youth and the unspoken certainty that time was generous.

J.B. Hilton Green Beasley had been born on the last day of July, a detail she liked because it meant her birthday always came with heat and light, with fireworks not officially meant for her but close enough to claim. She was kinetic by nature—laughing loudly, talking with her hands, dancing whenever music drifted from a car radio or a gymnasium speaker. Dance was not simply something she did; it was how she understood the world, how she shook off disappointment and celebrated small victories. At Northview High School, she cheered at football games, carried honor roll certificates home to parents who framed them, and spoke easily about plans that stretched forward without fear. College, maybe. Travel, definitely. She had the kind of optimism that assumed life would keep opening doors simply because she was ready to walk through them.

Tracie Jean Hawlett was quieter, but no less vivid. Where J.B. radiated outward, Tracie drew people in. She had learned early how to listen—how to stay still while others spoke, how to offer comfort without drama. Her father had died when she was four, a loss she remembered only in fragments, but its absence shaped her in ways she rarely articulated. She was close to her mother, Carol, in the way that comes from shared endurance, from years of navigating the world as a pair instead of a trio. Tracie had a gentleness about her, a steadiness that made people feel safe, as though she could absorb chaos without being undone by it.

Together, they were balanced.

They had met years earlier, as girls do in small towns—through school, through mutual friends, through the simple mathematics of proximity. Over time, their friendship deepened into something unshakeable. They shared secrets whispered over sleepovers, inside jokes that collapsed them into laughter at inappropriate moments, and the confidence that came from knowing someone would always answer the phone. When one of them faltered, the other leaned in without hesitation. It was the kind of bond that felt permanent, not because it had been tested by catastrophe, but because neither could imagine a future that didn’t include the other.

Their lives were full of ordinary details that felt important at seventeen. Homework deadlines. Football games. Part-time jobs. The endless conversation about who liked whom, who might leave town, who might stay. They talked about graduation as though it were a doorway rather than an ending. They talked about adulthood with excitement rather than dread, convinced that freedom would arrive cleanly, without cost.

On the surface, there was nothing remarkable about them. That was part of their safety. They were daughters you trusted, girls you waved at from your car, students teachers remembered fondly. In Dothan, people knew their names and faces, knew their parents, knew the rhythms of their days. They belonged to the town, and the town believed—naively, as it turned out—that belonging was protection enough.

In the summer of 1999, the heat pressed down like a constant hand. Nights were thick and slow, the air humming with cicadas and distant engines. J.B.’s birthday was approaching, and with it came the giddy anticipation that only seventeen-year-olds can muster. They talked about celebrating somewhere else, somewhere just beyond the familiar grid of streets and routines. A party in another town. Music. Laughter. A small rebellion disguised as fun.

It was not about escape, not really. It was about marking time, about claiming a moment that belonged to them before adulthood imposed its rules. Tracie was cautious by nature, but even she felt the pull of the night, the sense that something joyful waited just beyond the edge of the known.

Their friendship that summer felt indestructible.

They drove together often, windows down, singing along to whatever played on the radio. They shared clothes and makeup and dreams, swapping futures like borrowed dresses. When one spoke of fear—of leaving home, of disappointing someone, of growing up—the other brushed it aside gently, promising that everything would work out. They believed this because belief was easy then. The world had not yet contradicted them in any lasting way.

Parents trusted them. Teachers trusted them. They trusted each other most of all.

In hindsight, it is tempting to search for omens—to reread conversations, to reexamine glances, to imagine that fate left clues along the way. But there were none. Nothing in their laughter suggested danger. Nothing in their plans hinted at finality. They were not reckless girls courting disaster. They were careful in the way young people are careful, meaning they understood rules but believed misfortune was reserved for others.

J.B.’s birthday loomed like a promise.

They spoke about it with the reverence usually reserved for milestones that feel larger than they are. Seventeen mattered. It meant independence edging closer, adulthood hovering just out of reach. It meant the right to dream bigger, to imagine a life that would unfold according to intention rather than chance.

They did not know—could not have known—that the celebration would become a boundary rather than a bridge. That the night meant to mark joy would instead draw a line through everything that followed.

In Dothan, the sun rose and set as it always had. Parents went to work. Neighbors watered lawns. The town prepared for another humid August. J.B. and Tracie stood inside that ordinary world, secure in the assumption that it would hold.

Their friendship, full of laughter and promise, seemed immune to interruption.

And that, perhaps, was the tragedy at its core—not that they trusted the world too much, but that the world had given them every reason to believe it deserved their trust.
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CHAPTER TWO - THE BIRTHDAY CELEBRATION
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July 31, 1999—the kind of date that, in a young person’s imagination, carries a glow of importance far beyond its ink on a calendar—arrived in Dothan with the usual Alabama insistence: heat that would not let go, air heavy with the smell of cut grass and gasoline, evening light that lingered like a promise. It was J.B. Beasley’s seventeenth birthday, and to be seventeen in a town like Dothan was to live in a sweet, impatient contradiction: you were old enough to feel the pull of freedom, young enough to believe freedom came without consequence.

That night, J.B. dressed with the quiet ceremony of someone stepping into her own spotlight. Not a formal dress—nothing so grand—but the careful selection of what looked right, what felt right, what would photograph well under convenience-store fluorescents or the dim, forgiving light of a party. She moved through her room with a bright restlessness, the same energy that made her dance in kitchens and cheer on bleachers. Tracie Hawlett, steady as ever, watched her with a half-smile that said: Yes, yes, this matters to you; therefore it matters to me.

Tracie’s mother, Carol, had seen this ritual before—the way daughters can turn a night into an event simply by believing it is one. She asked the practical questions mothers ask when they are trying not to show fear. Where will you be? Who’s going? What time will you be home? Tracie answered with the soft confidence of a girl who thought her world was mostly safe. She and J.B. were going out to celebrate; there was a party in a nearby town; they’d be back later. Not too late. Late enough.

They left in J.B.’s family car, a black Mazda 929 sedan that carried the faint scent of other errands—grocery runs, school drop-offs, the dull reliability of family routine. That night, with two seventeen-year-olds inside it, the car felt transformed. It was not transportation; it was permission. J.B. slid into the driver’s seat with the pleasure of ownership-by-proxy. Tracie settled into the passenger side, tucking her legs in, smoothing her skirt or shorts—whatever she wore—like a habit of composure.

The road out of Dothan was familiar at first, the usual corridors of streetlights and businesses closed for the night, the thin glow of fast-food signs and gas stations. The radio played whatever the late-nineties played—songs with choruses meant to be shouted, songs about love as if love were always simple. They sang along. They laughed. They made the kind of plans young people make in cars at night: plans for the party, for the next weekend, for the future.

And then, almost without realizing it, the landscape began to change.

Streetlights thinned. The road widened into darker stretches. Familiar landmarks fell away. Fields and trees replaced storefronts. The car’s headlights became the primary source of certainty, carving a narrow tunnel through night. Rural Alabama has
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