

[image: Cover: We Are All Guilty Here by Karin Slaughter.]




We Are All Guilty Here

Karin Slaughter

[image: HarperCollinsPublisher logo.]




Copyright

HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street,

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2025

Copyright © Karin Slaughter 2025

Cover design by Claire Ward/HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

Cover photographs: © Silas Manhood Photography Ltd (main images) and plainpicture/Régis Domergue (girl on bike).

Karin Slaughter asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorized use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008625870

eBook Edition © June 2025 ISBN: 9780008625894

Version: 2026-04-29




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:

Change of font size and line height

Change of background and font colours

Change of font

Change justification

Text to speech

Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008625870




Dedication

For Kate and Kitty Sunshine, who’ve been through some things




Epigraph

If you want a happy ending, that depends, of course, on where you stop your story.

—Orson Welles, 
The Big Brass Ring, 1982




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Twelve Years Later

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Twelve Days Later

Chapter Twenty

Keep Reading …

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Also by Karin Slaughter

About the Publisher




CHAPTER ONE

Madison Dalrymple leaned her shoulder against the giant oak tree and tried not to panic. Cheyenne was late. Later than late. This wasn’t how the plan was supposed to go down. They had agreed to meet at the park under the oak tree by eight o’clock at the latest. But it was twenty past, and Cheyenne hadn’t shown up or called or texted and she wasn’t answering Madison’s calls or texts, and the combination of heat and anxiety had put Madison into a full-on sweat. Her shirt was glued to her back. Her shorts were bunching up in the middle. The bag of weed she’d bought off the old Perv was practically baking in her front pocket.

Maybe meeting at the park had been a bad idea, but Madison’s dad hadn’t given them much of a choice. He’d sprung it on her yesterday that the whole family was spending her birthday together at the fireworks show like it was a surprise she would actually be happy with. Turning fifteen wasn’t as big a deal as sixteen, but being dragged to the park with her dad and her stepmom and her whiny half-brother felt more like a punishment than a celebration. Gnats and mosquitos were everywhere. The food was disgusting. The punch was like cough syrup. There were at least two hundred people sprawled across the field and splashing in the lake as they waited for the fireworks to start, and Madison hated every single one of them.

“Cheyenne,” she mumbled, her eyes skimming mullets and poodle perms. “Where are you?”

At least the sun was finally setting. By ten this morning, the temperature had soared past one hundred. The lake felt warmer than bath water. Her sunscreen had sweated off hours ago. Her skin was broiling. Madison watched heat waves shimmering across the parking lot at the top of the hill. Cars were packed tightly into the spaces. Bikes were abandoned along the sidewalk and down the stairs. Someone had turned off the overhead lights. The fireworks show was going to start soon. The whole town was acting like the Fourth of July was hugely important, when nobody knew the difference between the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, and they had to hum most of the words to “The Star-Spangled Banner” when the school band played.

It was just an excuse to eat too much and drink too much so they could all forget they were trapped inside this stinking wet turd of a town.

She gripped her phone in her hand. Her stepmom had already called twice looking for her, pretending that she wanted to be one big happy family, but Madison knew Hannah was trying to put on a show. Like, pretend that she was Madison’s real mother. Like, pretend that she didn’t secretly hate Madison. Worse, Madison’s dad kept acting as if Madison was the problem. Her actual mother, his wife, had only been dead for eight years, and he wanted to play it like she’d never even existed.

“Shit,” Madison cursed.

She wasn’t going to let Hannah ruin things for her. Not this time. She checked the time on her phone again. Cheyenne was officially twenty-six minutes late. Madison took a deep breath, told herself that twenty-six minutes was nothing. Once, Cheyenne was an hour late, and a strange car had dropped her off outside Madison’s house. Not even a Mustang or a Corvette, but a station wagon with those little cartoon characters on the back for a mom, a dad, two kids and a dog. Hannah hadn’t seen the car, but she’d turned all judgmental stepmother over the fresh hickey on Cheyenne’s neck, narrowing her eyes like what a whore.

“Madison?”

“What!” Madison yelped out the word. She started to sweat for real when she realized the woman who’d said her name was Hannah’s best friend since forever. That Emmy Clifton-Lang also happened to be a police officer brought out an extra layer of panic.

“You’re a little jumpy,” Emmy said. “What’s up, birthday girl?”

“Nothing.” Madison caught herself before she clamped her hand over the bag of weed in her pocket. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine. Are you drinking enough water?” Emmy took off her hat. She had naturally curly hair, but she kept it up in a bun like an old lady, even though she and Hannah had both turned thirty years old last month. “It’s hotter out here than people think.”

“I know,” Madison said, because did she think Madison was stupid? “That’s why I’m standing under a tree. In the shade. Alone.”

Emmy didn’t take the hint. She rested her hand on the tree. “You know that saying—don’t miss the forest for the trees?”

Madison rolled her eyes. All people did lately was give her advice she didn’t ask for. “What?”

“Sometimes you think you know who you’re dealing with, and you ignore the signs that maybe they’re not the best thing in the world for you.” Emmy shrugged. “Sometimes, you miss the big picture because you’re too focused on the little stuff like having fun and sneaking out of the house and doing things you know you’re not supposed to do. Then suddenly, one day, you’re hit with the consequences of your actions.”

“God,” Madison groaned. She knew exactly where this Cheyenne Baker Is a Bad Influence lecture was coming from. “Tell Hannah to get a life, okay? She can stop sending people to talk to me. I’m leaving this stupid town as soon as I can.”

“I hear you,” Emmy said. “College is a long way off, though. A lot can happen in three years.”

“Sure.” Madison wasn’t going to tell her the truth, that if the plan worked, all she and Cheyenne had to do was wait out the next two months, then they would move to Atlanta and never have to deal with people telling them what to do ever again.

Emmy offered, “I could show you around Mercer if you want. The campus is beautiful. I loved it there. Met some really cool people.”

Madison rolled her eyes again. “I don’t care about college, okay?”

“Maybe not now, but listen, you’re supposed to babysit Cole next weekend. Why don’t you come early and we can talk about—”

“I’m late.” Madison made her voice dead cold. “I told Cheyenne I’d meet her at the SnoBall stand ten minutes ago.”

“Okay, but give me just one more second, please.” Emmy held onto her hand, which was weird. Then she squeezed Madison’s fingers. “I want you to know—you should already know—that Hannah really loves you.”

Madison’s heart suddenly got jumpy. She felt the warmth of Emmy’s hand wrapped around hers. Inexplicably, she wanted to cry.

“She watched you grow up.” Emmy smiled. “We both did.

We both love you.”

Madison swallowed the lump in her throat. “Whatever.”

She slipped her hand free, leaving Emmy alone with her old lady bun and her stupid smile and her stupid son who still watched baby cartoons even though he was eleven years old.

Madison waited until she’d reached the bleachers to wipe her nose with the back of her hand. She looked at the time on her phone again. The panic flooded back in. Cheyenne was officially thirty-one minutes late. Had Madison gotten something wrong? Were they supposed to meet at the house?

She shook her head, because that wasn’t right. She hadn’t gotten anything wrong. They had gone over the plan dozens of times, even walked the route with a stopwatch, then taken their bikes because it felt safer to cut across the backroads instead of going through downtown where some busybody could spot Cheyenne and screw up her alibi.

Madison couldn’t wait to tell Cheyenne about lying straight to Emmy’s face. They weren’t meeting at the SnoBall stand. They were going to meet under the oak tree, then ride their bikes back to Cheyenne’s house, then they were going to borrow Cheyenne’s dad’s car and boost some of his scotch, then they were going to go joyriding around town while all the stupid people watched the fireworks. She had thought about it so many times that it felt like it had already happened: Mr. Baker’s brand-new Jetta zooming over a hundred miles an hour down the stretch past Main Street, Madison sticking up from the sunroof, arms wide, the air whipping her hair around while Rihanna blasted through the speakers.

Two months. That was what Madison really needed to think about. The plan was going to work. They were really going to get away from here. It was actually going to happen. All they had to do was hold on until September. They were going to hitch a ride to Atlanta and stay in a suite at the Ritz-Carlton and get VIP tickets to Music Midtown and meet some older guys who could get them into clubs and they’d probably end up married to football players and living in mansions.

That was Cheyenne’s prediction, at least, and just like when they were in middle school, she was bringing Madison along for the ride. Which was great for Madison. She had never been popular, never fit in, always been too nerdy or too weird. Then Cheyenne’s dad had moved the family to Clifton to take a job at the factory, and Madison’s life had changed completely. Before then, she’d never been in trouble, never attracted attention, never talked back, never worn make-up, never even been kissed by a boy.

She might as well have been dead.

Only Cheyenne had been able to bring her to life. She knew how to have fun and, despite what Emmy Old Lady Bun was blabbing on about, how to get away with it. Cheyenne had shown Madison how to purse her lips, turn on her little girl voice, pretend like she was stupid so that men felt like they were big, strong protectors, and then they gave you whatever you wanted.

That was Cheyenne’s secret trick—to go after men.

The boys closer to their own age were freaks and idiots. They didn’t know what they wanted or how to get it. Men were different. They listened to you. They paid attention to what you wanted, bought you things, made you feel special, told you that you were pretty all the time, were grateful when you showed up, never complained if you were late or in a bad mood. Cheyenne said even the sex was better, but Madison wasn’t so sure about that. She’d never had actual sex, only done some hand stuff, but it was mostly boring and sticky and not as exciting as Cheyenne made it out to be.

“Come on, Shy,” Madison whispered. “Where the hell are you?”

Someone jostled up against her. A bunch of kids in wet bathing suits were heading toward the food tables. She looked up into the sky. The light had dimmed like someone had turned down the sun, and suddenly, it was dusk. Smoke wafted off the grills where hot dogs and hamburgers had been cooked for the crowd. The church ladies were setting out cupcakes with sparklers and packing away gooey potato salad and green bean casserole. Madison walked to the front of the bleachers and looked out at the sea of people that stretched from here to the lake, searching for Cheyenne’s dark, spiky hair.

All she saw was ancient Sheriff Gerald Clifton taking up too much space on a bunch of blankets his wife had spread out at the crack of dawn so they’d have the best seats in the house. Right in the middle of the field. Not too close to the lake, not too far from the Porta Potties. Everybody was coming up to the sheriff like he was royalty, which was maybe true since the entire county had been named after his great-great—however many greats—grandfather. Emmy was one of his deputies. His wife taught at the middle school. His son taught at the high school. His brother ran the factory. His 200-year-old sister played the organ at the Second Baptist. There were tons of Cliftons all over the county, cousins and great-uncles and too many aunts. Madison’s dad joked that everybody who wasn’t a Clifton either worked for the Cliftons or had been arrested by the Cliftons.

A sudden, dark thought made Madison feel sick to her stomach.

Maybe Emmy’s stupid forest/trees lecture had been about something specific.

Maybe Cheyenne had been arrested. Maybe they were holding her in jail.

Madison frantically went back over the crowd, spotting Emmy talking to her husband. It looked more like she was yelling. Emmy was jabbing her finger at Jonah’s chest as if she wanted to stab him. There was a second cop around here somewhere. Madison spun in a circle, desperate to find the other deputy. She heaved a sigh when she spotted Brett Temple standing near the long line to the Porta Potties. Even she could tell he wasn’t doing much of a good job. He was playing with his wide-brimmed hat instead of watching out for problems. Madison could see a slash of bright red across the back of his neck where he’d gotten sunburned.

She let out another slow breath to try to calm herself. She studied the mass of people again, this time for Cheyenne. Still no sign, but Hannah popped up from the crowd like a prairie dog. She was scoping out the group of kids eating cupcakes, probably searching for Madison so they could take a perfect family photo she could post on Facebook.

Madison felt her lips twist into a smirk as she hid behind old Mr. Singh from the hardware store. Hannah was wearing a striped halter top that was soaked through with sweat. Her nipples stuck out like pencil erasers, which would’ve been hilarious to Cheyenne because Hannah was always saying Cheyenne showed off too much of her body.

She looked down at her phone. Thirty-nine minutes late. This was taking way too long. Cheyenne had said the plan wasn’t dangerous, but the truth was it was very dangerous. You didn’t mess with people and expect them to just take it. Especially the kind of people they’d been messing with.

Without thinking, Madison searched out Emmy again. She wasn’t hard to miss in her shit-brown uniform. The fight with Jonah was over. Emmy was walking up the hill toward the bleachers. Her head was down. The wide brim of her hat hid her face. Her fists were clenched. People were staring at her, whispering about the fight with Jonah.

That was how things worked in North Falls, everybody up in your business. There wasn’t a person within spitting distance who didn’t know the entire story of Emmy’s life, from being born to being stuck with her sad-sack older brother to representing the school at the state spelling bee to going to college to getting married to her middle school sweetheart to giving birth to a son to taking the job at the sheriff’s office to really believing her loser husband was going to be a famous musician one day when everybody knew he spent most of his time smoking weed on their couch in the house Emmy paid for.

Cheyenne always said that Emmy was too pretty to waste her looks on being a cop, but the thing was, she was good at her job. She wasn’t like her father, who would call your parents at work if he saw you somewhere he thought you shouldn’t be. Or Brett Temple, who took a real kind of pleasure in being a dick. Emmy had caught Madison smoking a cigarette once and told her to put it out, and that was that. She hadn’t ratted her out to Hannah or dropped by her dad’s shop for a talk, which would’ve been easy because it was right across the street from the sheriff’s station.

Which meant that Emmy could be trusted.

Madison clutched her hands together as she waited for Emmy to reach her at the top of the hill. She tried to think of a story in her head. Something like the truth, but not exactly the truth. Something that would get them out of trouble, because she thought that maybe, probably, they were in a lot of trouble. Or at least Cheyenne was, because she could be late to a lot of things, but there was no way she would be late to this. They had practiced. They had planned for all contingencies. The only explanation was that something bad had happened.

Emmy looked up just as Madison was about to open her mouth.

“Not now.” Emmy’s tone was clipped. She had tears in her eyes. Her nose was red, but not from the sun.

Madison had no choice but to step out of her way. She trailed Emmy behind the bleachers, watched her cut in line to one of the Porta Potties, then go inside and shut the door.

“Shit,” Madison mumbled.

Now what?

She could see Deputy Temple still playing with his hat. He was the last person she would ask for help. He wasn’t just a dick. He was mean as hell.

Madison looked up at the sky again, as if she could find the answer there. The sun had dimmed another few watts. The stars were faint points of light. She looked toward the old oak. No one was there. She let her gaze bounce over the crowd again, down to the lake. Swimmers were getting out, toweling off, heading toward their spots on the hill. It would be pitch dark soon. A feeling of excited anticipation filled the air. Everybody was ready for the fireworks to start.

She looked at the time. Forty-seven minutes late. Cheyenne wasn’t coming. Something must’ve really gone wrong.

Madison had to go find her.

She felt a sense of purpose as she walked up the stairs toward the parking lot. There was just enough light to help her find her bicycle. She bumped the tires up the rest of the way, then rolled the bike along the sidewalk, scanning the lot in case Cheyenne had run into a guy who had a bottle or a bong. The cars were parked so close she couldn’t get between them with her bike, so she had to follow the sidewalk parallel to the first row.

Madison needed her own plan.

She would lift her bike over the yellow caution tape that was meant to keep people from driving onto the practice field beside the parking lot. She would go down the hill, hit Long Street, then take a left onto Carver, then cut across the big yard with the pond to get to the backroads. This was exactly the reverse of the route Cheyenne was supposed to be taking. Maybe her bike had gotten a flat tire. Maybe she’d taken something and been too high to do anything but lay on her back and stare up at the sky.

Madison was about to get on her bike when she heard the first crackling flare. The fireworks show was finally starting. They had set up on the opposite side of the lake, far from the crowd. Madison heard a low whistle, saw a single line of bright white burning upwards into the night sky, then watched it explode into a thousand pinpoints. She heard clapping and shouting as the sparklers sizzled and hissed like tiny snakes, then slowly flamed out.

There was a brief interlude. Then another crackle. Another low whistle. Another line of fire bursting into a sphere of swirling blues and whites, the school’s mascot colors. The crowd cheered as a third firework went off, this one letting out a loud whir as it spun into the shape of a smiley face.

Madison momentarily forgot her worries. She couldn’t help but feel a sense of wonder. When she was little, back when her mother was still alive, back before Hannah had forced herself into their lives, the family would spend every Fourth watching the fireworks together, just the three of them. Her mother would pack a small cake and chocolate ice cream for Madison’s birthday. Her father would take her swimming in the lake. When the fireworks started, he would put his arm around Madison so she wouldn’t be scared. Then he’d call out each type of firework: the crossette, where stars broke into fours and crisscrossed each other. The diadem, with its stationary stars at the center. The ring, with its halo shape and smiley faces. The long cylinder of a Roman candle, or the nearly 1,000-shot cake that was half a dozen Roman candles combined. Then there were the flowers—the willow and peony, and her favorite, the chrysanthemum—all colorful explosions that could take your breath away.

They still took her breath away.

Madison wiped her eyes, mad at herself for crying. She had told Hannah that she was too old for fireworks, but the truth was, she missed the way she felt when her father put his arm around her shoulders, pulled her close to his side, made her feel safe. Every ooh and ahh from the crowd, every boom so loud that it shook in the back of her throat, reminded Madison of everything that had been lost.

She was so caught up in her sadness that she barely registered the car turning into the parking lot. Her eyes took their time adjusting. The headlights were off. She couldn’t see the driver as the car rolled down the first row. He wasn’t stopping. The brake lights stayed dark when the front end bumped over the curb and nosed through the yellow caution tape. It wasn’t until another explosion of light illuminated the field in all its green glory that she realized what she was looking at.

Cheyenne!

Finally, thank God, she was here.

Madison’s cry of relief turned into a startled laugh. Cheyenne was going to drive her dad’s precious, brand-new Jetta across the soccer field. She’d wedged her distinctive neon blue bicycle into the trunk. The hot pink sparklers swayed from the handlebar grips. The snap-glows on the spokes sparkled like Christmas tree lights. She hadn’t tied down the lid tight enough. It popped open when the back tire hit the curb, then slammed down onto the bike so hard that Madison could hear the sound of metal crunching over the sizzles of a yellow peony firework burning itself out.

“Shy!” Madison sprinted alongside her bike, hunkered down over the handlebars, racing after the car. She saw the brake lights glow as Cheyenne neared the center of the soccer field. Madison couldn’t bring herself to put another break in the caution tape. She jogged down and went through the spot Cheyenne had already broken apart. Her teeth clattered when she bumped the bike over the curb. She accidentally bit the inside of her cheek. She was so elated that she barely registered the pain.

Typical Cheyenne. She’d obviously changed the plan without letting Madison know. She’d decided to get the Jetta and the scotch and then meet up at the park. Which made so much more sense. They should’ve thought of this earlier. Why double back when Cheyenne could swing by her house on the way to the park?

The car stopped on the edge of the field, pointing toward a bunch of trees. Madison could hear the engine idling. She started crying again, this time from relief. Only now could she admit how truly terrified she’d been. Cheyenne had said the plan was going to be easy, but nothing was ever easy. Especially when Cheyenne was involved. She could push people too far. Madison had seen it happen more times than she could count. Mouthing off to a teacher, pissing off the principal, yelling at a store clerk, screaming at her mother her father her little sister so loud that one time, probably not the only time, her mother had swung back her hand and slapped Cheyenne into silence.

“Shy!” Madison called again, but her voice was lost to the pop-pop-pop of a chrysanthemum firework flowering open in bright purples, greens and whites.

She let her bike drop to the ground and ran the last few yards. The rapid pops were so loud she felt them crackling in her teeth. The strobe of light made every move look stuttered. She reached out her hand. Found purchase on the back tire of Cheyenne’s bicycle. The chain had slipped. She could see it draped across the spokes like a discarded bracelet.

The night went black.

The chrysanthemum had flared out. In the silence, Madison could hear her own sharp breaths—one, then another, then another, before the next low whistle drowned it out, the whir so loud that it shook her eardrums. She turned toward the lake, watching two trails of light zip up into the blackness, their dual reflections mirrored in the surface of the water. Then she heard the cascade of booms. Then she saw the bursts of large tendrils dropping into the shape of two massive palm trees.

The roar of the crowd drained away. The pop and sizzle, the hiss and crackle.

There was another sound. Faint, but definitely there. Much closer than the crowd. Almost closer than the sharp intake of her own breaths.

A whimper.

Madison looked down into the trunk of the car. The bright light from the palms picked out every detail in front of her. The neon blue frame of the bike. The bent rear wheel. The broken chain. The blue tarp lining the trunk. The stretched clothesline hanging from the lid.

The look of terror in Cheyenne’s eyes.

“Oh,” Madison whispered.

This wasn’t Mr. Baker’s Jetta.

The sky went dark. Another interlude.

Madison was momentarily blind, but she could still see Cheyenne in the trunk. Trapped under the bike. Eyes wide. Terrified. There was no time to think, only to act. Madison wrenched out the bike, tossed it onto the ground, grabbed Cheyenne’s arm, tried to help her out.

Another low whistle. Another trail of fire. Another explosion of stunning light.

Madison froze, her hand still wrapped around Cheyenne’s arm, as the truth revealed itself in terrifying color. Bright red slash marks. Rusty dried blood. Pink pinpricks peppering the whites of Cheyenne’s eyes. Her mouth was taped shut. Her nose looked broken. Her shirt was torn. More blood streaked down her chest, pooled into the top of her bra. Her wrists were tied together. Her legs were drawn up. Her ankles were tied. She was screaming behind the tape, wriggling to get out, urging Madison to hurry, to please help.

It was in this moment—not an interlude so much as an echo— when Madison remembered what Emmy had told her before.

Don’t miss the forest for the trees.

Don’t worry about Cheyenne being tied up in the trunk.

Worry about the man who put her there.

The next explosion was so loud that Madison’s teeth ached. She felt a tightening of her jaw, a contraction of her muscles, a sense of fear coursing through her body. The burning bright flares of a chrysanthemum set the sky on fire.

Madison turned. She saw the man’s face, then—

Darkness.




CHAPTER TWO

Emmy pushed open the door to the Porta Potty and sucked in a mouthful of hot, humid air. Her ears were still ringing. The fireworks display had ended with enough explosions to fill a war zone. She could smell the gunpowder and sulfur mingling with the stench of acrid sweat and stale alcohol as the revelers began the slow process of gathering blankets and coolers and searching for toddlers and trying to remember where they’d parked. Flashlights came out. The overhead lights started popping on. First at the parking lots down by the ballfields. Then the parking lot at the top of the hill. Then the lights behind the bleachers. Then down by the lake. Then the mood shifted as people realized that the Fourth of July falling on a Wednesday meant they all had to get up and go to work tomorrow morning.

“’Night, Emmy,” someone called.

“You take care,” another said.

Emmy forced herself to smile as she snapped the door closed behind her. In retrospect, hiding out in a piss-and shit-filled plastic box that had baked under a hateful sun for twelve hours hadn’t been one of her better ideas. It was still better than her idea to trust Jonah Lang to do something as simple as watch their eleven-year-old child.

“I know that look.” Brett Temple was grinning as he twirled his hat between his hands. The back of his neck had pinked up into a classic redneck tan. “What’d he do now?”

“Said he wasn’t gonna babysit Cole.” Brett looked clueless, so she clarified, “It’s not babysitting when it’s your own kid.”

“Seriously.” Vanna, Brett’s smugly pregnant wife, inserted herself into the conversation. Her sweat-stained purple dress sagged across her belly like a fitted sheet at a whorehouse. “You won’t be like that, will you baby?”

Brett looked down at Vanna and lied through his teeth. “’Course not, honey.”

Emmy had to look away while they kissed. She studied the crowd. She felt a niggling guilt for blowing off Madison earlier. The girl had clearly wanted to talk. “Have either of you seen Madison Dalrymple?”

Brett asked, “Which one is she?”

Vanna supplied, “The fat one.”

Emmy felt her jaw set. “She’s not fat.”

“Well, nobody would call her skinny.” Vanna laughed as she ogled Brett like a lovestruck basset hound. “Madison runs around with that filthy-mouthed little hellion, Cheyenne Baker. Remember, you dragged her into the station last week.”

“Cheyenne Baker.” Brett started nodding. “Stole a bag of Hershey’s Kisses from the Good Dollar. She ditched ’em before I got to her, though.”

“Little psychopath was probably lacing them with fentanyl,” Vanna said with great authority. “Might as well send her to prison now. She’s gonna end up there anyway.”

“Hey.” Emmy tried to keep her tone even. “She’s still a kid.”

“A kid with the evil already baked in,” Vanna said. “I’ll tell you another thing, Hannah’s a saint for putting up with Madison. She oughtta send her to one of those schools where they snatch the kid in the middle of the night and drop them in a desert somewhere in Utah. Get her out from under the sphere of dark influences.”

Emmy was stunned by the casual cruelty. “Hannah loves Madison like a daughter.”

“Which is why she should do it. Tough love.” Vanna rubbed her round belly like her child would never cause trouble. “Lord, I’m about to pop. Emmy, were Cole’s last few weeks this trying for you?”

“Not really. I felt great.” Emmy figured the insomnia, back pain, four cavities in her teeth, and having to carry around an extra pair of pants for when she inevitably pissed herself were a walk in the park compared to dislocating her pelvis, losing two liters of blood and projectile vomiting from the pain during delivery. “I barely even remember it.”

Vanna gave an annoyingly beatific smile. “Babies are a miracle from God.”

“They’re something.”

Brett asked Emmy, “Where’d you see this Madison last? I can help you look for her.”

“No need.” Emmy assumed whatever urgent event had made Madison desperate enough to actually talk had likely passed by now. “I’ll catch up with her later.”

Brett gave her a careful look. Emmy shrugged him off, mostly because they didn’t have the time or resources to handle a fifteen-year-old in a fit of pique. Hundreds of people were trying to leave at the same time and there was only one road in and out of the park. The cars up on the hill were squeezed in like sardines. The two small lots by the baseball diamonds were double parked. Add to that the heat and alcohol, and the odds were high that someone was going to need a ride to the hospital before their shifts ended. The time for standing around and talking was over.

She asked Brett, “Which one do you want: traffic cop or referee?”

Brett groaned out a thinking noise. “Traffic. Got punched in the face last time I refereed.”

Vanna pinched his cheek. “You got him back good, didn’t you, baby?”

Emmy ignored the way Vanna cooed at him in a silly, breathy voice. The woman was only five years younger than Emmy, but she still acted like a teenager. That would change in a few months when she was operating on zero sleep and Brett was taking double shifts because the risk of being shot during a traffic stop was still better than dealing with a screaming baby.

Emmy told him, “Radio if you need me.”

She stuck her hat back on her head as she walked into the lurching mass of people, heading down the hill while everybody else was trying to go up. Emmy studied the faces, tried to figure out who’d had too much to drink, who would cause trouble, who needed an escort back to their car, and who was just irritated that it was taking too long to get to the parking lot.

This predictive part of policing was something they couldn’t teach at the academy. Emmy had been on the job six years and had finally developed a cop’s instinct. Sometimes it was triggered by a sudden burst of sound or even absolute silence, but most times it was nothing more than a subtle change in the air, a sort of static charge she felt on the surface of her skin that told her something terrible was about to happen. Her father called it the tickle, and Emmy figured a man who’d served in the sheriff’s office since Eisenhower was in the White House could call it whatever he wanted. If Emmy knew the town like the back of her hand, her father knew it like the arteries inside of his heart.

Clifton County was in the south-western part of Georgia, with a population of nearly 20,000 people. Fewer than a thousand of them lived in the county seat of North Falls. The largest of the four cities was Verona, where the auto parts factory was located. Ocmulgee was known for its outlet stores along US 19, and Clayville had one of the biggest vocational schools in the state, mainly because it fed skilled labor into the factory. Both North Falls and Verona were bordered by the Flint River, which started below the Atlanta airport, then flowed through the bottom part of the state into the Florida panhandle, where it eventually drained into the Gulf.

The three larger cities were big enough to have their own police services, but the sixteen-person sheriff’s office serviced North Falls, which made sense. The courthouse was downtown. Deputies were in charge of the jail and prisoner transport. They also placed resource officers in the schools, performed patrol duties, assisted with investigations throughout the county, and did crowd control during public events, which was why Emmy and Brett were at the park.

There was a much bigger Fourth celebration on the banks of the Flint, but North Falls had always done its own thing. The money was here. The people who ran the county were here. In a region where outsiders were suspect, North Falls had a particular distrust for anything that wasn’t born and bred within the 190-acre city limits of North Falls.

Which was why most of the faces Emmy saw in the crowd were familiar. From the grocery store from downtown from the gym from the diner from the hair salon in Peggy Ingram’s basement. Some of them smiled when they saw her. Others scowled. Then there were the busybodies who stared openly because they’d seen the fight with Jonah and they wanted more gossip.

Emmy looked down at her phone as if she’d just gotten a very important message. The stupid thing had been vibrating in her pocket for the last hour, but she’d been blissfully ignorant of the goings on. There were six missed calls from her crazy aunt, most likely complaining about winos swimming in her pond or hobos stealing wild blackberries off her fencerow.

Her cousin Taybee had sent all the girl-cousins a text suggesting a Sunday potluck hosted at her sprawling family farm. She had written no boys allowed, which had resulted in one cousin immediately accusing her of reverse sexism. Three cousins had bypassed the potential spat and asked what to bring. A fourth had privately texted Emmy to say she wasn’t going because she still wasn’t talking to Taybee. Another cousin had texted privately to suggest an alternative dinner at a restaurant where people waited on you, and nobody had to cook. And then Taybee had privately texted Emmy to ask if she’d heard about this alternative dinner.

A fat drop of sweat rolled off the tip of her nose and hit the screen.

No way she was weighing in on the cousin drama, especially with Taybee, a shittifyingly wealthy lawyer who tackled every dispute like she was cross-examining an ax murderer. Emmy thumbed down the list to find a text from Jonah. He’d sent a kind of peace-offering photo of Cole biting down on a chocolate-covered ice cream cone, which was great because every eleven-year-old should freebase a pound of sugar before bedtime.

Emmy heaved out a heavy sigh. She couldn’t bring herself to break Jonah’s balls again, so she texted back a smiley face, then stuck her phone back in her pocket. She was supposed to be working, not worrying about her marriage. She adjusted her duty belt, which between her gun, extra ammo, pepper spray, radio, flashlight, Taser, baton, multi-tool, and keys weighed approximately 6,000 pounds. She took off her hat and wiped her forehead with her arm.

Good Lord God it was hot.

Her skin was sticky. Her hair felt spray-painted onto her skull. The Kevlar vest under her uniform had turned into the world’s heaviest sandpaper, and her bra’s underwire was stabbing into her ribs. And to top it off, she had a pounding headache. She’d told Madison to drink some water, but hadn’t taken her own advice.

Madison.

There was no SnoBall stand. There was no sign of Cheyenne, either. Emmy had picked up a kind of low-key worry over both girls from Hannah. The two were the subject of many late-night phone calls and drinking sessions at the Clifton Biergarten. Madison had always been so easily led. Cheyenne was the kind of teenager who made life interesting and exciting. God knew Emmy understood the allure. She had been bored to tears with every person, place and thing at that age. It was one of the many reasons she had fallen so hard for Jonah.

And look where that had gotten her.

“Em?” Hannah was coming up the hill. Like everybody else, she looked hot and sweaty and ready to get the hell out of here. “So, Jonah.”

Emmy rolled her eyes so hard she almost glimpsed an alternate dimension. Hannah wasn’t asking for details. She was sharing in the existential angst of being married to a disappointing man.

“Sorry.” Hannah squeezed her arm in solidarity but didn’t hold on because it was too hot. “Did you talk to Madison?”

“It went exactly like you said it would.” Emmy couldn’t say she hadn’t been warned. Hannah had been walking the tightrope between caring adult and stepmonster for five years. “Sorry, I gave it a good try.”

“I appreciate it,” Hannah said. “God it’s weird. The meaner she is to me, the more I love her.”

Emmy couldn’t help but feel the same way. She had been best friends with Hannah since kindergarten. They had either seen or talked to each other practically every day since. Her love for Hannah had easily transferred onto the complicated girl that Hannah loved. “We were never like that, right?”

“’Course not, we were fucking perfect.” Hannah nodded up toward the bleachers. “What did Tinky-Winky have to say?”

Emmy snorted a laugh. Vanna looked a hell of a lot like a Teletubby in her purple dress. “Babies are a miracle from God.”

“She’s gonna shit all over herself when that thing rips out of her.”

Emmy pressed together her lips to keep from laughing again.

“Ten years from now, she’s gonna be at the Walmart and sneeze real hard and her uterus is gonna drop down between her legs like the clapper on a bell.”

“That’s very specific.”

“Happened to my aunt Barb’s friend.”

“The one with the mole?”

“Shit, I gotta go.”

Emmy watched Hannah run after her husband. Paul had been drinking off and on all day, consoling himself about Madison’s refusal to celebrate her birthday with the family. The poor guy could barely walk a straight line, especially with their two-year-old in tow. Emmy’s own checks burned with sympathy when she caught the embarrassed look on Hannah’s face.

“Emmy Lou?”

Her father’s deep baritone cut through the white noise of the crowd. She slipped her hat back on and walked in his direction.

Emmy tried not to think too hard about the new scratchiness in his voice. Gerald Clifton had turned seventy-four in January and suddenly, shockingly, her strong, capable father was wearing out. Bad knees. Bad back. Bad arthritis in his hands. Even the way he coughed had changed from a quick, short burst to a raggedy-sounding grumble.

Her mother wasn’t much better off. Myrna had been rushed to Atlanta four years ago for open heart surgery. She was constantly forgetting where she’d put her keys, who she needed to call, what had happened last week on her favorite TV show. Emmy’s brother had started showing his age, too. At fifty-one, Tommy spent nearly every weekend on the couch watching the golf channel and buying vintage hats off eBay.

Which left Emmy on her own as usual. She had been what was euphemistically called a surprise baby. Tommy was already in college when she was born, and her parents had buried two more children, first Henry, then Martha a year later, in between. Gerald had been too old to chase Emmy around the soccer pitch, and Myrna too set in her ways to change her schedule for game days and trips to the outlet mall. They were the only parents in Emmy’s grade who’d had to balance college loan applications against deciding when to start drawing social security.

Obviously, Emmy had always been aware of the age difference, but only now was the impact of the math occurring to her. She was hitting the prime of her life around the same time they were all sliding in the other direction. Even Tommy’s quirky wife, Celia, had started to slow down. She was a badass vice principal who ran half the high school, but she’d told Emmy last week that her idea of heaven was wearing pajamas all day and only leaving the house to swing by the Dairy Queen drive-thru.

“Emmy Lou.” Myrna appeared out of nowhere. Her expression was filled with disapproval as she handed Emmy the corner of a blanket to help fold. “Did you hear your father calling you?”

“I had no idea, Mother. I was just walking toward him for no particular reason.”

“That’s a very interesting tone you’re using. Do you mean to imply the opposite?”

“You could infer it that way.” Emmy finished folding the blanket. She knew exactly why her mother was giving her shit right now. “Go ahead and say it. I know you saw what happened with me and Jonah.”

“Saw it. Heard about it. Then heard about it again. And again.” Myrna gathered up another blanket and slapped the dirt off the back. “I’m not going to say I told you so.”

“That’s a very interesting tone you’re using.”

“From which you are welcome to infer my meaning.”

Emmy reflexively took up for Jonah. “His gig over in Macon ran late last night. He had to chase down the owner to get paid. He’s exhausted.”

“I believe you are capable of juggling full-time employment with child duties.” Myrna matched the edges of the blanket. “Meanwhile, Jonah couldn’t be assed to stick around long enough for his son to see the fireworks.”

The chocolate-covered ice cream cone. Jonah had bought it in town. Emmy was going to kill him. “He said he was going to drive Cole up to the Falls to get a better look.”

“Did he now?”

Emmy couldn’t lie anymore. “Mom.”

Myrna’s chest rose and fell as she sighed. She stacked the blankets on top of the rolling cooler. When she looked up, her expression was more neutral. “I told Jonah to bring Cole by the house later. I’ll make sure he gets tucked in.”

“Thank you.”

“‘Never to suffer would never to have been blessed.’”

Emmy gave her a blank look.

“Edgar Allan Poe,” her mother the English teacher said. “Now, where did your brother go? I can’t lug this cooler up the hill by myself and God knows Celia won’t lift a finger.”

Emmy didn’t look for Tommy. She looked for her father. She easily spotted Gerald. He was standing about ten yards away, his head meerkatting above the crowd. Someone was talking to him. Or at least trying to. Gerald Clifton didn’t speak unless he felt something was worth saying. Even at home, he preferred to let Myrna fill the silence.

She took off her hat again, hoping to feel the slightest breeze coming off the lake. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Probably another cousin asking for a third secret dinner or her crazy aunt reporting a raccoon for vagrancy.

As Emmy got closer to her father, she realized that he wasn’t paying attention to the man standing right in front of him. He was looking at Emmy. Their eyes locked. Something was wrong. His cop radar was so much better than hers, but she felt it now, that electrical current in the air that made the fine hairs on the back of her neck stand up.

The tickle.

Emmy called it a bad feeling. She’d heard other cops refer to it as a hunch or, instinct or, if the officer was a woman, intuition. No matter the name, what it meant was that either something really bad had happened or something really bad was about to happen.

She cut through a group of stragglers, clicking the radio mic on her shoulder. “Brett, check in?”

“Check.” Brett’s voice crackled through the static. “I’m on Long Street. Truck rear-ended a Prius. Prius smacked into a telephone pole. Road’s blocked both ways. Tow’s twenty minutes out. ’Sup?”

Emmy didn’t think a traffic accident a quarter mile away was responsible for her bad feeling. She started to ask, “Can you—”

Gerald gently took the mic out of her hand. He held it to his mouth, pressed the button. “Call in backup for the accident. Meet us on the upper lot. Eyes peeled. Right?”

There was a hiss of static, then Brett responded, “Yes, boss.”

Gerald handed Emmy back the mic. They didn’t need a big discussion because you didn’t talk about a bad feeling, you checked it out, and if you were wrong, you were relieved, but if you were right, the feeling put you where you needed to be.

Emmy clipped the mic back onto her shoulder and followed Gerald up the hill. People moved out of his way, but not only because he was the sheriff. Her father was a big man, six feet two inches, and carrying more weight than he should around his middle. His breathing was labored by the time they passed the empty bleachers and climbed the concrete stairs. Emmy had to look down so that she didn’t step on the back of his shoes. He wasn’t on duty, but he still had the bearing of a cop, even in a pair of old Keds with black ankle socks, gray nylon coach’s shorts, and a faded black T-shirt from a 2005 Reba McEntire concert.

Gerald didn’t stop to catch his breath until they’d reached the top of the stairs. Emmy scanned the parking lot, her head swiveling in tandem with her father’s. Cars were angled like toothpicks thrown onto the asphalt. She could see brake lights glowing, people hanging out of car windows, hands being thrown up in the air. The tension was so tight that she felt it in her back teeth.

Gerald looked down at her. “DFR?”

Emmy nodded. “Yep.”

Don’t Feel Right.

Gerald left the sidewalk. Emmy followed him down the first row, which was like an obstacle course packed with stopped cars and irritated drivers. She silently checked in with her body, tried to keep her heartbeat steady and her mind clear. Policing was about weighing the odds, and the odds of something horrific like a mass shooting were very low. They were more likely to come up on another fender bender or a squabble over who got to merge first.

“Sheriff?” Sylvia Wrigley, the editor of the local paper, was standing with her car door open. “What’s going on?”

Gerald held up his finger, telling her to give him a minute, as he threaded his way between vehicles. They spotted the problem soon enough.

Emmy felt the tension leave her body like water swirling down a drain.

Last month, the fence around the soccer pitch had been taken down so that the field could be sodded with fresh grass. Several rows of yellow caution tape had been strung up to keep people off the new sod until the roots took hold, but apparently, the driver of a red Miata had decided to ignore the warning. Or tried to, at least. The low-slung sports car had wound up stuck mid-teeter-totter on the steep concrete curb. The front end jutted into the air like the bow of the Titanic.

“Jackass,” Emmy mumbled. She recognized Lance Culpepper’s car. He worked as a clerk at the courthouse. He should’ve known better.

Emmy looked up at her father, but Gerald wasn’t interested in the Miata. He was staring out into the field. Emmy squinted, trying to force her eyes to adjust. Lance hadn’t been the first genius looking for a shortcut to the main road. A white Chevy Equinox was stopped in the middle of the pitch, sidelong to the parking lot, all four doors closed, windows up, lights off.

The tension swirled back up. Her cop brain spun through with worst-case scenarios—

Mass shooter, domestic violence, road rage, murder-suicide.

Emmy unsnapped the safety strap over her Glock. She slipped the heavy flashlight off her belt and rested it on her shoulder. The reach of the parking lot lights stopped shy of the penalty line. Her police-issue Maglite had four D-cell batteries that put out 800 lumens, enough to show them the path to midfield. The glass in the SUV was tinted dark. From this distance, there was no way to tell who was inside.

Gerald silently pointed out a large pool of oil courtesy of the Miata before he stepped onto the curb. Lance Culpepper gave Emmy a wide shrug when she looked into the car. She could tell by the way Dervla, his wife, was sitting with her arms crossed that she’d told him this was a bad idea.

Emmy asked them, “You see anybody else on the pitch?”

Lance shook his head.

Dervla volunteered, “He was too busy wrecking the car.”

Emmy told them both, “Stay here.”

She tilted down the flashlight as she walked onto the field. The broken caution tape had been pressed into the ground by a tire with heavy treads. There was an area of rough before her feet sank into the thick, new grass. The panels of turf were still growing together. The field looked like a patched-together quilt. The grass blades were about three inches tall. She saw a few stray pieces of garbage: gum wrappers, a plastic fork. Except for the giant, white SUV, the pitch was mostly unspoiled.

She walked several paces behind and to the right of her father, reminding herself yet again to breathe. The driver could be sitting behind the wheel thinking through his poor decision-making. Or gripping a gun in his hand as he waited for the two cops to approach.

Emmy remembered to calm herself. She took in a deep breath, holding it in her lungs for a second, then slowly letting it go. As she drew closer, she could hear the engine running. The license plate was from Clifton County. A North Falls Elementary sticker was on the bumper. She strained her ears. Voices. A man and a woman on the other side of the vehicle. Harsh whispers. Tension. Anger.

Gerald called, “Show yourself.”

Emmy forgot about breathing. Her hand tightened on the grip of her Glock as she waited.

The couple walked around the rear of the vehicle.

Emmy exhaled. She pointed her flashlight toward the two adults standing at the rear of the Chevy. Their hands were empty, faces tense. Hugo and Angela Sanders had clearly been engaged in a heated discussion before Gerald had interrupted them. Emmy could see Tyler, their six-year-old, was asleep in his car seat inside the back. They’d left the engine running for the air conditioning. A long scratch had gouged paint off the side of the vehicle. Part of the front bumper was hanging off. The left fender was cracked. Emmy’s first thought was that this was a strange place to have a hit-and-run. Then she let the flashlight travel along the ground.

“I didn’t see it,” Hugo told Gerald. “It’s not my fault.”

Emmy’s heart shivered to a stop. A bicycle was trapped under the back right tire of the SUV. She dropped to her knees, frantically searching for a body under the vehicle.

In front. Behind it. Beside it.

She didn’t find a body, but she recognized the bike. Cartoonish pink and yellow daisies were painted on the light turquoise frame. Glow-in-the-dark beads had been snapped onto the spokes. There was a pastel yellow basket on the front. More daisies were stitched onto the white leather saddle seat. Emmy had seen the bike countless times before, abandoned in Hannah’s front yard, blocking her driveway, scuffing the paint off her porch railing. It belonged to Madison Dalrymple. The same Madison Emmy had tried to talk to under the oak tree. The same Madison she had blown off almost an hour ago.

“Hugo.” Emmy’s knees felt shaky as she stood back up. Her DFR had turned into a flashing red siren. “Do you know Madison Dalrymple?”

“No.” Hugo shrugged. “Maybe. What does that have to—”

“Is that her bike?” Angela asked. “Where are her parents? We’ve only had this car for a week. You better believe Paul can afford to fix this more than we can.”

“Seriously?” Lance Culpepper had decided to ignore Emmy’s order to stay put. “How is this Paul’s fault? You’re the one who drove onto the middle of the soccer field.”

“So did you.” Hugo scowled at the Miata. “Barely.”

“I was following you,” Lance said. “Did you not see the yellow caution tape?”

“It was already broken,” Hugo said. “Are you saying I should see things that you couldn’t even see?”

“Jesus, Lance,” Angela snapped. “Why don’t you go back to your little toy car?”

“Why don’t you stop taking the Lord’s name in vain?”

“Don’t tell my wife what to do.”

“Enough!” Emmy yelled loud enough to silence them. “Lance, get back in your car and stay there. Hugo, you want a ticket for leaving a marked pathway? Angela, check on Tyler.”

Emmy made sure they dispersed before she looked at her father again. Gerald had tuned them out completely. He was staring down at the bike. There was a hard expression on his face. When Emmy was a child, she’d mistaken her father’s stony silence for disapproval. Now she understood it meant that he was working a problem in his mind.

She told him, “That bike is Madison’s freedom. She’s fifteen. She can’t drive. She wouldn’t leave it in the middle of a field.”

He turned back toward the parking lot, his gaze on the ground.

Emmy followed his line of sight. He was tracking the path the SUV had taken out onto the field. With the turf so new, the tires might as well have driven through clay. She could read the tire impressions like a road map.

“Dad?” she asked.

Gerald started walking toward the parking lot. Emmy followed, keeping well clear of the impressions. They’d only gone a few yards when her father asked, “What else are we missing?”

Emmy turned back toward the SUV. In the distance, she could see a wrecker was pulling up to the accident. The line of cars was backed up on Long Street. Had Madison tried to cut across the field to go home, then dropped her bike for some reason?

She told her father, “The Chevy hit the front wheel of the bike first, so it was facing west.”

“Too big. Think smaller.”

She felt her thoughts start to race again. Emmy had to remind herself that Gerald wasn’t testing her. He was teaching her. If there was one thing her father excelled at, it was listening. She mentally backtracked to when they had first walked up to the SUV. The pissy little argument between Lance, Hugo, and Angela. The answer hit her like a lightning bolt. “Hugo said the caution tape was already broken before he drove onto the field.”

“Yep.”

“If he was telling the truth, that means a different vehicle drove onto the pitch before Hugo did, probably during the fireworks display, because neither Hugo nor Lance volunteered that someone drove onto the field before they did.”

“Yep.”

Emmy pointed her flashlight back at the Miata, easily locating the deep set of impressions made by the wide tires of Hugo’s SUV. This was what she had missed. There was a shadow tracing along the impressions, a second set of prints from a smaller set of tires.

“Hugo was telling the truth,” Emmy said. “Another car broke the caution tape first.”

“Sedan,” Gerald said. “Lighter weight.”

The sedan’s shadow tire impressions branched out on their own about twenty yards from where they stood, taking a right toward a stand of pine trees that overlooked the hill. Emmy walked carefully across the field, keeping herself parallel to the path of the sedan. She willed her heart to stop shaking in her chest. There could be all kinds of explanations for Madison abandoning her bike in the middle of the pitch, not just the bad ones. Emmy kept trying to spin up her hope until she reached the edge of the pitch. The tracks ended. The sedan had come to a stop. She raised the flashlight toward the trees.

Emmy felt another lurch in her heart, this time like a knife had stabbed her straight through. There was a second bicycle. Vivid blue. Multicolored beads on the spokes. Pink streamers hanging from the handlebar grips. Matching blue basket on the front. She had seen the bike countless times, abandoned in Hannah’s front yard, blocking her driveway, scuffing the paint off her porch railing, resting a few feet away from Madison’s light turquoise bike with the yellow basket because the two girls were practically attached at the hip.

She told her father, “That’s Cheyenne Baker’s bike.”

Gerald looked down at her. He’d heard the tremble in her voice. He’d felt the same shift in the air. The tickle. The bad feeling. The Don’t Feel Right. The good explanations were gone.

He tried, “These girls the types to run away?”

Emmy was shaking her head before he’d finished the question. She didn’t know Cheyenne that well, but Madison was too smart to abandon her bike on a soccer field and run away at ten in the evening when her parents were expecting to see her at home.

“She might run away, but not like this.”

“You got her number?”

Emmy took out her phone and tapped through to Madison’s cell. She fought the tears that sprang into her eyes as she listened to the single ring before the call was sent to voicemail. The mailbox was full. Emmy shook her head again. She ended the call. Her hands had started to tremble. This was bad. This was really bad.

“Emmy?” Hannah called from across the field.

Emmy quickly turned the flashlight away from Cheyenne’s bike. Hannah had clearly heard about Hugo’s accident. She was bouncing Davey on her hip as she jogged toward them. His eyelids were droopy as he fought off the urge to fall asleep.

“What’s going on?” Hannah asked. “I heard Hugo ran over Madison’s bicycle.”

Gerald asked, “Do you know where she is?”

“We told her to be home by eleven, but—” Hannah looked at Emmy. The color quickly drained from her face. They had been best friends since kindergarten. They knew each other’s darkest secrets and wildest dreams. There wasn’t a lot that Emmy could hide from her.

“Is she—” Hannah’s voice caught again. “What happened?”

“We don’t know,” Emmy said, because that was the God’s honest truth. “When I saw Madison, she was holding her phone. Can Paul track it?”

“What?”

“You told me that Paul had a tracker or something on her phone, right? That he wouldn’t let you use it?”

“Y-yes,” Hannah stuttered. She knew this was bad. “He can—maybe he can—”

Hannah didn’t finish the sentence. She ran back toward the parking lot. Davey looked at Emmy over his mother’s shoulder. His eyes were wide. He’d absorbed Hannah’s panic.

So had Emmy.

“Steady.” Gerald pressed his hand to the small of her back. “The way you help her is to keep your head down and do your job.”

Emmy nodded, but it was so hard.

“Tell me about Madison’s phone.”

Emmy made herself look away from Hannah. She closed her eyes, trying to summon the memory of the phone Madison had been holding. The sweltering heat. The stink of sweat and beer. Spotting Madison under the tree. Getting the idea that now was the time to make Hannah’s case.

Madison was in pink ballet flats that were scuffed green from the grass. Lips
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