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      Prom Night, 2002

      Dane stood in front of his bedroom mirror adjusting his tie and double checking the few neatly trimmed hairs on his chin. His fledgling beard was little more than a few wayward strands, but Dane had carefully shaped the peach fuzz, using a dab of his mother’s face cream to make sure the hairs laid down against his chin. His friend Ryan Denton was sprawled across his bed, tossing a basketball up in the air.

      “You know, a game of pickup would be more fun than putting on a suit and going to some stupid dance.” Ryan said.

      “Not if you’re going to the dance with your dream girl. There’s nothing better than that.”

      Dane couldn’t believe he was going to the senior prom as a sophomore with his dream girl on his arm. Serena was all he thought about day and night. He dreamed of them getting married, having a family, and living in a house with a white picket fence.

      “Just remember you’re only going with her because she broke up with her boyfriend. You’re her friend. Nothing more.”

      “My dad said that’s the way it was with him and my ma. They were best friends in high school. Look at them now. Married for almost twenty years.”

      “But that was in the old days. Things have changed. Besides, you and Serena are basketball buddies, right?”

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be more.”

      Dane felt pain rising in his chest. Yes, he and Serena spent a lot of time playing basketball, but she was a tomboy. That didn’t mean she only saw him as a friend.

      “Serena is gorgeous. Do you really think she is going to give a sophomore a chance?”

      “I’ll be a junior next year.”

      “Yeah, but she’ll be in the real world.”

      Ryan was right. Serena had plans to attend a small private college in Georgia on a basketball scholarship. Not only would she be in out of high school, she’d also be far away from Detroit. Would she remember him? Dane began to worry about what this date to prom actually meant to her. Was he just a placeholder because she and Devaughn had broken up? No way. It couldn’t be. He’d seen a look in her eyes that he’d never seen before when she asked him to prom. She’d finally realized that he was the one for her.

      Serena had unexpectedly broken up with her boyfriend a month before prom. Everyone thought the homecoming king and queen, who were both popular athletes at the school, would attend prom together. He had to admit; it was a little shocking that he and Serena were going on a date at all, let alone to the prom, but he was determined to make the most of it. This was his chance to make her realize that even though he was younger and an underclassman, he was a perfect gentleman. He purchased the most expensive corsage he could find and an enormous bouquet of roses. He chose red because his father told him red roses meant love. Dane wanted her to know this day was more than just a buddy hang-out for him.

      “Are you going to try to... Well, you know,” Ryan said, jumping off the bed and winking. Dane shook his head. Ryan standing behind him with a ridiculous grin.

      “What do you think?”

      “Okay. You’re at least going to go in for a kiss, right?”

      “No way!” Dane said, turning around and marching toward Ryan.

      “Whoa! It was just a suggestion!” Ryan said, stepping backwards with his hands up.

      “I would never disrespect her like that. She’s a queen in my eyes and I’m going to treat her as such. I want her to know that if she’s with me, she won’t have to worry about anything. I will protect her, keep her safe, and treat her like a lady—always.”

      “Alright man, but you might miss your chance for a little... you know.”

      Dane shook his head. “You don’t even understand. It’s never about action with Serena. I want to spend the rest of my life with her. There will be plenty of time after we’re married for what you’re talking about.”

      “You’re so old-fashioned. Do you realize what you’re saying?” Ryan said.

      “Yeah. I want to be her husband.”

      “You’re willing to give up opportunities with a bunch of other girls to be with this one ? Is that really what you want?”

      “Yes, that is exactly what I want.”

      “Wow... you must be pretty serious about her.”

      “I am. Honestly, I want Serena to be my girl forever.”

      “You are insane. I don’t want to settle down until I’m at least thirty. You’re sixteen and you think you want to be with this one girl?”

      “When you know, you know,” Dane said.

      “I know I don’t have enough experience to be talking like that. C’mon man. She’s getting ready to graduate. It’s probably illegal for her to date you.”

      “I’m sixteen and she’s turning eighteen right after prom.”

      “Still. It’s going to be weird for her friends. They’re all going to be seniors and you’re going to be an underclassman.”

      Dane shook his head and brushed off his friend’s warnings. and checked his tie one more time to make sure it was straight. Ryan had no idea what he was talking about.

      ***

      “Devaughn called again.”

      Serena’s mother was standing in the doorway of her bedroom with her arms crossed.

      “I’m sorry Mom. Maybe just take the phone off the hook?”

      “Your father is driving back from Lincoln tonight. There is no way I’m going to miss his phone call simply because you aren’t willing to fix whatever is going on with Devaughn.”

      Her mother was right. It was silly of her to ask such a thing. Her father was working hard to take care of the family as a long-haul trucker, and all she could think about was her teenage heartbreak. Grow up, girl. You’ll be eighteen in a few days. 

      “Sorry, Mom. I’m just not sure what to say to him.”

      “I already gave you my opinion, but I’ll remind you again. If he thinks it’s okay to put pressure on you to go to a hotel on prom night, when you’ve already told him it’s not happening, tell him to lose your number.”

      “Ma, I know. But we’ve been dating since ninth grade.”

      “Yes, but you are kids. This is high school puppy love and it will be over as soon as you move that tassel on your graduation cap from one side to the other. Put a permanent end to it now so you can enjoy the summer as a free woman.”

      “You know, Dane says his parents met in high school. They were good friends right until about a month before his dad proposed.”

      “That sounds marvelous. In fact, I could see someone like Dane following in those same footsteps. Hint, hint.”

      Serena rolled her eyes. “Ma, Dane is the nicest person, but he’s my friend. He doesn’t look at me in that way. And he’s a sophomore. As much as I love him, he’s just a friend.”

      “He’s a good-looking kid.”

      “True, but he’s two years younger than me. Some people have already been talking about me behind my back because we’re going to prom together.”

      “So what? The jocks and popular kids from high school are the ones you lose touch with after high school. Someone like Dane is a keeper. Even if you aren’t going to date him, you should keep up with him. He’s a good boy.”

      Serena pulled a white shawl over her shoulders—something her father insisted on because of the spaghetti strap metallic dress she was wearing. Her hair was curled in a neat feather cut—short on the top and long in the back, and her mother had spent hours on her makeup.

      “How do I look, Ma?”

      Her mother shook her head. “Absolutely beautiful. And so grown up. I hate it and love it all at the same time.”

      Serena turned to face her mother. Tears sat in the corners of her eyes. They clashed at times during Serena’s stint as a teenager, but she was so glad to have a mother she could be honest with.

      “I love you to pieces,” Serena said, throwing her arms around her mother’s neck.

      “I love you too, sweetie, but no crying. I worked too hard on your make-up!”

      They laughed and hugged tightly. As they ended their embrace, her mother pointed out the bedroom window.

      “Serena, look!” 

      A stretch limo pulled up in front of her house. Serena’s mouth dropped open. Dane had told her to let him handle transportation, which made her a bit nervous because he drove a 1978 Chevy Nova with rust along both sides.

      “Oh, my gosh! This boy is serious,” Serena’s mother said.

      “I can’t believe this!”

      The two rushed down the stairs and opened the door.

      Serena couldn’t help but wonder what Devaughn would have done if they were still together. Would he have sprung for such a nice ride to prom? I’ll never know. Dane is here now. Focus on your friend. Serena shook off all thoughts of Devaughn and focused on the present.

      The chauffeur parked the limo, got out, and opened the back door for Dane. He climbed out of the car, dressed in a black tuxedo and holding a bouquet of red roses and a small box. As he walked towards the front porch, a red drop-top Mustang 5.0 pulled up behind the limo.

      “No!” Serena whispered. Her mother let out a gasp. Devaughn jumped out of the car and strutted up to the front door, passing by Dane, who was standing in the middle of the walkway.

      Showing up at the prom in a shining red car was tempting, but Serena knew what Devaughn was doing. He thought the fancy car would cause her to change her mind and end the night with him at a hotel. Serena pushed the screen door open, kept her gaze on Dane, and walked past Devaughn.
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      Present Day

      Dane stared at the staircase. Was it sturdy enough to hold him? He wasn’t sure, but he heard a voice.

      “Wait! We’ll go in through a window!” Blaine Thompson called.

      “No time! We gotta go up!”

      Blaine nodded. “I got you, bro. Let’s do this!”

      The two headed up the staircase, the wood creaking underneath them. Lord, please don’t let the stairs collapse, Danel thought as he forged ahead. They had to check the house and make sure all victims were out. Rescue Everyone was always the motto.

      “You take left, I got right!” Dane yelled to Blaine. The two men went opposite ways, calling out for victims. No response came, but they continued through the bedrooms, bathroom, and closets.

      “All clear, Dane!”

      “Same! Let’s get out of here!”

      The two headed back down the stairs. Dane felt the middle stair give way, his foot falling through. Blaine grabbed hold of his suit and yanked him down the rest of the staircase. Steve Kristof. was at the bottom, reaching for both of them.

      “It’s gonna go, boys! Grab hold!”

      Dane held onto Blaine’s arms and Steve pulled them through the front door of the house seconds before the first floor collapsed into the basement. The next thing Dane remembered was a loud boom and more sirens.

      Made it through another one, he thought as a paramedic asked him questions. Dane wondered if he would still have time to be a volunteer firefighter. He wasn’t sure what his new position as head of security at the North Fork Resort would be like, but it would be nice to have a little less excitement at work. Serving as a volunteer firefighter and working part time as one of North Fork’s police officers had kept him busier than he’d expected. Not as busy as he’d been when he was a detective in Detroit, but the small town of 987 people had come with some surprises. 

      “You two need to wait for the rest of the team before you take chances like that,” Steve said.

      “Just wanted to see if there was anyone upstairs. We knew the stairs were going to go fast.” Dane said.

      “I know, but I’m worried about you taking these chances. I feel like since the divorce, you’re taking more chances. Guess it’s good that you’re moving on to something more stable.”

      Dane shook his head. “I don’t plan on abandoning you guys. And as far as taking chances, that’s not what’s happening. I still have my girls. I want to be around them. Just doing my job.”

      Steve nodded. “Okay. Wanna grab some dinner before you head home? I still need to check out your new digs at the resort.”

      “Yeah. That sounds good.” Dane said.

      “I’ll drive. You can have a beer or two to take the edge off. We’ll get Blaine to go too.”

      After showering and getting dressed, the three men headed to the Louisiana Chop House. It was a new casual dining restaurant just outside of the city.

      “My wife told me this place is so good,” Steve said.

      “Good, because I am starving.” Dane said.

      The three men headed into the restaurant and asked the hostess for a booth near a window. The young woman at the podium smiled and motions for them to follow her. Once they were seated, a young man dropped off glasses of water and a few minutes after that, the men heard.

      “Good evening, gentlemen. Have you had time to look at the menu?”

      “I think we need a...” Dane looked up from the menu.

      “Oh, my gosh. Serena?”

      “Dane?”

      The pen dropped out of Serena’s hand, and her mouth dropped.

      ***

      “I guess you two know each other,” Blaine said.

      “We sure do,” Serena said, laughing.

      “When did you guys move back from Atlanta? What made you choose to move so far north?” Dane asked, his eyes wide with wonderment.

      Serena’s smile disappeared. “Well, I came back to Michigan about six months ago. After a few weeks in Detroit, I realized I couldn’t live there anymore. My son started looking around for places for me to move. He’d committed to Michigan Tech. So, I asked my parents if they would consider moving here. My dad had a health scare, so I moved back, found a piece of land up here, and decided to buy it.”

      “I’m sorry to hear about the divorce,” Dane said, although there was a hint of joy in his voice.

      “We should grab a drink soon. I’d love to catch up.” Serena said.

      “Any time. You name the place.”

      “Okay. Um... how is Marlena?” She asked.

      “Oh. Uh, well, we split up about three years ago.”

      “You’re divorced?”

      “Wasn’t my choice, but yes. Marlena and I are divorced.”

      A moment of silence passed between the two.

      “I’m Blaine,” Blaine said, waving at Serena. “And this is Steve.”

      “Oh yeah. These are my brothers, also known as my coworkers. We had a rough day at work and we’re just grabbing a bite and unwinding.”

      “Great. Nice to meet you guys. I better get your order going. I’ve only worked here for a few days. Don’t want the manager to think I’m too talkative to run my tables.”

      Serena had been teaching high school math the last he’d heard. What was she doing waiting tables?

      “I think I’ll have the crawfish boil,” Blaine said.

      “I’ll go with the shrimp pasta,” Steve said.

      “What do you suggest?” Dane asked. He hadn’t taken his eyes off Serena. She was just as beautiful as she’d been on the first day of his high school journey. He’d been a nervous freshman, clutching his notebooks to his chest and feeling lost as he entered the seven story school.

      Dane didn’t know it at the time, but Serena was an eleventh grader, hanging out with her boyfriend, the quarterback of the football team, when she saw Terrell standing in the middle of the hallway.

      “Where are you going?” she’d asked.

      Dane had been so taken by her bright brown eyes and warm smile that he hadn’t been able to speak. She’d gently touched his arm and reached for the schedule in his hand.

      “Would you like to go with that?” Serena asked, bringing him back to the present moment.

      “Huh? Oh um... yeah. Let’s go with that,” he said. Hoping that she’d suggested something good. He hadn’t heard what she’d said.

      “Great. I’ll get that going for your guys,” she said before heading off.

      “Who is that?” Blaine asked,

      “She’s beautiful!” Steve said. “How do you know her?”

      “We went to high school together. I was her date to senior prom.”

      “What? Wow!” Steve said.

      “She was my best friend. I’m two years younger than her and even though we went to prom together, it was clear she wanted to be with the guy who is now her former husband. After I dropped her off at home that night, her ex-boyfriend showed up. I was livid, and we didn’t talk for months. Then she called me right before she left for college. We talked and called a truce, but when she told me she was back with that jerk, I cut off contact.”

      “And eventually she knew you were married, and she was married, so you both let it go,” Blaine said.

      “Yeah. But I kept tabs. She went to college in Atlanta and on a basketball scholarship and her boyfriend went to a neighboring university. They continued to date, Serena got pregnant in her second year of college. That ended the scholarship. She ended up leaving school, marrying Devaughn and having a baby boy. She went back to school once he was five, finished her degree, and got her teaching license.”

      “So you stalked her?” Steve said.

      The three laughed.

      “No. I kept in contact with her parents when I was still in high school. They filled me in. Over time, I met Malena and lost touch with her folks. I moved on and got married.”

      “Are you going to follow up and get that drink?”

      Dane pondered the question. Did he want to open that can of worms?
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      Serena couldn’t believe how wonderful Dane looked. She had to keep herself from staring at his rippling biceps and the perfectly sculpted, closely cropped beard that lined his handsome face. If only I’d been focused on him back in high school. She thought about how wonderful Dane had been to her when they went to the prom. He’d worked hard to make sure she had the best time possible, and she’d wasted her time worrying about Devaughn, the man who would eventually shove her into the kitchen table and demand that she give him the credit cards she’d hid. Dane never would have done anything like that to her. But her friendship with Dane and marriage to DeVaughn were all in the past. She’d left her old life behind.

      “Serena? Are you okay?” She turned around to face her manager, Jim.

      “Oh. Yes. I’m just getting this order into the computer.”

      “Okay. Well, let me know if you need anything. You seem a little rattled.”

      “I’m fine.” She said, tapping out the order for Dane and his friends.

      “Are those guys at the table you just left bothering you?” Jim asked.

      “No. Not at all. I actually went to school with one of them. He was my prom date.”

      “Nice. A blast from the past.”

      “Yes.”

      “A good blast, I hope.”

      “Absolutely. I wish I could go back and do some things differently.” Serena said.

      “Well, just remember that he’s here now. Maybe there’s still a connection.”

      Serena smiled. Yes. Maybe there still was something. Her heart began to race when she saw Dane. If only I’d listened to Ma, my life was so different now. She wasn’t sure what Dane thought of her now. She had gained a little weight. Well, more than she’d like to admit. The divorce with Devaughn had been so stressful. Pasta had become her best friend and when her mother called and said that her dad had to have polyps removed, she’d lost all resolve. Serena remembered how guilty she felt about not moving back to Michigan after she got married. Devaughn wanted to stay in Atlanta after he graduated from college, but she’d wanted their son to grow up near her parents. Devaughn had ignored her desire to move home, but soon after they separated, Serena heard her dad had polyps. She and Kirby had made their way back to Michigan.

      Serena shook off the memories and headed into the back of the kitchen to prepare salads and a bread basket for Dane’s table. Thank goodness they’re the only table I have right now, she thought. Her mind was strolling down memory lane. As she slipped gloves onto her hands, she realized she hadn’t asked them what type of salad dressing they wanted or what they’d like to drink besides water. Should she go back and ask? She didn’t want to look like she couldn’t do her job, although this was her first waitressing job since college and she was a little rusty.

      “Serena?” Jim was walking towards her with a piece of paper in his hand.

      Oh, no! He’s figured out that I’ve screwed up.

      “I’m sorry⁠—”

      “The fellas on table twenty-four said you’re taking good care of them. They’re fine with water to drink and all of them would like Italian dressing on their salads.”

      “I meant to ask. I was so startled seeing Dane that I forgot.”

      “No need to be sorry or feel bad. It’s your first day on the floor alone. Those guys are very happy to have you as their waitress. You’re doing great.”

      Serena smiled. After twenty years of teaching high school, she had expected harsh criticism for her mistake. This was a refreshing change of pace.

      “Thank you. I’ll get these salads out to them.”

      Serena scooped the salad mix into the bowls, drizzled Italian dressing on each, and headed back to the table. She could feel Dane staring at her as she carefully sat on each chilled bowl of iceberg, arugula and kale. It reminded her of the days in high school when he’d come to her basketball games and sit right behind the team. Dane never missed her games, and she always made it to his chess competitions. They had been so close. Why had she ignored their connection?

      “You mentioned buying some property here. Where?” Dane asked.

      “In a little cottage just outside of town. It’s on five acres and my parents live in one of the other structures on the property.”

      ”Nice.”

      ”Must be the old Rehmeyer place out there,” Steve said.

      ”Yes. The sellers told us that it was a dairy farm at one time.”

      ”I can’t believe we live in the same small town.” Dane said.

      “Must be a sign we need to get reacquainted.”

      Serena felt her cheeks warm. Did Dane just want to catch up, or did he have more on his mind?

      “Where do you live?” Serena asked, changing the subject.

      “About a mile from here.”

      “What a coincidence.I heard about the new resort and after the divorce, I thought, why not? I guess you being here is an added bonus.”

      “I hope so. And congratulations on buying that property. I heard they’d dropped the price pretty low.”

      ”Yeah. I got a great deal.”

      “So, are you going to teach up here?”

      Serena’s face fell. She realized her past wasn’t something she was ready to talk about. Especially not in front of strangers. Sure, she’d known Dane in high school, but it had been two decades since she’d even seen him.

      “You know what? You two should get together and get reacquainted,” Blaine said.

      “Yeah, Dane is a workaholic. Maybe you two can grab a drink?” Steve said.

      Serena smiled at Dane’s friends. “What good wingmen, you two are. I’ve been gone a long time. I wouldn’t mind having an old pal show me around town.”

      “Great. Dane is off for the next three days.” Steve said.

      “I can talk for myself.” Dane said, laughing.

      “Alright. Well then, set it up. Give Serena a tour.” Blaine suggested.

      “Haven’t had a chance to see much yet,” Serena said.

      “Perfect. I’d love to show you around. Do you have plans tomorrow?”

      ***

      A buzz interrupted Dane’s sleep.. Dane shook off his slumber and grabbed the phone. He answered and croaked, “Hello” into the handset.

      “I think Alisha would like it down here.”

      Dane rolled his eyes. His ex-wife Marlena had made a habit of calling him every morning at 6:00 a.m, without fail. He imagined she was sitting on a beach sipping a drink and watching the waves come in, while he was rushing to get their daughters ready for school. 

      “Well, the girls are in school because it’s January and the school year runs from September to June. Just a reminder,” Dane said. He didn’t want to be snarky, but Marlena clearly wasn’t living in reality. The girls were twelve and fifteen. They’d already experienced a monumental move when they were ten and seven. Marlena and Dane had moved them from Detroit to the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. Then their parents got divorced and their mother moved to Florida. The girls had been through enough.

      “Right, but they have schools down here.”

      “What are you saying, Mar?”

      “I’m saying that I miss the girls…And you.”

      She needs to stop this, Dane thought. He got out of bed, stretched, and headed for the kitchen. The girls would be up in half an hour. He grabbed eggs from the fridge, cracked them in a bowl, and began stirring them.

      “Why aren’t you saying anything?” Marlena asked.

      “Well, I’m concentrating on breakfast. The girls will be up soon.” Dane said as he pushed six eggs around a skillet with a spatula. 

      “Marlena, the girls will be down here soon. I’m kind of busy making breakfast, so I really have to⁠—”

      She ignored him. 

      “I think we could do a trial run where Lisha stays with me and Amber with you.”

      Dane was too shocked to respond. How could she even think about splitting up the girls? They were so close.

      “Why would we do that? The girls have been through enough.”

      “People get divorced. They will be fine.”

      “It’s easy to say that when you’re not around. I’m here daily. They’re so crushed that they don’t have both parents around.”

      “Is it them or you?”

      He felt his face heat up. This was infuriating. The divorce had hurt him, but when he found out that Marlena wanted to leave their daughters behind while she went to sit on a beach, he’d been relieved that the marriage was over. A parent who cared so little about their children couldn’t be a good partner. Marlena’s demands had been few during the divorce. Dane had been ready to fight for joint custody, but Marlena did not want the girls. 

      “You can keep the house. In fact, keep everything. I just want a simple alimony payment,” Marlena told him.  

      They’d had a playful courtship in college. After graduation, getting married seemed like the next logical step. The first ten years were good, but after an extremely hectic year at work, they’d begun to grow apart. After moving up north, the family had continued to deteriorate and by the time Marlena served him with divorce papers, Dane quickly let go of the dream that his family would stay intact forever.

      “I want the girls to have the best life possible. I hope that’s your goal, too.”

       Dane grabbed two plates from the cabinet, making sure that the clanking of dishware was loud enough for Marlena to hear.

      “Hi Mom,” Amber said, entering the kitchen. Her voice was even and calm. 

      Dane smiled at his oldest daughter while he split the eggs onto the plates.

      “Hi baby! I miss you!” Marlena yelled through the phone. 

      “She says hi,” Dane said to Amber. “Um, Marlena, we’ve got to go.” 

      “Oh, okay. Well, have a good day and think about what we talked about. It might be the best way forward.”

      Amber grabbed the phone from Dane’s ear.

      “Bye Mom.” 

      “Love you Amber!” Marlena said quickly, before ending the call.

      “You hate that she calls every morning, don’t you?” Amber asked.

      Dane turned away from Amber, grabbing two pieces of bread and heading for the toaster. “She’s your mother. There’s nothing wrong with her calling.”

      “We both know that if she really wanted to be here, she would. She abandoned the family for an extended beach vacation.”

      Dane glanced back at Amber—a smirk on his face. Amber folded her arms and tilted her right hip to the side. It was one of Marlena’s mannerisms. Her thick eyelashes and olive skin reminded him so much of his ex-wife. Alisha had gotten his reddish brown hair and blue eyes, but Amber had Marlena’s Mediterranean features. Thankfully, she wasn’t as capricious as her mother.

      “Did mom call this morning?”

      Alisha asked, rushing into the kitchen.

      “You just missed her, sweetheart. Want to call her back?” Dane asked.

      There was a pause before Alisha said, “No. I guess she didn’t want to talk to me if she hung up.”

      Dane felt guilty for ending the call before Alisha got a chance to say hi. He couldn’t let Marlena get under his skin. The girls had to always come first, even if he wasn’t sure if being connected with their mother was good for them. They still loved Marlena and always would. He’d have to be the bigger person.

      “Sweetie, she only hung up because I made her. Let me call her back,” Dane said. Picking up the phone and pushing a button to reconnect with Marlena. 

      “Hey again,” Marlena said. Slight irritation in her voice.

      “Hey.” Dane responded before hitting the speakerphone button and sliding the phone along the counter towards Alisha.

      “Mommy, I miss you!” Alisha called out. Desperation in her voice. 

      “Lisha! I miss you too, honey. How cold is it up there?”

      Alisha’s brow creased. “I don’t know. Cold.”

      “That’s what I thought. It’s so sunny down here right now. Remember when we came to the beach here two winters ago?”

      “Yeah.”

      Dane considered snatching the phone and turning it off. I really hope she’s not going to ask Alisha to come live in Florida.

      “Imagine if we could do that every day during the winter?” Marlena said.

      “Dad took us snowshoeing the other day,” Amber said in the background.

      “Oh yeah. Mom, it was so much fun! Dad took us to a place where we could see the sunset and it was so pretty. I love the winter!”

      “We better get going, Lisha,” Amber said.

      “Okay. Bye mom!”

      “Call me tonight,” Marlena said. Sounding disappointed.

      Dane maintained a straight face, but his heart was thumping with pride. Amber was becoming quite the lady. She’d immediately begun to protect her younger sister after Marlena moved to Florida.

      “Dad, will you be there to pick us up today?”

      Dane looked at Alisha. Her eyes were wide with fear. 

      “Of course, honey. I’ll be there in the same spot where I’ve been parking for the last couple of months. I promise,” he said, gently touching her shoulder.

      Alisha sighed. “I’m sorry, Dad.”

      “No need to be sorry. This is tough for all of us.”

      “I’ll be there too. It’ll be okay, Lish,” Amber said. She had moved to the other side of the kitchen and was making turkey sandwiches for their lunches. 

      “You’ve got cheerleading practice today, right?” Dane headed over to the refrigerator and checked the calendar. Cheer practice was scrawled in black ink, but there was a red line drawn through it.

      “Amber, what’s this line all about?”

      “Well, I just… I know that you have things to do and Alisha needs us to be there for her, so I thought I’d sit out this year.”

      “No! You’re so good!” Alisha cried.

      “You’re more important than any stupid cheerleading squad,” Amber said, rolling her eyes while she carefully zipped the sandwich bags closed.

      “It’s not stupid and you’re not quitting. I will be with Lisha. We’ll probably stop by the resort for a quick bite. Want us to grab you something?” 

      Amber shrugged.

      “Cheerleaders need food too,” he said, elbowing Alisha.

      “That’s right. Maybe we’ll get her a big juicy burger,” Alisha said. A smile creeping onto her face.

      “I can have a burger now and then. Just not as often as you two want to have them.”

      “Great. Then it’s settled. I’ll grab Alisha from school at three. We’ll head to the resort and come back at four-thirty.”

      Amber nodded and worked hard to look indifferent, but Dane could see she was relieved. It had been two years since her mother had decided to move to Florida. Dane knew he could never make up for Marlena moving across the country, but he wanted to make life as normal as possible for them.
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      Dane’s arms encircled her waist, his hands respectfully resting against the small of her back. She wasn’t sure if it was his heart or hers that was racing. As they moved slowly and elaborate to an unfamiliar love song, she thought about what would come next. The dance would be over soon and Devaughn would work hard to pull her away from Dane. But this was much more enjoyable than any date she’d had with Devaughn. Serena moved closer to Dane, wishing that the moment wouldn’t end.

      A buzz broke through the dream. Serena woke up, looked around the room and realized it was her cellphone. She grabbed it and looked at the screen. Blinking several times, Serena waited for the words on the screen to come into focus.

      DeVaughn is missing.

      Serena gasped and sat up. Devaughn was missing? What did that mean? She unlocked the phone and called her lawyer, Bethany Gaitley.

      “Now I want you to stay calm.” Bethany said. Skipping the greeting.

      “What happened?”

      “He was out on bail, as you know, but he didn’t show up for court today and his apartment looks like it’s been empty for quite some time. Have you heard from him?”

      “Absolutely not. Oh my gosh. I have to call Kirby. What else do you know?” Serena said.

      Bethany sighed. “His landlord says that he hasn’t noticed Devaughn coming and going for about three weeks.’

      “He could be here.”

      “First, he’d have
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