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      Twisting the key, I attempt to push the door open. But it doesn’t budge. I give the key another good twist back and forth, then shove against the heavy door with my shoulder as it finally gives way. Ever since another coat of paint was applied, it hasn’t wanted to cooperate. But the hot-pink door does make the old shotgun house pop. Not that anyone in Miller Ridge, Texas would miss the only salon in town.

      Once I’m finally inside, I flip on the lights. The place is empty and way too quiet before everyone arrives, making this my least favorite time of day. Give me loud dryers and even louder chatter when the room is full of controlled chaos. Because commotion helps quiet the disarray in my mind.

      Thankfully, Dolly arrives a few minutes after me, followed by her first client, and shortly after, the other stylist appears. The salon isn’t as big as the one I worked at previously. But it’s definitely my favorite. And Miller Ridge has been the perfect fit. I tried big-city life in Austin, but nothing about it ever felt right. This place does. So that’s why I’ve called it home for the last ten years.

      My first appointment arrives a few minutes late, but I’m so excited she actually showed up that I don’t mind. I have a few questions I’m hoping she’ll have the answers to so I can put the final piece of the puzzle together and figure out who vandalized Mrs. Paisley’s barn. The mystery has plagued me for the last two weeks. And waiting until Chloe was able to come in has nearly driven me crazy. Well, obviously I am crazy. I went through cosmetology school not because I love doing hair but because I realized the best place in town to get news wasn’t the police department or from the gossip circling at a local café. No. The conversations in salons are endless in details and information. When people come sit in the chairs and get comfy, their mouths seem to relax, then their guard falls and information spills out—from what they ate for breakfast to how they found out their neighbor is cheating on their spouse. I practically know more about the people’s lives who sit in my chair than I know about my own. And even though I’ve found that I enjoy helping people by listening to them vent, what I really get a charge out of is problem-solving. Effectively dealing with my own issue has proved impossible. But everyone else’s troubles have been a breeze. It’s like all the pieces click into place easily. And today I should check another off the list.

      “Hi, Chloe.”

      She scrambles around a bit, dropping her purse on the cabinet nearby before hurrying to sit in my chair as she pulls a clip out of her hair. “Hey, Agatha. I’m late. I know. I got stuck behind a tractor. The only traffic in this town is from farming machinery that shouldn’t even be on the damn roads. I hate it here.”

      Yikes. I’ve never encountered her in such a sour mood. Generally speaking, the times I’ve checked out at the grocery and she’s been behind the register, I would never accuse her of being chipper, but this attitude from her is new to me. I personally love our one-stoplight small town where nothing extremely bad happens. “It’s okay. Whatcha thinkin’ for today? Are we doing a deep treatment, or did you want to try out a toner or an all-over color? All on the house.”

      Her eyes stay on me for a few seconds before she asks, “For free, really? What’s the catch?”

      “No catch,” I lie. There is a catch, but between her current attitude and now this skepticism, being up front is my best option. “There’s no monetary charge, but I could use some information.”

      “I knew it.” Chloe shakes her head. “You’re going to ask me about the wreck. Everyone says you’re a strange hair lady who acts like a wannabe investigator, but I thought it was a joke. I’m not going to sell out my boyfriend and give you more ammo against him.”

      “I’m happy to hear that. Because I think Jesse got the shitty end of the deal.”

      The disbelief on her face matches her intense gasp, “You do?” I nod, noticing the tears welling in her eyes as she says, “No one believes me. I swear he didn’t do it.”

      “I believe you.” I motion to the shampoo bowl. “How about we start with the deep treatment, then a wash and style while you tell me what happened. We can set up another appointment for color, highlights, or whatever you’d like.”

      Hearing her version of that night will sort out everything. I just know it in my gut. I’ve already heard the other side of the story, because Mrs. Paisley sat in Dolly’s chair and chatted about some teenagers who vandalized her barn. But something about it never added up to me, and an innocent kid getting charged with vandalism while whoever did the crime got away free and clear didn’t set well either.

      Chloe slowly makes her way to the shampoo bowl and has a seat. I’m already scrubbing in some clarifying shampoo when she asks, “What’s in it for you?”

      Usually, I would give some generic answer like I’m just naturally curious or bored and looking to help out. But today, I feel the need to tell the truth. “I can’t solve my own mystery, so I solve everyone else’s.”

      “You do that for free too?” Chloe asks.

      “Yes. Discovering the truth is my payment.” It fulfills a void that I need filled. Constantly. From the missing potted plants at the diner to whoever ran over the stop sign near the elementary school. Any and every mystery that needs an answer in Miller Ridge, I’m there.

      “We were hanging out with some friends that night,” she hesitantly begins. “And drinking. That’s it. Their parents don’t care as long as we don’t drive. So, we just had a few drinks, then we left. We cut across Mrs. Paisley’s field because it’s like three miles longer to walk around. That’s why we were on camera. I didn’t even know the crazy old lady had cameras out there. It’s never been a problem before—her husband will even wave at us and tell us to watch out for copperheads. But her barn was all intact when we left. Nothing looked out of place when we walked through.”

      “Some of the cameras stopped working that day. What time was that when you cut through?”

      “Around midnight.”

      “So, there’s no way Jesse went back?”

      Her eyes meet mine before she shuts them and admits, “No. Because he slept at my house. Please don’t tell my dad.”

      “That’s why he won’t disclose his alibi. I get it.” Totally. Her dad is a pastor, and a boy spending the night with his daughter probably wouldn’t go over well.

      “Jesse couldn’t go home. He got into an argument with his dad earlier that day. His father was completely drunk and throwing things across the room.”

      Picturing the scene in my head makes my stomach twist. “I understand. So, he’d rather get in trouble for the vandalism than admit he was with you.”

      “Yes,” she whispers, taking a second before she says, “I begged him to just let me tell them, but he said he’ll prove his innocence another way. My dad already hates Jesse and thinks he’s nothing but trouble. It’ll only make it worse because Dad will think he slept over for a different reason.”

      “I won’t say anything about that. But I know who did the damage on the property.”

      “Who?”

      “Preston.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “I think you already know.”

      Chloe just stares up at me with confusion, so I give her my best guess. “Because he wanted Jesse out of the way.”

      “We’re just friends. We’ve always been friends.”

      “Not sure he feels the same way.” It was clear when his mom mentioned his worry that Jesse is corrupting Chloe, but I know that Preston Paisley has been in more trouble than the average Miller Ridge adolescent. “He’s also the only one who doesn’t have an alibi.”

      “He was with Maria.” Chloe watches me, her expression slowly morphing to recognition.

      “Maria said she fell asleep right after everyone left, and when she got up to get some water, Preston wasn’t there.”

      “I can’t believe he would do that.” Her hands clutch the arms of the chair as she pushes herself back a little.

      “Sometimes jealousy makes us do things we normally wouldn’t do.” It’s no excuse for the kid to set up another, but I understand acting outside of your normal behavior and not thinking clearly.

      “But how can we prove it without confessing that Jesse slept at my house? He won’t admit where he was.”

      “I have that covered. I just need you to not confront Preston and let Chief Fletcher handle it.”

      I see her reluctance and think she might not agree, but she finally does. “Okay. Only because Jesse doesn’t deserve any of this.”

      “No, he doesn’t.” Everything I’ve discovered about him indicates he’s a good kid with a crappy home life. His teachers had nothing but positive things to say, along with the high school principal. The same cannot be said for Preston.

      I pat her on the shoulder. “Just relax here for a few minutes.”

      “Agatha”—Chloe lifts slightly to look at me—“thank you.”

      Smiling, I tell her, “My pleasure. Now, sit back and enjoy some pampering.” And she does. Her shoulders ease, her sour mood diminishes, and she seems to be as comfortable as can be. Even while I dry her hair, she volunteers more material—like once the floodgate opened up, everything flowed out. Even information that neither of us should know spilled out. And my next mystery to uncover might have to do with Miller Ridge’s high school principal, because it sounds like he has a few things to hide.

      Once Chloe is all done, she stands and wraps me in a hug. “Thank you.”

      The contact throws me for a second before I return the embrace. “Don’t thank me yet.”

      Sometimes Chief Fletcher takes a little convincing when it comes to my theory on things. So, persuading him that Mrs. Paisley’s son is responsible might take a minute or an hour. But as soon as Chloe steps out the salon, I dial Fletcher’s cell. Dolly’s contact boasts the top spot on my speed dial, with Fletcher right under her, and the nonemergency line to the police station coming in third. That number used to be the only way to get in touch with the chief until he gave me his cell number because he said I was tying up his dispatcher, Harper, too much. She said that was his way of pretending it was a bother to give me the number but actually didn’t mind. He just has to maintain his grumpy demeanor so no one thinks he’s a pushover. And it’s in full swing when he answers.

      “I’ve only had three cups of coffee so far this morning, Aggie. Do I need to grab another for this conversation?”

      “Wouldn’t hurt.” I laugh as I hear him grumble over the sound of pouring liquid in the background.

      Then he asks, “Whatcha got on the Paisley case?”

      “How do you know I’m calling about that?”

      “Because you’ve solved everything else you nosed around on.”

      He has a point. “It was her son.”

      He lets out a sigh. “Now why would Preston do that?”

      “Jealousy. He has a history of trying to make Jesse look bad to Chloe.”

      “I don’t need the gossip. Just the evidence.”

      “Check the other cameras. And he was there when he said he wasn’t.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Of course I am.”

      He lets out a chuckle. “I had to ask. But I’ll have my officers check out the footage.”

      “Thanks, Fletch. Hope everything goes well with the big anniversary dinner you have planned this week.”

      “That is a reminder that I talk to you more than the guys on my payroll, Agatha. Do you need a career switch yet?” he jokes.

      “You couldn’t afford me,” I joke right back.

      “That’s the truth. Stay out of trouble,” he says before hanging up. Those have been his parting words since the time he had to talk the hardware store owner into letting me out of the store after he thought I was stealing from him.

      My smile quickly fades when my phone rings and I see who is calling. It’s not the person on the other end that makes me sad so much as the reason why she’s calling. I answer with a hesitant hello and step into the small breakroom at the back of the salon.

      “It happened again,” Riley whispers.

      Even though I heard her, I ask, “What?” just so my brain has time to process. Because one of my worst fears is coming true.

      “It happened again. A girl went missing on Shepherd Lake.”

      No. No. This can’t be real. But I know it is. And it’s certainly not why I expected her to be calling today.

      “Did you hear me, Aggie?” Riley asks.

      “Yes.” Feeling like I’m about to hit the floor, I drop into the nearest chair and clutch the cell phone to my ear, my eyes closing as I do my best to push the memories away. “When?”

      “This morning. At 3 a.m.”

      It’s the seventeenth anniversary—down to the day and time. What’re the chances it’s a fluke? Zero. There’s not much left in life that I believe in. And coincidences are certainly not on the list. “I have to go.”

      “Seriously? You don’t want to hear the details?”

      Oh, I do. But I feel the pull already. The desperation that I felt seventeen years ago to figure out where my best friend disappeared to. Back then all I did was spiral into a person I didn’t recognize.

      Dolly peeks into the breakroom and mouths, “Mrs. Avery,” to let me know my next client has arrived. I give her the okay signal, and she heads back to the front as I hear her say, “She’ll be right with you.”

      Taking in a deep breath, I struggle to get the words out to let Riley know. “I can’t.”

      There’s silence on the other end of the line for a few seconds before I hear the hurt in Riley’s voice. “Someone else is missing their best friend. Don’t you want to know what happened? Find out what in the hell is going on with that godforsaken lake?”

      More than I’ve ever wanted anything else. “I just don’t think I can be any help.”

      “The Agatha Maynor I knew wouldn’t give up and hide when things get tough.”

      I haven’t been that person in a long time. When Haley disappeared, so did that version of myself. The only difference is the shell of my former self remained, unlike my best friend who vanished without a trace. “She’s gone. We both are. I have to go. I have a client waiting.”

      It’s not a lie. But I don’t rush out to Mrs. Avery. Instead, I remain seated, eyes glued to the screen of my phone long after I end the call. It’s not fair of me to shut Riley out. She lost Haley too.

      After another minute of jumbled thoughts, I rise and head out to the salon floor. Mrs. Avery is already seated in my chair. Even with her warm smile, it takes me a second to return the gesture. “Sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay, dear. Just a little off the ends today,” she instructs. And I know by a little, she means exactly one inch. It’s the same thing she’ll say when she comes back in six weeks. I go into robotic mode. Generally, I would chat and try to make conversation about her kids or husband, but I’m stuck in my head. And she notices. “Is everything all right, Agatha?”

      Not at all. “Yes ma’am. How’re the kids doing? Ready for school to start?” I ask because I know that’ll keep her talking, then all I have to do is pretend to listen.

      The remainder of the appointment goes well, and I’m sure Mrs. Avery hasn’t noticed I’m mentally hundreds of miles away, back in my hometown of Cromwell, Texas.

      I knew taking the call from Riley was a mistake as soon as I saw her name come across the screen. But I couldn’t ignore her call. Not today. I would’ve struggled with the memories all day and been in a lousy headspace. But not like this. Not with it consuming every single second and thought.

      Over the years, I’ve mastered focusing on something else and can usually deal fine when smidgens of memories creep in. But since I ended the call, the only thing I see is a bottomless lake and Haley vanishing into it. Of all the mysteries I’ve tried to unravel, where Haley Hutchins disappeared to is the one I’ve never been able to solve.
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      Time seems to be moving backwards, and I don’t think this day will ever end. It’s not from lack of clientele, because I’ve had one appointment after another and even fit in a walk-in when I finished a root touch-up early. But the hours are dragging by, and I’ve just reached my final client of the day. I seriously considered canceling, but why? I’d simply go home and wrestle the same thoughts in my head. At least this way, I can try to distract myself.

      Mrs. Leeanne heads straight to the shampoo bowl for her weekly wash and blow-dry. It’s always an easy appointment and usually a great source of material. But today, I don’t want any information. I have more than I can fit in my head as is. Thankfully, all she wants to talk about is the high school play that her daughter has the lead in. So, I listen until I realize that I zoned out when she asks, “Can you believe that?”

      There’s no way around disclosing that I wasn’t paying attention. “I’m sorry. What were you saying?”

      “That the bastard wants me to miss opening night of our daughter’s play so he and his new floozy can attend. Can you believe that?”

      “No ma’am. It is hard to believe.” She continues her ranting about her ex-husband as I blow-dry her hair and only hear every other word.

      I’ve already wrapped up Mrs. Leeanne’s appointment and processed her payment when I hear the bell over the door chime. A man in a suit and tie walks through the threshold. Dolly is with a client, so the other stylist approaches him.

      Mrs. Leeanne gives me a quick hug. “Let me know if you make it to the play. I’ll save you a seat.”

      “Yes ma’am,” I tell her as she waves and walks towards the door. Her gaze noticeably trails up and down the guy speaking to Ida. I can’t blame Mrs. Leeanne; he’s towering a head above her. Not that she’s tall herself, coming in inches shorter than me, and I stand at about five feet, five inches. But it’s more than his height. There’s something charismatic about him. When his dark eyes meet mine, I don’t want to look away. And the only thing I know for sure is he’s certainly not from around here.

      When Ida turns and gestures to me, I mentally run through my schedule, trying to remember if I had a men’s cut on the books that I forgot about. His deep-brown eyes are locked on me as he makes his way over to where I stand in place and gawk like a fool.

      A tight smile spreads across his face as he asks, “Ms. Agatha Maynor?” I nod, and he offers his hand. “Detective Tucker Patel, Cromwell PD. I need to ask you a few questions if you have a moment.”

      The bubble bursts. My pulse immediately speeds up, heart hammering against my chest as I wish for any reason to walk away instead of shaking his hand. I no longer wonder about the dark-haired stranger in the room. I want to flee from him as soon as possible. But I reach out and shake his hand even though I’d rather do anything other than to talk to this man. Because I know why he’s here. I just never expected they would send someone to question me. “Sure.”

      “Is there somewhere private we can speak?”

      “Yes.” I lead him to the breakroom where I took the call from Riley. I should’ve known this would materialize. You don’t witness your best friend disappearing only to be left alone when it happens in the same place years later.

      He doesn’t waste any time and gets to the point. “Another girl vanished on Shepherd Lake this morning.”

      I nod.

      “You already knew?”

      There are so many words racing through my mind. But none are forming on my lips, so I just nod again.

      “How?”

      I take a breath, my throat feeling tight as I respond, “My friend called me. Riley.”

      He holds my stare as he asks, “Riley Valdez?”

      “Yes.”

      “She was there the night Haley disappeared also, right?”

      The mention of my best friend jolts me a bit even though I knew it was coming. “Yes, Riley was there too.”

      “Do you have contact with anyone else from Cromwell?”

      “Not recently. I hardly talk to Riley. She just called to tell me what happened.”

      “Since it’s the anniversary. Seventeen years,” he states bluntly, his vigilant stare on me. “Does the name Jana Grey sound familiar?”

      I shake my head, unable to picture any face other than Haley’s. “Is she the missing girl?”

      “Yes. She was on the lake with her best friend, Brittany. And then she was gone.”

      “This isn’t real. This can’t be happening again.”

      I don’t realize I’ve said it aloud until Detective Patel says, “It’s very real, Ms. Maynor. And another family is wondering if they’ll ever hear from their daughter.” He pauses for a solid thirty seconds, gauging me, then asks, “When was the last time you traveled to Cromwell? Any recent visits?”

      I can’t fight the anger brewing alongside the disbelief that this is even reality. “Do you think I had something to do with the disappearance?”

      He doesn’t answer right away and takes another judgy gawk at me. “A second girl is missing under nearly identical circumstances, so I have to wonder if the original incident has something to do with it.”

      “‘Incident.’” I laugh to keep from crying. Because the word doesn’t come close to encapsulating what occurred that day. There isn’t a single word that could summarize the significance of that moment. “I haven’t been to Cromwell in seventeen years. Not since I was told to leave and never come back by my own parents. So no, Detective, I haven’t had any recent visits to Cromwell.”

      There’s a moment where I see the remorse on his face, and I think he might actually leave me be. But that was wishful thinking. “I understand this is difficult, but I can’t do my job if I don’t investigate all angles. And unfortunately, that includes Haley’s disappearance.”

      The casual tone he uses when he says her name rubs me the wrong way. “I begged so many times for anyone from your department to lift a finger—if only for a few seconds—to help me find Haley. But all I got was pushback, disregarded, and told there were no new leads, so they couldn’t spare the manpower. Now, all these years later, you want to investigate.” My teeth bite into my lip because I’m very much trying to contain my anger and disbelief, which are twisting together at this point. “I hope you find Jana. I really do. But I can’t help you.”

      Before he can say another word, I grab my keys and head out of the salon. Unable to catch my breath as I drop into the driver’s seat of my car, I pull out of the parking lot and steer towards my apartment. But I don’t stop when I get there, because I still can’t push down the frenzy threatening to spill over.

      I came here to escape the turmoil, the void, the desperation. But I can feel it crawling along my skin again, so I don’t stop driving until I’m miles out of Miller Ridge. All these years later, and it’s happened again. I can’t do it. I can’t lose Haley all over again. And I don’t want another girl to fade into the dark abyss and disappear forever.
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      Night has fallen, and I’m sitting stock-still in a vacant parking lot at some random gas station. My ringing phone is the only thing that breaks me out of my daze. Chief Fletcher. I debate answering but let it go to voicemail. News on the Paisley case would be a good thing, but I need a better distraction to take my attention away from Cromwell, Texas and Shepherd Lake.

      When the voicemail alert chimes, I listen to Fletcher ask me to stop by the station when I have a chance because he has something to go over with me. It’s a distraction I should entertain, but I can’t deal with anything else tonight. Right now, I just want to get ahold of myself. I can’t go down that path again.
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      Sleep proves impossible, so I head to the station way earlier than I should but late enough that I know Fletcher will be there. He’s seated at his desk, a piping-hot mug of coffee in front of him, when I enter his office.

      “Morning, Aggie.” He motions for me to sit in the chair across from his desk.

      “Good morning. What update do you have?”

      “It’s not about the Paisley case,” he informs me as I come to the realization of exactly what I’ve walked into. “A detective stopped by yesterday. He said you were less than willing to help him out with a case he’s working on. And that just didn’t sound like you.”

      Dickhead. Of course he came to Fletcher for backup. But I want to know exactly what he said, because now Fletcher is looking at me with skepticism.

      “What did he tell you?”

      “He brought me up to speed on the current disappearance … and one that occurred on Shepherd Lake seventeen years ago.”

      “I didn’t do it.” I feel the need to defend myself, and I don’t even know why.

      “There was never a doubt in my head, Agatha. But now I know why you run around here like Miller Ridge’s own Nancy Drew.” He gives me a soft smile, a sight I’ve never seen from him. “You never could solve your own mystery.”

      Damn. This guy knows me a little better than I realized even though he has been a friend to me for a while. It took some time for him to quit cussing every time I walked into the station, but even the station secretary said he gets worried if I don’t bring in some conspiracy theory or check in with an update consistently. Because then he wouldn’t know what I was digging around in.

      When I don’t speak, Fletcher continues, “Do you want to look over the case file with me?”

      “I don’t think it will help.”

      “I have the actual police reports and details from the case. Maybe it could be useful information.”

      “I’ve already seen all of it.” When he gives me a confused look, I continue, “I made copies of everything when I broke into the police station files.” Why am I admitting this to him? Maybe because I do trust him. “No one would speak to me or help at all. And I needed to know if they had something that I missed.”

      “Highly doubt it.”

      He’s not wrong. The only information they had were official witness statements, but there was nothing in them I hadn’t heard directly from the source. They were simply guessing on everything else. Like I’d done with almost everything since there was no solid evidence. “I just needed to know the truth. But I never found it.”

      “You ever break into my files?”

      “No sir. Never. I swear. I would never.”

      He chuckles. “I appreciate that, but something tells me if I withheld some info from you, you might take a peek.” He waves his hand, and I glance over my shoulder to see Detective Patel behind me.

      Oh shit. Is he here to arrest me? I just admitted to breaking into Cromwell PD’s records. Looking back to Fletcher’s smiling face, I don’t relax at all. Instead, I stand, ready to dart out of the office, but Detective Patel is blocking my path. And I don’t like feeling trapped.

      “Why are you here?” The words spill out before I can stop them. I figured he’d be long gone back in Cromwell by now.

      “I wanted to try one more time before I head back. And after Chief Fletcher said how you always are ready to help out around here, I thought maybe he could talk you into assisting me.” He looks over to the chief.

      Fletcher tells him in a matter-of-fact tone I know all too well, “I said I’d ask her to stop by. I’m not convincing her to do a damn thing to help you. That’s your job, son.” With that, Fletcher stands from his desk and maneuvers around Detective Patel, leaving us in the office alone.

      A slight smile rises on his lips. “You have a very loyal buddy here. And it seems you feel the same about him.”

      “Yeah. He hasn’t accused me of making my best friend disappear, so that helps.” Not that Fletcher knew about the case, but he already showed he doesn’t believe I’m capable of it. And it makes me feel good because there was a time when every set of eyes I looked into felt like they questioned if I had something to do with Haley’s disappearance.

      “I wasn’t accusing you. Asking the hard questions is the only way to investigate thoroughly.”

      “Great. Now go ask someone else the hard questions, because I won’t have any different answers today than I did yesterday.” I tuck my arms over my chest and mutter, “Or seventeen years ago.”

      He holds my stare a little longer than I’m comfortable with, his penetrating gape on me as he slowly nods. I try to maintain my composure, but his tone is exasperatingly pleading as he says, “If anyone can find Jana, it’s you, Agatha. Because what happened seventeen years ago and what happened yesterday is connected. And you’re my only hope to figure out what it is.”

      There’s a lump in my throat as I swallow down my guilt. Guilt over not wanting to be here. Not wanting to help. Not wanting to be involved for my own reasons. “I wish I could help. But I don’t know what happened to Haley, so what good could I do now?”

      “That I don’t know precisely. But I feel like you’re Jana’s best chance at the moment.” His tone softens, a subtle pleading coming through now. “Just come have breakfast with me and go over the file. Then we’ll go from there.”

      What harm could it do? A lot. Because I couldn’t stop myself last time from spiraling. But something, probably the mention of a girl I don’t even know named Jana, is keeping me from outright refusing the invitation. “Fine, Detective Patel. Breakfast, then you let me go back to my life.”

      “Deal. But please call me Tucker.” His triumphant smile makes me want to deck him in his perfect face. He’s used to getting his way. Clearly. But he’s dredging up emotions I’ve buried deep inside. Things I never wanted to explore again.

      Looking away and needing time to reframe in order to keep from acting absurd, I head to the front of the station. Fletcher is sitting near the dispatcher’s desk as we make our way in his direction. “By the way, Aggie, your hunch was right. One of my deputies is digging into the Paisleys, and we should have some concrete proof soon enough. Then we’ll have what we need to dismiss the charge on Jesse.”

      “That’s good news.” At least there is something positive on the horizon.

      “Let me know if you need anything from me in the meantime.” He gives me a quick wave, then looks to Tucker and chuckles. “Good luck, son.”

      We’re outside the building when Tucker says, “You sure seem in your element here at the station. Fit right in.” As soon as I glance to him, he sheepishly adds, “Not that you shouldn’t. It’s just the old chief in Cromwell warned me that you hated cops. Chief Kirby even bet money you wouldn’t talk to me.”

      “No. I just hate him.” He was the main jerk who wouldn’t lift a finger to help Haley and kept insisting she was a runaway. But I knew her better than that. Which is why his other accusation—that I’d done something to her—hadn’t gone over well. At all.

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s a dick.”

      “Can’t argue with that, though I didn’t work with him very long before he retired. He did make it a point to say he’d done everything he could to find Haley, but I’m guessing there’s another side to the story.”

      “Always is,” I mutter as we walk across the parking lot.

      “You can ride with me.”

      “No thanks. I’ll meet you there.” I yank my car door open but not before I see the smirk and head shake from Tucker. He has some dickish ways—or at the very least, they’re self-assured. He is a member of the Cromwell PD after all. He might be playing nice cop now, but he could be biding his time, waiting until I trust him to drop whatever bomb he thinks he has.

      It’s only about a mile to the diner, so we arrive way too fast for my liking. I need a few minutes, so I linger in my car before going inside.

      Emma Grace heads to the entrance, a beaming smile aimed at me as she asks, “Who’s your friend, Aggie?”

      My first thought is to say, He’s not my friend, but that would lead to lots of gossip. People would automatically label him as more than a friend instead of a detective who drove from my old hometown to question me about a missing person case. Neither of those options sound good, so I introduce him as Tucker and head to a booth in the back of the diner.

      As soon as we’re seated, Emma Grace places a mug on the table and fills it while asking Tucker if he wants coffee also. Once she fills his mug, she says she’ll be back in a few for our order and strolls away.

      Tucker doesn’t so much as glance at the menu. Placing a photograph in front of me, he says, “This is seventeen-year-old Jana.”

      I expect to see a photo of Haley’s face smiling back at me, but it’s a different girl. Intense brown eyes, similar to mine, stare back at me instead of Haley’s golden hazel ones. And it’s not the only contrast. Jana’s hair is an espresso brown where Haley’s was platinum blonde. The memory of us trying to bleach my own dark-brown hair and turning it orange flashes through my mind. It’s one of the few times anything but a painful memory has surfaced when I think of Haley.

      “Her parents are Carol and Daniel Grey. They’re lifelong Cromwell residents and attended Cromwell High a few years before you.”

      “The names seem familiar, but I don’t recall them personally.”

      He slides another photograph in front of me. “Brittany Decatur. She was with Jana when she went missing. Her parents also grew up in Cromwell—Jacob and Anna.”

      He’s looking for a connection, but the only one is Brittany’s the new me. The person I was seventeen years ago when I was the last person to see my best friend vanish. “No, I don’t know them either.”

      “Brittany said Jana went into the water and never resurfaced.” He hesitates for a second when Emma Grace passes our table letting us know she’ll be right back to take our order before he asks, “Will you go over what happened that night?”

      It’s a good thing I haven’t ordered any food, because what little appetite I had is gone. “I’ve spent the last seventeen years trying to forget it.”

      “I understand it was a long time ago. But anything at all you can remember …”

      When I meet his penetrating eyes, I keep focused on them so I don’t keep replaying that night in my head. “I said I tried to forget. I remember everything. Every second. I’ve replayed it in my mind so many times, trying to figure out what happened. Then by the time I wanted to forget, it was burned into my head. When your best friend is there one second and gone the next, it’s impossible to make sense of it. At least, that’s how it’s been for me.”

      He looks away from me, pity in his tone. “We don’t have to do this right now. Maybe just tell me about Haley. Was she a good student?”

      “Yes. She kept up with her academics and joined in more activities than she had time for. Everyone loved her.”

      “She was dating Grady Tisdale.” Tucker takes a sip of coffee before he adds, “Your ex-boyfriend.”

      “Correct. And one of the many things good ole Chief Kirby said gave me motive to hurt her.” I still have the same repulsion for the accusation.

      “Did it cause issues for the two of you? Grady said you were together for two years before he started dating Haley.”

      “Wow. Why are you here to ask me questions when you already seem to have all the details?”

      “I have some details and facts from a case file. But I don’t have a true, real-life understanding. I want to get a feel for Haley from the person who knew her best, so I can figure out the connection between her and Jana.”

      “What if there isn’t one?” What if there is?

      “Then I keep searching until I find a fathomable reason.”

      I run my finger along the coffee mug’s handle, my back pressing against the stiff leather booth as I mutter, “Good luck with that. Answers don’t always reveal themselves.”

      “Sometimes they do when you least expect it.”

      “Sure.” I fold my hands together in my lap and gape at him. “We did argue about Grady. He was my first boyfriend. My first love. Or so I thought.” Because I didn’t understand the meaning of love. And that relationship certainly wasn’t it. “But Haley and I were okay. Our friendship was more important than some guy. And I couldn’t stay mad at Haley even if I wanted to. We’d been friends for as long as I can remember.”

      “Grady was there that night, too, right?”

      “Yeah.” I shift against the seat, recalling the last time I saw him before everything changed. “He’d left before we went out on the water though.”

      “Anyone not happy with Haley that night?”

      “No. What does this help?” This feels pointless and more like a stalling tactic than helpful responses. I really don’t get why any of this would help some girl who’s disappeared seventeen years later.

      “Like I said, I want to find the connection.”

      “There isn’t one. Haley is gone. And I really hope you find Jana, but I don’t believe any of this will help.” I toss some cash on the table and slide out of the booth.

      When I stand from the bench, Tucker’s fingers lightly clasp my wrist. “Aggie, I know you don’t want to relive it. But Brittany and Mr. and Mrs. Grey are just starting their nightmare, and I’m hoping to help them.” He releases me, then reaches in his pocket and pushes a business card across the table. “If you think of anything that could be relevant, please let me know.”

      I place my hand over the card and slide it off the table as I walk away. Why did I think I could casually sit at breakfast and conjure up the past? The same past I’ve tried to outrun all these years.

      But one thing about my past: It never stays away for long.
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      August 2, 2007

      1:19 p.m.

      “Haley is so dramatic.” Riley rolls her eyes as the sound of Haley’s screaming laughter is drowned out when Haley and Grady crash into the water. It was a bit theatrical of Grady to throw Haley over his shoulder and run into the lake, but it doesn’t bother me anymore. The two of them are perfect for each other, and a much better fit than Grady and I ever were.

      Riley seems highly annoyed as she watches them swim near the boat dock before she glances over at me. I already know what she’s thinking so I just tell her, “I’m good. Stop doing that.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Worrying that I’m going to break out in tears at any moment.”

      Her tongue clicks as she looks back to the blissful couple. “Well, I wouldn’t blame you if you did. Grady was your boyfriend forever. Longer than I’ve ever even considered dating anyone.”

      “It’s not a big deal. But you should find out why you have commitment issues.”

      “I don’t want anything serious. Why? Just for him to beg me to stay in Cromwell for some doomed relationship that will end on a sour note before I even know what I want out of life? I’m going to California. No question. I can’t pass up the opportunity,” Riley declares. “And I don’t know what I’m going to do next year without you. Or even our other dramatic bestie.” Riley theatrically throws her arm over her face. “I can’t believe we’re finally seniors, and all I can think about is I’m not ready for high school to be over. Are you sure you’re going to stay here? I know Sam Houston Uni is a good school and conveniently located nearby, but you’ll be so far away from me.”

      “Yep. You could always join me.” It’s a nice thought, but I know she won’t.

      “You don’t have to go there just because your mom and dad attended. Stanley is already going, and I’m sure your little brothers will follow in the Maynor footsteps too. You can forge your own path … in bright and sunny California … with me. No unfamiliar roommate who has weird tendencies either.” She shoots upright in the lounger. “Oh! We could totally get an apartment together. Haley could room with us too. Maybe she’ll go for it if we’re all together.”

      “Doubt it. She’s pretty set on going to Sam Houston too. And I doubt any roommate would have a weirder habit than sniffing every cup before they drink out of it,” I tease, but she ignores me and flops back against the chair.

      There’s pure loathing in her tone as she states, “And it just so happens to be where Grady plans to attend as well. Surprise, surprise.”

      Yeah. It’s obvious they are joined at the hip right now, and her choice to go away changed after they started seeing each other recently. “It’s her decision.”

      “She’s making the wrong one.” Riley keeps a pissy glower fixated on where Haley and Grady are climbing onto the dock.

      They make their way across the patio, and Haley grabs a towel before plopping down on the lounger beside me, scrunching her hair with the towel. “So much for not getting my hair wet.”

      It still looks perfect, along with her mascara that’s barely smudged even after the swim. Haley’s always dazzling, even in her roughest moment, whereas I look like I’m playing dress-up with my mom’s belongings when I apply lipstick.

      Riley rotates to face Haley. “So, Aggie and I were just talking about next year. Wouldn’t it be so nice if the three of us got a place together and attended uni in Cali? Then we could stay close, and everything around us can stop changing.”

      Haley gives me a confused look, and I quickly shake my head, basically communicating it wasn’t a plan I was on board with.

      “Riley, things have to change. It’s part of life.”

      “Don’t give me that circle-of-life bullshit again. I just know we’ll all go down our separate fork in the road, you’ll get busy with all your new extracurriculars and becoming a famous fashion designer, Aggie will be focused on her finance degree, and I’ll be off in a strange city—living alone without my best friends—trying to figure out why I ever wanted a career in dentistry. We’ll call and keep in touch at first, but they’ll get fewer and further between until conversations stop altogether, and y’all won’t even remember my name anymore. I’ll be forgotten and turn into a stranger.”

      I don’t think Haley is the dramatic one. I get what Riley is saying, and I’ll miss her and how things are now, but going away for uni just doesn’t appeal to me. At one time, Riley was excited about it. Now it seems like FOMO is taking over.

      Haley jumps up from her lounger, flops down on Riley’s lap, and wraps her in a tight hug. “That’ll never happen. Ever. I won’t let it. We”—Haley motions between her and I—“won’t ever let that happen. Tell her, Aggie.”

      “Never,” I concur, but I’m not any more convinced than Riley. Because as much as I love them, we don’t know where life will take our friendship.

      A few shouted curses catch our attention. Looking over to the house, it’s obvious that Grady and Jonah are having a major disagreement about something as they walk out the back door.

      “Does he have to be a dick everywhere he goes?” Riley asks as Haley stands and starts to walk in their direction. “He’s not a dick, Riles. You’re just aiming your anger at everyone else.”

      Riley shouts, “No, I’m not. Stay out of it, Haley. Let Grady deal with the consequences of his actions.” She watches Haley as she mutters, “For once, the jackass needs to.”

      She’s never been a fan of Grady’s, but after we broke up, it got worse. And when he started seeing Haley, Riley’s distain reached an all-time peak.

      Focusing on her phone, Riley continues, “I’m not staying if he’s going to cause a commotion all weekend.”

      “It’s our last weekend before school starts. Let’s just ignore them. The lake house is big enough for everyone.” Thankfully. And if Grady keeps egging on Jonah, he’ll make him leave. It’s his home after all. And his parents won’t tolerate fighting even if they’re not here to witness it. They always say they don’t mind us hanging out as long as we stay out of trouble. And there usually isn’t much disorder, even with how full the Wilmott house stays.

      The shouting continues, louder now, and when I look over, Grady and Jonah are throwing punches as they go down to the ground. Haley attempts to break them up but doesn’t get close to the brawl as a few other guys are finally able to pull them apart.

      “See. A jackass.” Riley puts her shades on and leans her head back, letting out a deep breath. “Wake me up when it’s time to eat.”

      The Wilmotts usually have pizza delivered regularly. A few of the guys tried to fry some fish one time but started a kitchen fire instead, so they’re banned from using the stove now.

      I try to reach Riley’s level of Zen, but I’m still unsettled from the madness between Grady and Jonah. Although the fight was broken up and they’ve went on their way, Grady is still yelling and cursing down by the lake. Haley is in front of him, trying to talk, but he doesn’t seem interested in listening to her. And I’ve never been so happy to not be in a relationship with him than at this moment.

      Haley finally throws her hands up and screams, “I don’t care.”

      Grady steps forward, his hands gripping her biceps. I watch closely as he tells her something I’m unable to hear. He releases her, shoving her away from him, and storms off. He never hit me or got violent, but his temper was always an issue.

      Haley remains in place, wiping at her cheeks. Though she probably wants to be alone to pull herself together, I’m unable to stay away. She does everything she can to avoid looking at me. “You know his temper.”

      “Yeah. And you shouldn’t have to deal with it either.”

      “It’s fine. He and Jonah just got into it about something, and of course, Grady can’t take responsibility for his part in the mess.”

      “Right. Accountability isn’t his strong suit.”

      Haley lets out a humorless laugh. “None of ours.”

      I don’t understand what that comment means or the pained look on her face, but she quickly masks it with a smile when someone shouts that they’re going on a beer run.

      “Let’s go grab some whiskey and Coke. I didn’t bring any, and I don’t want to be stuck drinking beer all weekend.”

      The truck already looks stuffed with more people than seats. Pass. “I’m gonna stay here. Have fun.”

      As I head back towards Riley, I hear Haley call my name. When I turn, she has a half smile on her face. “Nothing will ever come between us, right, Aggie? We’ll be friends forever.”

      “Till death do us part.”
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      Till death do us part. Those words echo over and over in my head. Even now. And no matter how many times I replay that moment in my mind, I never in a million years would’ve guessed that she’d vanish hours later. And I’ve always questioned if death parted us or if it was something else.

      I’d like to think she managed to sneak off and is out there somewhere, living her life. Alive. Happy. Healthy. But Haley wouldn’t have abandoned everything—me, Riley, her other friends, her family, and even Grady.

      My fingers ache as I release the sponge and let it fall back in the bucket of water. I’ve scrubbed every surface of the salon, and now I figure I’ll inventory my products, then implement the color-coded tracking system I have in mind. It’s something I’ve wanted to do for a while but kept putting it off.

      Normally, I wouldn’t hang around on a Sunday because no one is here, and the place is too empty. But my apartment is even worse. So here I am, deep cleaning and organizing while music blares in the background to cancel out the noise in my head.

      It’s not working. Seven hours have elapsed since I left the diner, and I still can’t shake the feeling of walking away after Tucker said I’m his only hope to find Jana. It can’t be true. Because if it is, she’ll never be found.

      Clutching my stomach, I work to rid the queasiness that flows through my gut. This nightmare will never end and keeps getting worse. Another girl, gone.

      A knock on the door catches my attention, and when I turn, I see Fletcher waving through the windowpane. I don’t think the chief has ever walked into the salon, so this is a shock.

      Heading straight for the entrance, I unlock the door and tug it open so he can walk in. His words are obscured by the music, so I hurry to turn it down.

      “You’re gonna lose your damn hearing with that loud rubbish, Aggie.” His grumpiness dissipates as he softly asks, “How are you doing?” The question doesn’t throw me, but his demeanor does.

      As he takes a seat in Dolly’s chair, I drop into mine. “I’m fine.”

      “Want to try again, or ya sticking with that lie?”

      My gaze drops to the floor. I don’t want to lie to him, but admitting it aloud makes everything even more real. “I’m not okay. I still can’t comprehend how it happened the first time much less that it’s happening again.”

      He casually looks around the salon, his vision stopping on the bucket of soapy water. “Find any answers in that pail?”

      I know he’s being a smart-ass—and only trying to be helpful—but damn. “As opposed to all the answers I’ve found elsewhere?”

      “Well, that doesn’t mean you won’t find any if you look again. But I can guarantee you won’t if you don’t even try. Maybe this latest disappearance will shine some light on the first one. Doesn’t hurt to give it a little effort, right?”

      “You can’t use my words against me.” It’s the same thing I said when I begged him to look into the first case I helped with. “This is different.”

      “Yeah. Much different. This is important. And personal. And scary. But it’s all those things whether you’re looking into it or not.”

      It’s hard to admit, but I do. “Last time I tried, I lost my mind. I couldn’t function as a normal human being, couldn’t stop spiraling. I was so bad, my parents told me to leave my hometown.”

      “That was a long time ago. You’re a different person now. And you have help. You have me. And Detective Patel seems to be real eager to solve this one.” Fletcher raises his brow as he continues. “He mentioned that you left him at the diner, refused to consider helping. I’m not here for him. I’m here for you. Because a lot of your behavior makes sense to me now. And I think you need this more than you realize.” Fletcher holds up his phone. “I looked over Haley’s case. I made a few notes and observations, but I bet they’re things you already know or questioned. But anyhow, it’s in your email when you’re ready.”

      “What if I’m never ready?” I don’t know if I ever will be. I need the truth. I need Haley. But none of those things feel within reach. “What if I’m scared of never finding out the truth?” I twist the ring on my thumb. It’s the only thing that keeps me from picking at my cuticles until they bleed. “What if I’m scared of the truth?”

      He rises and walks over to me as I stand, then places a hand on my shoulder. “The truth might never come, and if it does, it might be painful. But I’d think knowing you had the chance to give it a shot but walked away would be the worst of all of those options. ‘What if’ is the hardest ghost to escape. Trust me. I know.” I give him a confused look, so he says, “A case I never solved. And it still haunts me. Not even a person I knew before, so I can imagine the toll this one has taken.”

      “What case?”

      “Nope, Agatha. You’re not running headfirst into my unsolved mystery to distract from your own. After you give it your best effort, I’ll go over my situation with you.”

      “And if I can’t figure it out?”

      He gives me a wink before he starts to walk out. “I’ll still be here, waiting to divulge all my riddles.”

      I watch Fletcher exit the salon. I should go lock the door and continue cleaning. But the only thing I can think of is Haley. Knowing the truth might be hard. Not trying feels unbearable. Okay, one last try.
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      Home is where the heart is has to be the worst saying ever. For me, it’s the opposite. Ever since I spotted the Welcome to Cromwell sign, my stomach has been doing somersaults, and I’m worried my heart is going to follow suit and vault out of my chest.

      I debate driving by my childhood home. But I’m irrationally afraid my parents will be home and spot me even though they don’t know I’m here. It’s not like they’d be expecting me or on the lookout. But I’m not ready to face them yet. So instead, I head straight to the police station.

      When I pull into the lot, the first thing I spot is a news station van sitting near the entrance. It’s a minute before I realize there are many news outlets here. Most of the people are just chatting and don’t look like they’re filming, but there is one reporter who is in front of a camera, her eyes locked on the lens in front of her as she says, “Authorities still won’t confirm if the latest disappearance of a teenager is related to the seventeen-year-old cold case of missing Haley Hutchins.”

      The name stops me in my tracks, and I stand, watching and listening as she continues.

      “We know both girls were the same age at the time of their disappearances—seventeen. And they both disappeared in the early morning hours of August 3. Could it really be a coincidence that two seventeen-year-olds disappeared exactly seventeen years apart, or is something more sinister at play here in the town of Cromwell?”

      She holds eye contact with the camera for a few seconds before she drops her mic and addresses the cameraman in a normal tone of voice. I don’t realize I’m still staring until she makes eye contact with me. Her quick disregard is a relief when she continues her conversation.

      I shouldn’t be here. But I go inside anyway, worrying that running to my car like I want to do would draw more attention.

      As soon as I step inside the door, a hand comes up as an officer instructs me, “No reporters inside.”

      “I’m not a reporter.”

      “No form of media or podcast people either.”

      “Believe it or not, I don’t do any of those things. I’m here to see Detective Patel.”

      He gawks at me for a second before he flatly instructs, “Have a seat, and I’ll see if he’s available. Name?”

      A few seconds go by as I stare at him. My gut tells me not to say who I am. But I don’t want to lie.

      “Is that too hard of a question?” he asks sarcastically.

      Jerk. He reminds me why I hated visiting this station and almost everyone inside it. “No. Just tell him his sister is here.”

      Officer Jerk walks away, leaving me in the lobby. My vision scans over every face, checking for some familiarity, but no one is recognizable until I spot Tucker heading my way.

      He gives me a warm smile as he motions for me to follow him. We head down a corridor before he guides me to a room. I stop on the threshold, my eyes taking in the area before I look back to him.

      I sat in this space when I was interrogated after Haley went missing. I spent hours and hours in here. The defeat and hopelessness I felt to escape the room rises within my chest. I can’t do this. I can’t walk through the doorway.

      Surprisingly, Tucker seems way too aware as he lightly clasps my elbow. “Let’s take a ride and grab some coffee.”

      I follow him out of the police station to a truck I recognize as his. “I’ll drive if you want.”

      I don’t protest and slide into the passenger seat. He’s on the road, heading away from the station before he says, “I don’t have a sister, by the way.”

      “I didn’t know what else to say.” I glance over to him. “I’m a little nervous about being back in town.”

      “Don’t blame you.” He shifts in his seat. “But you don’t have anything to worry about. Aside from Chief Kirby, everyone I’ve talked to had nothing but good things to say about you.”

      “You talked to people about me?”

      “Not you in particular, but your name came up a few times when I spoke with individuals about Haley’s disappearance.”

      That tidbit doesn’t settle me at all. “Did you talk to my parents?”

      Tucker holds my gaze. “There wasn’t a reason to, but should I?”

      “No. I just didn’t mention to them that I was coming back.” It’s not like we ever talk. Birthdays and holidays are the only days I ever hear from them. And it’s usually very generic and basic. Always in the form of a text message. The only Maynor I have actual conversations with is my older brother, Stanley, and even those are limited. He usually updates me on our younger siblings, the “pestering twins.” They were born a year after me and two after Stanley. And Lincoln and Vincent earned that pestering title honestly.

      Tucker drives about ten minutes before he pulls into a small coffee shop. “Figured you’d be a little more comfortable outside of Cromwell.”

      He’s not wrong for sure, but the thoughtfulness is unexpected.

      Once inside, the smell of coffee still reminds me of Haley because she hated it, but the aroma of sweet pastries makes me realize I haven’t eaten. My mouth waters as we order coffee and cinnamon rolls before finding a place to sit along the storefront’s window seat.

      “Surprised to see you came back.” Tucker takes a gulp of coffee. “Even more surprised that you showed up at the station voluntarily.”

      “Your plan to have Fletcher persuade me worked.”

      “I’ll have to send him a thank-you card along with a big-ass gift. Does he like flowers or chocolate?” Tucker jokes before his tone turns serious. “I am grateful that you’re here.”

      I take a sip of coffee before I confess, “I need to know what happened to Haley. And I want to help however I can with Jana’s case.” I hope that girl gets the happy ending I’d prayed would come for Haley but never did.

      “How about we go over Jana’s case first? You can tell me about Haley’s whenever you’re ready,” he offers. I nod before he continues, “The girls were on the lake around 3 a.m. when Jana went into the water.”

      “Did she jump in or dive?” I ask.

      “Jumped. Brittany said she went in feetfirst.”

      “What were they doing out there?”

      He shifts awkwardly and I realize he’s withholding something or at least not wanting to say it. “Just tell me.”

      Wiping his hands with a napkin, he avoids eye contact for a few seconds until he leans back. Once he looks at me, he explains, “Haley’s disappearance became somewhat of an urban legend with the kids.”

      “How so?”

      He hesitates. “There’s talk of the lake being haunted and cursed. So, the girls were out there because of Haley.”

      Haley’s disappearance turning into a scary tale isn’t surprising, but it feels like it cheapens how significant the moment was. “So, it’s a joke to them.”

      “No, it’s not. You know how kids are. The unexplained tends to be easier to deal when you pretend it’s not reality.” He takes a second, his focus elsewhere before he continues, “So Brittany and Jana said her name three times and when nothing happened, Brittany told Jana that the myth was a bunch of bullshit. Jana said maybe they have to be in the water and dared her to jump in. But when she wouldn’t, Jana did. She thought Jana was trying to scare her. She said she started laughing but didn’t realize how serious it was until a few minutes later when Jana never resurfaced.”

      Tucker taps his finger against the table, almost seeming nervous. “Did Haley jump in too?”

      “Yes. She kept rocking the boat like she was going to tip us over. When I started yelling at her to stop, she said I was a chicken and jumped in.” I can still see the ripples of the water fade to stillness as I yelled for her. “She knew I was scared of the lake at night. Being there during the day didn’t bother me, but at night, it felt like a different place, and I wouldn’t get in the water at all.” It was a source of material Riley and Haley both picked on, but I didn’t care about them making fun of me, there was just something unsettling about that lake at night.

      A shudder goes through me at the recall. Endless darkness where you couldn’t tell where the water stopped, and land began.

      “Brittany screamed for Jana and searched around the surface from inside the boat but couldn’t find her anywhere. You jumped in the water, didn’t you?”

      “Yes.” As scared as I was, I still leapt off the boat, terrified that Haley was stuck under the canoe or caught on a stump or something. Every thought went through my mind except that she would never resurface again. “Was anyone else there?”

      “No. Just the two girls. But a homeowner nearby heard Brittany screaming. From the house to the east of the old Wilmott property.”

      “That’s the one farther into Jinks Cove?”

      “Yes. It’s not the same occupant who lived there when Haley went missing.” I know he’s about to say something unpleasant by the tightness in his face. “They tore down the Wilmott house a few years ago.”

      I can’t hide my surprise when I ask, “Why?”

      “Mr. Wilmott said it was nothing but a reminder of tragedy and wanted it gone. It did get vandalized quite a few times over the years—broken windows and graffiti, generally.”

      Why does that make me sad? The house is a source of pain, but it feels like another piece of Haley is gone. “Can I talk to Brittany?”

      “Sure. I’ll ask her parents if she’s up for it.” After he takes a gulp of coffee, he glances out the window, then watches me for a few seconds before he asks, “Are you sure you’re up for this?”

      “Yes.” I’d much rather talk to Brittany than my parents. “I should probably swing by the hotel and check in at some point though.”

      “You’re not staying at home? Or with your siblings? Don’t all of them still live in the area?”

      The fact that he knows about my family makes me a little uneasy and reminds me that he is a stranger to me, but not the other way around. “No, not staying at my childhood house, and yes, all of my siblings are still living in town.” Stanley is a teacher at Cromwell High. He mentioned Lincoln works in the finance department of a major auto dealership and Vincent is a librarian at the public library. Neither career path really surprised me.

      “Are you going to tell them you’re back?”

      “I will. Just not yet.” I feel strange, like I’m hiding from them. “When I left, it wasn’t on good terms with my parents. So, coming back is a little complicated.”

      “Understandable.” We finish our coffee and cinnamon rolls, then chat for a few more minutes before we head back to his truck. We’ve just climbed in when he gets a text. “Mrs. Decatur said we can stop by their house now before Brittany heads out with the search party again.”

      “They didn’t do an organized search party for Haley, but a few of us did try. Chief Kirby said it’d be a waste of manpower.”

      Tucker’s hand grips the steering wheel and releases. “Thankfully, Kirby isn’t the chief now. Zamora is, and he’s had a team looking for her since before the sun came up.”

      “I always wondered if things would’ve been different if he’d taken the case seriously.”

      Tucker rotates slightly towards me. “There’s no way to know, but I promise you we are taking this case seriously. I did from the moment it landed in my hands.”

      My only response is a half smile and sense of gratitude, because I believe him. Something about Tucker tells me he actually cares about the people in Cromwell.
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      I take in the scenery on the drive to the Decatur residence. Buildings have popped up. Fields that were once vacant now have businesses or home developments. Theirs is a familiar street when I realize that Riley lived in the same subdivision. Everything is recognizable but not. It’s a strange sensation. Like I know I’ve been here, but it almost felt like a dream.

      Before we’re up the stairs, the front door opens, and a lady waves us inside. “Brittany said she’s happy to speak with you. She wasn’t feeling up to attending school but doesn’t want to miss out on the search or helping to find Jana either. We were hoping maybe you had some good news to deliver.”

      He doesn’t. It’s in his tense posture and the way his jaw muscle clenches before he speaks. “No ma’am. We just wanted to go over the details with Brittany again. Maybe catch something this time that we overlooked before.”

      Mrs. Decatur studies me as she leads us to the living room. Brittany is lying on the sofa, a blanket pulled to her chin, as she stares at the television until she notices us enter the room. She quickly stands, looking between Tucker and me. “Did you find her? Where is she? Please tell me you found her.”

      I think I’m going to puke.

      “I’m sorry, Brittany. We’re trying everything we can, but don’t have any updates just yet.”

      Her eyes well up, the tears spilling over as she swipes at her cheek. “She has to be okay.”

      Tucker steps a bit closer to me, his hand motioning as he says, “I know it’s difficult, but I need you to tell us again what happened. Every detail. Nothing is too small or trivial.”

      Brittany watches me as she asks, “Are you a cop too?”

      I shake my head, noting that Tucker never introduced me. And I get why, but I can’t lie to this girl while I’m standing in her home.

      Tucker speaks up before I’m able to make an introduction. “I know this is a lot to take in, but I want to make sure we’re doing everything in our power to help. So, I asked Ms. Maynor to help consult on the case because I believe it’s the best way to bring Jana home.”

      “Maynor?” Brittany gasps, and it’s evident that she’s connecting the dots as she takes a step back. “Agatha Maynor?”

      My name is a shriek on her lips, over and over as she frantically shakes her head.

      “No, no, no. You’re Agatha. It’s your fault. You killed Jana.”

      Mrs. Decatur rushes towards her daughter as I take a step back. I watch Brittany struggle against her mom, who repeatedly tells her daughter everything’s okay. But it’s not helping. Brittany keeps thrashing, shoving her mom away as shrieks mix with my name and Jana’s.

      I can’t breathe. The air in my lungs is slowly being extracted, and no matter what I do, I can’t seem to take in a breath. I struggle to move, feeling like my body is weighted to the floor. My legs wobble as I stumble, finally making my way through the foyer. Pulling on the front door, the heavy wood feels like it weighs a ton. When it finally opens, I stagger onto the porch, heaving in a gulp of air. But I can’t seem to inhale because I can still hear Brittany screaming and crying. It mixes with the sounds of my own hysteria from seventeen years ago, with the sensation of water burning my nostrils as I dive and inhale when I shouldn’t.

      I can’t breathe.

      Pulling at my shirt, I feel the buttons snap and give way as I pull it off and claw at the tank that’s clinging to my neck as I reach Tucker’s truck. The door is locked. Dammit.

      Dropping to the ground, I place my hands over my ears and squeeze my eyelids shut. Every morsel of my being wills the sound of pain and screaming out of my mind as I repeat over and over the only thing I know in this second—I can’t do this again.

      A secure grip grasps my biceps, but I keep my eyes shut and hands over my ears. I don’t know why I’m scared to look. All I can think is it’s Brittany coming to tell me I killed her best friend and mine too.

      Fingers clasps around my wrists, pulling my hands away enough for me to hear my name. It’s not a shriek or cry. It’s a steady, calm tone, repeated. “Agatha, look at me. You’re okay. You’re safe. Look at me. Please.”

      When I open my eyes, Tucker’s kneeling in front of me, his hands still on my wrists as I slowly remove my hands from my ears. “I’m so sorry.”

      He looks defeated. “No, it’s my fault. I shouldn’t have sprung that on her. Or you.”

      He moves deliberately, slowly wrapping an arm around my waist to help me stand, then pulls the passenger side door open. I drop into the seat as he remains beside me, a steady hand on my shoulder. “Are you okay to wait here for a few minutes? I want to check on Brittany and speak with Mrs. Decatur, then we’ll go.”

      “Yes.” I’m okay anywhere I can’t hear the strangled sobs of a girl I understand too well. I guess that’s why her words pierced to my core. How can she think I did it? Yeah. There’d been plenty of accusations because of all the unexplained circumstances.

      Brittany should know better than anyone that I’m here to help. She’s in pain, I tell myself. Pain I know. Pain still claws at me. Pain has festered for seventeen years. I don’t want her to have to live with this anymore than I want to feel it.

      Tugging at my tank, I close my eyes and heave in air, then focus on the next breath.

      It’s minutes later when Tucker exits the Decatur house, climbs into his seat, and drives away without a word. He places my shirt on the console between us. I’d forgotten I’d left it on the ground.

      Clasping it in my fingers, I place it on my lap. “Is Brittany all right?”

      He replies evenly, “She is. She’s just a little shaken, but she was calmer and settled down. Her mom said she hasn’t slept or eaten since Jana disappeared, and it was simply a lot for her to take in.” He curses under his breath. “I’m so sorry, Aggie. It’s not your fault. None of it. You’re trying to help.”

      The sounds of her agonizing shrieks are still bouncing around my head. “That’s not going so well.”

      “Give her time. Her mom said she’d call if Brittany wants to speak with us, but it’d have to be on her terms and only when she’s ready.”

      “I doubt that’ll be anytime soon.”

      I feel his eyes on me as he asks, “Are you all right, Aggie?”

      No. Not at all. But I can’t tell him that. “Yes.”

      His stare points back to the road. “Well, the good news is I don’t ever have to guess if you’re telling me the truth or not.” When I look over, he glances back at me, frustration in his tone. “Because you’re a terrible liar.”

      Focusing out the window, I don’t argue. He knows any defense would be a lie.

      Tucker lets out a deep exhale. “I’d say we could pause and pick back up tomorrow, but time is of the essence, and I don’t want to waste it. But if you need a break, I get it.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Aggie.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “I have some notes from Brittany’s initial interview. Are you good with going back to the station? I can find another room to work in.”

      I shouldn’t be surprised he’s so observant. He is a detective and does this for a living after all. But I don’t like him being able to read me so well. “That was the room I sat in for endless hours while being questioned and accused of murdering Haley. Not the best memories.”

      “There’re a few conference rooms in the back of the station. We’ll use one of them. And if not, we can go back to my place or your hotel or find somewhere else.”

      “The station is fine.” It’s not that I don’t trust him. But going to his house or my hotel just doesn’t seem like the best idea. Actually, none of this feels like a great idea. Especially after that start.
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      August 2, 2007

      5:23 p.m.

      “They’re finally back,” Riley announces as a horn blasts.

      I head to the driveway to help unload the haul, but I stop when I see my brother’s truck pull in. Lincoln climbs out, smiling and waving at me. I’m not as happy to see him.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He points over at Haley. “We were invited.”

      I glare at her, but she shrugs her shoulder. “He was able to get alcohol. The old bastard wouldn’t sell to me.”

      Riley shuffles past me and grabs a paper sack from the truck. “That’s because he’s a jock.”

      Lincoln drapes an arm over her shoulder. “I prefer Football God of Cromwell High.”

      Riley shrugs him off. “Calm down, dude. You’re second-string.”

      “Won’t be for long,” he declares, slipping his arm over Charlotte’s shoulder as they walk towards the house.

      “Where is Vincent?”

      “I don’t give a fuck. Probably at home writing an essay or reading some pointless article or some shit.”

      Great. At least only one of them will be crashing tonight, and he’d better not report everything back to Stanley. Our older brother participated in this same sort of shit—and much worse—but feels the need to block us from having any freedom. “Just don’t do anything stupid. I don’t want another lecture from Stanley.”

      “I’m just here to study. You’re the one dancing on the tables.”

      “Really, Lincoln? Don’t make shit up. Or I promise the remainder of your high school experience will be miserable too.”

      “I’m sure you will, sis,” he calls out before heading down to the dock. All the time, pulling Charlotte closer while he kisses her.

      Riley makes a gagging sound and yells, “Get a room, Lincoln. No one wants to see that.”

      Completely agree, but he never shies away on the PDA. Picking up Charlotte, she wraps her legs around his waist before he jumps into the water while they’re still kissing.

      As soon as I look at Haley, she starts her defense. “I told him that you’d be mad, but he doesn’t listen to me. None of the Maynor brats do.” She grabs a grocery sack and passes it to me before picking up another and walking towards the house. “Have you seen Grady? He was supposed to meet us in town but didn’t show up.”

      “He left about five minutes after y’all.” Very loudly. I figured he was going to town but never gave it much thought after he peeled out the driveway. “I’m sure he just had to blow off some steam and go for a drive.” It’s usually what he did when he got mad and needed to cool off.

      “Yeah. Well, I’m not waiting for him to get back before I start enjoying myself.” She sets the bag down on the kitchen counter. “Let’s order pizza and make some margaritas while we wait.”

      Riley chimes in happily, “Yes. That’s the best idea you’ve had all day.”

      We’re still in the kitchen when we hear Grady’s obnoxious truck pull into the driveway. Glancing out the window, Haley spots what I do. “What the hell?”

      There’re another two vehicles behind him and a third that stops behind them. There is a limit on how many people the Wilmotts allow here at once, but Jonah doesn’t seem bothered as he heads down the driveway to greet them with that dude handshake thing.

      “Great. The place is going to be a madhouse tonight.” Riley groans. “Watch.”

      Haley tells her, “It’s Jonah’s decision at the end of the day. We’re just guests.”

      “True. I just thought we’d have a chill night.”

      “You’re grouchy and haven’t chilled out yet. You need to have a fun weekend and stop pouting about the future. We’re seniors, girl! Act like it.”

      Riley is less than thrilled as she rolls her eyes but accepts the margarita. “Whatever, girl.”

      The two of them eventually do chill, and I do the same. I’m completely relaxed until my cell starts ringing and I see Stanley’s name scrolling across the preview screen.

      Flipping the phone open, I hold it up to my ear and say hello.

      “Where are you?”

      His tone is short and blunt, so I match it when I reply, “Wilmott house. Why?”

      “Mom and Dad had an argument earlier, and we can’t find Dad.”

      “What were they fighting about?”

      “I don’t know. Money, I think. I walked in on the end of it. Dad broke some shit, then stormed out of the house.”

      “Do you want me to come home? Lincoln is here. We can be there in a few minutes.”

      “No. I’m gonna hang out with Vincent and Mom until Dad gets back to make sure he’s cooled off. There’s nothing y’all can do. If anything, Lincoln will just egg him on.”

      True. He tends to stoke the fire rather than stifle it no matter what the situation is.

      Stanley goes into lecture mode. “Just make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid and get himself injured. He’s supposed to play in the scrimmage game this week.”

      “Like I can talk him out of anything he wants to do.”

      A frustrated huff sounds on the other end of the line, but I know it’s not for me, it’s for our brother. “Just call me if y’all need anything. I’ll drop by later if things here calm down.”

      “Okay.” I don’t tell him not to come by because it’ll just make him want to stop by more. After I end the call, I find Riley and Haley intently looking at me. “What?”

      Haley asks, “Is Stanley coming? He always came to parties last summer.”

      “He was in high school last summer.”

      “Graduation was barely two months ago. University hasn’t started, so he’s not a college student yet.”

      I laugh at her logic. “So we’re not seniors since school hasn’t started?”

      “That’s different.”

      Riley mutters, “Only because she worships Stanley.”

      “No, I don’t,” Haley quickly states. But she knows as well as we do that she’s full of shit. “It’s not worship. Just a little crush.”

      Riley laughs. “That’s never going to happen.” She looks over at me. “He’s still single, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “As he should be.” Riley holds her glass up in a toast. “Because we’re too young to be tied down to bullshit.”

      Haley mutters, “Here we go again.” And downs the remainder of her drink. “I’m going to get a refill.”

      Right on her heels, Riley follows behind her. “Would you at least consider Cali for a few minutes?”

      I stay in the lounger, not wanting to hear their debate again. It doesn’t take me long before my eyelids get heavy, and I begin to doze off. The rustle of someone beside me causes me to open my eyes.

      Jonah smiles down at me. “Aggie, Aggie. Why are you hiding out here alone?”

      “Not hiding. Just enjoying the peace and quiet.”

      He laughs. “I know what you mean.” He points to the house. “The house got a little more crowded than I planned.”

      That’s when I see the swelling around his eye and instinctively reach out. “You’re bruised already.”

      When his eyes lock with mine, something shifts inside me. I realize the touch is more intimate than I planned. We’ve always been friends but nothing more.

      He looks as stunned as I feel. At least I think so as he tells me, “I’m good. I’m just glad you’re not with that tool anymore.”

      Same. “What were you fighting about anyway?” I shouldn’t care, but I am curious.

      Jonah avoids looking at me. “I’m tired of him treating people like trash. Haley deserves better and so did you.”
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      Tucker pulls to a stop in the police station parking lot but doesn’t shut the truck off. “The damn circus is just getting bigger.”

      He’s not wrong. There’re at least three or four more news vans in the lot now. “They’re all here about Jana’s disappearance?”

      “Yes.” He watches for a few seconds before he explains, “The podcasters showed up first. I expected them but not all the other attention.” He shifts in his seat, reclining and not appearing ready to get out of the truck at all. “Everyone wants a story.”

      “Podcasters?” I ask.

      “Two teenagers from Cromwell High host a show about unsolved cold cases. You’ll see them lurking around the station eventually. They like to stick their noses in cases to see what they can see, which often ends up being very effective.” He grins at me. “Sound familiar? Minus the podcast. I bet Chief Fletcher is already feeling your absence.”

      “I’m not so sure. But have they covered Haley’s case?”

      “Extensively. And now they’re covering Jana’s. They’re the same age as Brittany, so I planned to speak with them. Just putting it off to keep as much under wraps as possible … you know, because once we talk to them, it’ll be all over social media.”

      “Plus there’s me,” I add.

      “I’m not hiding you for bad reasons. I’m not even hiding you. I just need to get facts before everyone gets obsessed with the legends. None of it helps Jana or Haley.”

      “Agreed.”

      It’s a few seconds later when he finally shuts off the truck’s engine and we exit the vehicle. “Walk a few steps behind me. When they start asking me questions, make your way casually into the station.”

      And it goes exactly as he planned. As we walk towards the station door, a news correspondent approaches him to ask for an update. The only thing he says is he doesn’t have a comment since it’s an ongoing investigation, but it offers enough time for him to pivot in order for me to walk past him and enter the building.

      Once inside, he’s right behind me, and we go to the rear of the station. After he grabs a laptop, he tells me to follow him.

      The grumpy officer from this morning is sneering as soon as he spots me. “Patel’s sister, huh?”

      “Back off, Johnson,” Tucker states.

      “Agatha Maynor shows up when another girl is missing and you’re telling me to back off? She already lied to make her way into the station, how are we to believe anything that comes out of her mouth?”

      His words don’t bother me, but there’s something about the hatred radiating from him that feels personal. “Do I know you?” I inspect the jackass but don’t recognize anything familiar about him.

      “No. Thankfully, I didn’t arrive until a few years after you left town.”

      Tucker moves between us. “That’s enough. Either find something useful to do or get the hell out of here. We don’t have time for your shit and neither does the young lady who is missing.”

      Johnson looks at me and corrects him, “Young ladies who are missing,” then walks away, looking over his shoulder with a scowl.

      “What a ray of fucking sunshine.”

      “I’d never associate him with sunshine. Not even on a good day. He’s pissy because he got demoted to desk duty a few weeks ago while Chief Zamora looks into several complaints against him.”

      “Figures.” He’s mad at the world for consequences of his own actions. I’ve known and dealt with plenty of people like him. And it doesn’t bother me. There’re worse things than someone directing their misplaced animosity towards me, so I don’t have time to worry about their issues.

      Following behind Tucker, we enter into a conference room. “This okay?” he asks.

      “Yes.” I take a seat as he drops into the chair beside me, opens a laptop, and slides it in front of me.

      “Here’s the body-cam footage from Brittany’s initial interview when officers arrived on scene. If it’s too much, I can give you the transcript instead.” Reaching across the table, he grabs a folder. “Here’re my notes. Let me know if you have any questions. My handwriting can get messy, but I think better when I write my thoughts out longhand.”

      “Okay.” Scanning over his handwritten details, I can read them fine, but it already feels like an overload of information. I haven’t stepped off the edge yet, and this feels like the last and final step before I immerse myself and there’s no turning back. But it’s already too late. There’s no way I could stop now even if I wanted to.

      Reading over the material, I get lost in both memories and new knowledge of the current case. I have no idea how long I’ve been immersed in looking at the pictures and footage of Shepherd Lake. It looks the same but different.

      “I want to go see it. Where Jana disappeared from.”

      Tucker wants to say no. I can see it in the stiffness of his shoulders. “Are you sure? It’s the same exact spot Haley went missing from.”

      I look at the pictures. It’s so clear in my mind, yet the image feels too distant. “Yes.”

      “Okay. We can head out there now before it gets dark.” He gathers up the file and closes the laptop. “Let’s bring everything with us.”

      As we step into the corridor, an officer approaches Tucker and quietly tells him something before he waves down the hall. When I scan behind me, I see someone I’d recognize anywhere. Grady Tisdale. His features can’t hide that some years have passed. His hair is shorter and darker, but it’s him. And from the shock on his face, he recognizes me too. In a blink, he’s inches away, reaching for me as he exclaims, “Aggie, it’s you. You’re here.”

      I stand frozen, unable to respond. Then Tucker is in front of me, and just as fast, he pushes against Grady’s chest until Grady’s back hits the wall.

      “Don’t touch her.”

      Grady glances at me, then back to Tucker. Shock still masking his expression. “Damn, dude. I was just telling my friend hi.”

      “Keep your hands off of her.”

      Grady snickers and shakes his head before he gapes in my direction. “New boyfriend?”

      Tucker shifts, blocking his view. “You’re here to speak with me. If she wants to talk to you, she will. Until then, don’t cross the line.”

      Tucker remains in front of me, rigid and unyielding until another detective guides Grady into a nearby interrogation room. Once Grady is out of sight, Tucker turns to me. “I didn’t think he’d be here today, much less come in willingly.”

      “It’s okay. I’m just a little surprised that you’re questioning him.”

      Tucker remains tense, though he keeps a steady tone. “Grady is the prime suspect by default because he was Haley’s boyfriend at the time of her disappearance, and his lack of cooperation back then kept him at the top of my list. Let me question him while I have the opportunity, then we’ll head to Shepherd Lake.”

      Yeah. Grady had always been at the top of my list too. But I can’t wrap my head around him actually hurting Haley.

      “You can step inside that area and watch the interview. He can’t see in there, so he won’t know you’re listening.” Tucker stays in place until I move into the small space, a mirrored wall revealing the interrogation room beside it.

      I have a thought … Who had been standing behind this mirror the day I was on the other side?
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      August 2, 2007

      11:34 p.m.

      My face heats as I sit by the firepit. Not that the flames are responsible for my flush, though. That result is solely from the glimpses I share with Jonah. His gaze lingers on me each time our eyes meet. There’s been something between us from the moment when we talked earlier. Meanwhile it’s been long enough for the margaritas to take effect, I’m feeling a little braver about exploring it.

      It’s the first time I’ve wanted to put myself out there again since Grady and I broke up. Because after that whole debacle, I didn’t think I’d ever want to date again. It hurt too bad. But being alone forever doesn’t seem appealing either. Or least being alone tonight.

      Grady is over with Haley, reclining on the dock. Riley is twirling around the patio along with “Umbrella” by Rihanna. She’s got a full-blown choreographed dance that she’s trying to get a few partygoers to join in on, but her movements are a little clumsy, and because she keeps dropping the umbrella, she ends up bending down to pick it up more frequently than she’s dancing. Lincoln is still sucking face with Charlotte, and almost everyone else is paired off dancing or chatting and generally enjoying themselves. Thankfully, there’s been no more bickering or brawling between anyone.

      I’m a little lost in my thoughts when Jonah walks over and holds his hand out to me. He doesn’t say a word. He doesn’t have to. His sexy smile tells me everything I need to know.

      I stand and place my hand in his before he guides me to the makeshift dance floor. Thankfully the tequila takes over, and I dance along with him, savoring the moment as he sways behind me. Riley shimmies nearby, dancing and shouting along with the song until it ends. She’s finally having a good time and so am I.

      A slow melody starts playing, and my mind catches up with the reality of the moment. I’m not ready for this. Staying in place, I stand unmoving and awkward before Jonah gently clasps my hand in his, guiding me over to the chairs by the firepit.

      I take a seat as he asks, “I’m going to grab a drink. Want something?”

      I shake my head and he steps away. A few seconds pass before I can relax. Once he returns, he drops onto the chair beside me. The fire is still blazing as we make small talk until a hoot catches our attention. I spot my ridiculous brother running down the dock, stripping his clothes off before jumping in the water. Luckily it’s dark and I didn’t see anything I don’t want to. A few others follow suit and join him in the water.

      “Want to go for a swim?” Jonah asks.

      “No thanks. I’ll pass.” Between Lincoln leading a skinny-dipping excursion and the dark, there’s no way I’d get in the water.

      “That’s right”—Jonah takes a swig of his beer—“you don’t night swim.”

      “Or skinny-dip. Not really my thing.”

      “Yeah. I usually don’t either. I’d planned on keeping my clothes on, if that makes a difference in your decision.”

      I quickly shake my head as I glance back to the lake. “You will not get me in that water at night.”

      “It’s not that bad, but I understand. My parents mentioned putting a swimming pool in maybe in the next few years, but it’s still in the talking stage. No definite decision yet.”

      “That’d be awesome if they do.”

      “Yep. You’ll have to come night swim in it with me then.” He leans over, playfully bumping his shoulder against mine. “Clothes optional.”

      Damn. I always knew he was attractive, but his offer is way more appealing than it should be. Maybe it was because I never paid much attention to anyone but Grady.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I laugh.

      He reaches over and trails his fingertip along my cheekbone. “You had something right there.”

      “Really?” I ask, swiping my knuckles along the same area.

      “No.” He flashes me a sexy grin, his palm sliding against my neck as his thumb strokes my skin. “I really just wanted to do this.” He leans forward, his lips lightly brushing against mine, then he pulls back. “But I don’t want to move too fast and scare you away.”

      Air whooshes between us, a solid flash moving us apart before I realize it’s Grady pushing Jonah back as they crash to the ground. I attempt to break them up, but it’s like two wild animals trying to massacre each other. I can’t get a grip on either without getting in the line of fire. So, I’m stuck standing there watching the idiots roll around in the grass.

      A few of the guys try to get a handle on the brawl as Riley appears beside me. “Seriously? This again, you two?” She hollers at Lincoln as he tries to grab Jonah, who is towering over Grady, his fists connecting with Grady’s nose. “Just let them get it out their systems or we’ll be doing this again in another few hours.”

      Lincoln gets ahold on Jonah and hauls him back.

      Haley moves closer, screaming at Grady who is stumbling to his feet. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      He ignores her, surging in front of me. “Are you happy now? You know he’s only trying to fuck you to make me jealous, right? And you’ll spread your legs for him fast and willingly as soon as he pays you a little attention.”

      His words hurt, pulling all the pain and agony of the last few weeks to the surface. Instinctively, my hand comes up, slapping him across his face.

      It’s the first time I’ve ever hit anyone in my life. And it doesn’t make me feel better. I feel worse. But I still want to hit him again. Make him feel the hurt his words are dredging up within me. I won’t. But I can’t be sorry for hitting him, either, because I’m still trying to figure out why the hell he thinks he’s entitled to any opinion on my life. “Who I fuck or don’t is none of your business. Or did you forget? We’re not together anymore and never will be.”

      Grady takes a step closer to me. “By your choice, not mine.”

      The response is not what I expected. “What? You dumped me, and you’re screwing my best friend, but this is all by my choice?” He doesn’t speak, his jaw clenching as he gawks at me. When he steps closer, I yell, “Stay away from me!”

      I turn to leave, but he grabs my elbow and pulls me back to him. He doesn’t speak for a few seconds. I expect him to yell, shout, spew some other hateful comment at me. But his voice comes out strangled and pleading. “I only dated her to make you jealous, Agatha. I thought it would make you realize we’re supposed to be together. Tell me you don’t want what we had back.”

      I can’t believe what he’s saying, and I hear Haley’s gasp before I begin to process it. When I look over, I see the horror and disbelief as she asks him, “You’re using me?”

      He ignores her, keeping his stare locked on me.

      I don’t know what he wants from me, but it doesn’t matter anyway. I’m done. I shrug off his touch and move towards where Haley stands. Her mouth opens and closes a few times, but she doesn’t say anything. Before I get to her, she turns and runs off.

      Grady shouts, “Aggie, please.”

      When I rotate to face him, there’s nothing left inside me that wants to fix anything with him. I only want to repair whatever he just broke between Haley and me. “I hate you. I really do.”

      Jonah moves beside me, telling Grady, “You should leave. Now.”

      Grady keeps a desperate gape on me. “Aggie, come with me. Please. I just want to talk.”

      “No. Go away and don’t come back. I’m done.” I rush in the direction Haley ran off. There’s nothing to talk about with a guy who constantly crushes hearts and souls. I need my best friend, not him.
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      Tucker pulls a chair out, taking a seat across from Grady. “I have a few questions, then you can be on your way.”

      Grady has the arrogance to ask, “Where’s Aggie?”

      “You’re talking to me, not her. So, the quicker you answer, the faster you can be on your way.”

      “Sure,” he utters. “No, I didn’t kidnap anyone. Can I go now?”

      His attitude isn’t helping his cause, but I can see how Tucker is remaining purposely impassive, not displaying any frustration or reaction at all to Grady’s hostility. He’s better than me. The last time I questioned Grady, I lost it because of his attitude.

      Tucker continues, “Let’s start with a simple question. Where were you Saturday at 3 a.m.?”

      Grady snickers. “Y’all are really gonna try to pin this one on me too?”

      “I’m trying to find a missing girl. That’s the only thing that matters to me.”

      “And Aggie, obviously,” Grady goads, an obnoxious smirk on his face.

      I see the tension rise a little in Tucker, his posture stiffens but he’s resolute as he repeats, “Where were you on Saturday at 3 a.m.?”

      “At home. Alone. And no, there’s no one to verify it for me,” he grumbles.

      “So, if we look at the cameras on your driveway your truck will be there all night?”

      “Yes, Officer.”

      “Detective. What about 3 a.m. on August 3, 2007? Where were you?”

      Grady’s smug expression wavers as he folds his arms over his chest. “At home. Just like I told some asshole seventeen years ago.”

      “But you were at the Wilmott house hours before. Why did you leave?”

      “I was tired and wanted to sleep in my own bed.”

      “So you just left, and your girlfriend stayed alone. Why didn’t she go with you?”

      He replies coldly, “She didn’t want to.”

      “Was Haley having issues with anyone that night?”

      “No,” Grady answers.

      I mumble under my breath, “He’s lying.”

      Tucker pauses for a minute before he clarifies, “So she was happy and joyful when you left?”

      “Yep,” Grady lies again.

      Tucker doesn’t know to call him out on the lie and moves on. “What time did you leave?”

      “Shit, I don’t know. Maybe around eight or nine o’clock or so.”

      That’s when I can’t hold it in and yell, “He’s lying.” I’m out of the observation room and into the interrogation space without thinking. I slam my palms against the table Grady and Tucker are sitting at. “Stop lying.”

      He’d done the same thing every time I’d asked him questions all those years ago. Either lied outright or avoided it entirely. He’d never genuinely communicated with me other than to relay some smart-ass remark, the best being “Oh, now you want to talk.” Which was a reference to my refusal to leave with him that night to go talk.

      Sometimes, I wonder if I had left with him if things would be different. Would Haley still be here? Would she have gone out on that damn lake with someone else?

      “Tell the truth for once in your life, Grady.”

      His eyes bore into mine. “What does it matter now? It won’t change anything. It won’t make a fucking difference.”

      He’s angry. I get it. I am too. We all made so many regretful choices that night, and we can’t go back. “It matters. She matters.”

      His eyes soften before he looks down at the table, avoiding mine for a few seconds before he focuses back to me. “I’m sorry about Haley, Aggie. But I didn’t have anything to do with it. I was at home, wishing you’d gone with me so I could’ve had a chance to show you how much I cared about you.” He looks to Tucker. “I don’t remember the time. The entire night was a shitshow. No, Haley wasn’t happy when I left, but it was Aggie I didn’t want to leave there. She refused to come with me, though, and I never asked Haley to leave with me. She was upset because I admitted I was using her to get back the girl I really loved and wanted to be with.” Grady stares back at me. “But she never gave me another chance, and I lost her too.”

      The room is silent as Grady stands from the table and walks out.

      Tucker waits a few seconds before he gets up from his seat. “Do you still want to go to the lake?”

      “Yes.” Why not? What’s another stop on the doomed memory lane tour that has been today. Shitshow doesn’t even begin to encompass it.

      The trip to Shepherd Lake has been awkward, and I don’t even know why. Something has been off between Tucker and me since we left the station after Grady’s declaration. It’s not like we’re exactly friends, but now it feels like there’s tension between us. I don’t like it. But I also don’t make an effort to break the silence, though Tucker does.

      “So, Haley and Grady were fighting that night.”

      “Yes. He was mad because I was hanging out with Jonah, and we were getting close. He kissed me. Kind of. It was barely anything, but Grady was convinced Jonah’s intention was solely to make him jealous, and I was the attention slut who would go for it. I slapped Grady and he left. That was close to midnight and the last time I saw him that night.”

      “He sounds like a real charmer.”

      “Totally,” I add to Tucker’s sarcasm. “Actually, there was a time when he was a good boyfriend. But he changed. Every time I turned around, he was skipping school or getting into trouble with his dad, who was giving him a hard time about school. Grady was in danger of not graduating.”

      “What changed?”

      “His mom left town with some guy she’d met online. Grady said he didn’t care—and that was pretty much his motto about everything in life. I begged him to talk to me about what was bothering him. But he said I was the only thing bothering him and dumped me.”

      Tucker seems to debate something before he says, “Grady works with an at-risk youth program. From what I hear, he’s really helped out some of the kids.”

      That is shocking. Never pictured the Grady I knew from high school as a role model for Cromwell’s youth, but there is a part of me that hopes he’s happy. The same part that wants to believe he didn’t have anything to do with Haley’s disappearance.

      As soon as we pull onto the road that runs along Shepherd Lake, my stomach tightens as I take in the landscape. Most of the houses are recognizable but when Tucker pulls into the driveway, the vacant lot in front of us throws me a little. The house is gone. The bare cement slab of the foundation and patio remains. So does the boat dock.

      “We can leave whenever you’re ready. Just say the word.” Tucker follows my lead, waiting until I exit the truck before he does the same. We come to a fence that’s lined with crime scene tape. Tucker lifts the yellow plastic out of the way and pushes the gate open.

      “This wasn’t here before.”

      “The Wilmotts installed fencing because they had issues with trespassing and vandalism on the property.” Tucker seems like he has more to say but doesn’t.

      “I want to know. There’s no way I can help if you withhold things from me because you’re scared I’m gonna break.”

      He moves closer before he says, “We all have our fears, but that’s not one of mine.” After he steps past me, he gazes out over the water. “The ghost stories included the kids coming down to the boat dock before they go out to the middle of Jinks Cove. Then somewhere along the line, it became customary to carve their initials in the dock when they made it back.”

      “Wow.” I study the initials carved into the wood. There must be hundreds. “A lot of kids made it back safely.” Understanding this ritual and the amusement in it will never happen for me.

      We walk down to the end of the dock. Memories pour in—none of them good—as I focus on the initials carved beneath my shoes. “Was it Brittany and Jana’s first time out here?”

      “No, Brittany admitted they came out here before … but it was sometime around Halloween,” he tentatively adds. “They launched their canoe from a public ramp nearby.”

      “Over by Sycamore or Greenfield?” I ask.

      “Sycamore. I take it you’re familiar with the lake area.”

      “A little,” I admit. But he gives me a you’re-not-being-honest-with-me look. “A lot. I walked the shoreline.” I’d both feared and hoped I’d find Haley. I had to try.

      “Around the entire lake?” Tucker asks.

      “Yes.”

      “You walked the entire lake? That’s over 150 miles of shoreline, Aggie.”

      “Some of it I couldn’t walk and had to boat or swim.” Depending on the houses and what was around the area. But I inspected every inch of shoreline at least once. No way to explain the obsession or mindset I was in, and I get it was a little much, but I don’t like the look he’s giving me. It reminds me of the one my parents gave me when they believed I’d lost my mind. “Do you have a best friend?”

      Tucker replies, “Yes, I do.”

      “How far would you walk to find them?”

      I can almost see the expression fading from his face as he considers his answer. “As far as I had to.”

      “Exactly.” My vision skims over Shepherd Lake. I’d walk it a million times if I knew it would lead me to Haley. “That’s all I was doing. But it wasn’t enough.”

      “We’ve searched the area but haven’t turned up anything yet. The girls launched from Sycamore, then rowed here, knocked on the dock three times, then paddled out into the middle of Jinks Cove.”

      “Knocked?”

      “Yes. Apparently, it’s supposed to scare the evils spirits out of the cove.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” I mutter. Knocking to rid evil spirits and carving initials to prove they made it? It’s a lot to take in.

      “Brittany said they were stopped in the middle of the cove when Jana jumped in.”

      “Was Jana on the swim team?”

      “No. She participates in softball and volleyball. Brittany also.” He rotates to face me as he asks, “Haley was on the swim team, right?”

      “Yes. She did track, dance, student council, and swim team.”

      Tucker waits a few seconds before he asks, “How about you? Any extracurricular activities in school?”

      “Just dance. Riley too. We’d started together in grade school.”

      We wait a little while longer before we walk back up the dock to the patio but don’t chat about anything else. “I can’t believe the house is gone.”

      It feels like I was here yesterday but also like everything happened a hundred years ago. It’s surreal.

      My phone chimes with a message before another comes through right after. Before I can read the texts, my phone rings. Stanley. That means one thing. “I think my family knows I’m in town.”

      “News travels fast. Particularly with teenagers⁠—”

      I finish the rest. “At a high school where my brother works.”

      My phone stops ringing for a second then starts again. Tucker gestures towards the driveway. “I’ll be by the truck when you’re ready.”

      “Actually, can we swing by my parents’ house?”

      He seems surprised but still says, “Let’s go.”

      It’s not the way I wanted everything to play out, but I’ve been wanting to grab some of my old things from the house. And I’m ready to get the initial awkward homecoming over with. I’m thinking the entire situation will be better treated like a Band-Aid—just rip it off fast and get it over with.
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      The moment I spot an unfamiliar SUV in the driveway I question why I thought this was a good idea. I don’t even know my parents’ vehicles, schedules, or anything about their daily routines.

      The house hasn’t changed much. It’s still the same red brick exterior but the shutters are painted white now instead of a forest green. Another difference is the doorbell camera. After I press the button, I notice another camera on the far corner of the house that wasn’t there before either.

      The front door opens, and my mom appears in the doorway. She’s aged some, the wrinkles around her eyes a bit more prominent. But considering the time that has passed, she doesn’t look much different. “Hi, Mom.”

      My name is an inhale as her hand presses against her collarbone. “Agatha.”

      “I was going to call and let you know I was coming back to town for a little while, but it never felt like the right time.”

      She doesn’t take her vision off of me, observing me like I’m a figment of her imagination and she’s trying to decide if I’m real or all in her head. “Come in.”

      That’s when Dad walks up, his tight expression conveying he doesn’t miss when Tucker places his palm against my lower back as we step inside to the formal living area.

      The house smells the same. It’s a mixture of artificial apple-cinnamon scented fragrance and something else that is just this place. The furniture is the same with the exception of one chair that I don’t recognize, but everything else is how I remember it.

      “Agatha.” The sound of my dad’s voice causes me to flinch slightly, not realizing how lost in my thoughts I was until I look at him. Because he doesn’t look the same. His hair is no longer dark but almost solid gray throughout, as is his beard. “What are you doing here?”

      “I-I—” I search for the words until Tucker extends his hand.

      “Detective Tucker Patel. I invited Aggie to help me out at the station.”

      Dad doesn’t accept Tucker’s hand, rudely keeping his arm at his side. “You invited her?”

      “Yes sir,” Tucker responds.

      Mom shakes Tucker’s hand, a slight smile on her face. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Dad flatly tells me. “You should’ve called before stopping by. How long will you be in town?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      Mom has a softer tone to her voice when she questions, “Do you have a place to stay?”

      I feel like she’s asking me—without asking me—if I want to stay there and praying I don’t. “Yes. I already made a reservation at a hotel.” I was fully aware I wasn’t welcome to stay at my childhood home, not that I’d be comfortable with that arrangement anyway. Just standing here feels out of place. Sleeping in my old bed would certainly throw me off-kilter.

      “That’s for the best.” Dad wastes no time making his thoughts clear. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to stay in Cromwell at all though.” He breaks eye contact with me and speaks directly to Tucker, like I’m not in the room. “Last time, my daughter didn’t handle the situation well, and it destroyed my family.”

      Tucker glances around the formal living area before looking back to my dad. “Which is why she should be here to find what she needs to know.”

      There’s no reasoning with Dad. He won’t listen. And I’m ready to get out of this house. “I won’t be in town long either way. But I need to grab a few of my things.” I head to my old bedroom, Mom trailing behind me.

      “What is it you need?”

      When I open the door, I understand why she’s inquiring. No matter what it is, it won’t be here. “Did you get rid of all my things?”

      “We remodeled,” she explains, her demeanor matching my father’s. “It’s not like we’d keep the bedrooms the same forever.”

      I know the reason she’s getting defensive. Stepping one door over, I push it open. Stanley’s room. Everything is still very similar to how he left it. His posters still on the wall. His trophies still on the dresser. My mom pulls the door closed, but I’m already walking to the end of the hall to push open the twins’ old bedroom door.

      Almost as I remember it. Some things are different, but you can see each twin in their respective side of the room. Lincoln’s side is cluttered and filled with sports-related items while Vincent’s is simple, tidy, with hardly a trace it was ever lived in.

      “Guess it was just my room that needed changing.”

      Dad has appeared at the opposite end of the hallway. “There was no reason to believe you’d ever come back.”

      My eyes search the man who raised me. The one who taught me how to ride a bike and how to stand up to the neighborhood bully who kept stealing cookies from my lunchbox. The man who should be the one I count on above any other. “I wish it had been me who vanished that night and not Haley. She’d be happy and have a full life. And then I’d have no reason to be here.”

      “Don’t say that.” Mom huffs with irritation.

      Dad’s inconvenienced and ready to get back to whatever he planned for the day—which doesn’t include speaking with me. My presence bothers him. Every thought that comes to my mind doesn’t feel right to speak aloud though. They feel petty and childish and hurtful, and saying them wouldn’t make the pain in me lessen.

      “This was a mistake.” I step past my parents and avoid eye contact with Tucker. Once we’re on the front lawn, I just say, “I need to get checked into the hotel.”

      “Aggie,” Tucker says, but I don’t want to see the pity that I know is on his face. Feeling sorry for myself doesn’t change anything, especially where my parents are concerned.

      “I thought I could at least get some of my old files and research to help. I didn’t know they’d thrown everything away.”

      “Aggie, wait.” He steps behind me, his hand over mine as I reach for the door handle.

      The contact is too much, so I pull my hand away from the handle and turn to him. “I’m fine. I’m not going to sob or have another meltdown. One a day is enough. And this”—I wave my hand back to my childhood home—“was expected.”

      Tucker both takes a slight step forward and maintains space between us. “Even if it’s expected, it’s still shitty, and so are they for treating you like this. You didn’t cause this, Agatha. You lost someone and tried to deal with it the best you could. Just because it didn’t meet their expectations, doesn’t mean it was the wrong way.”

      The best I could wasn’t even a little good. “You weren’t around back then.”

      “I’m here now. And so are you. So stop wishing yourself away, because Haley deserves better than that. You both do.”

      His comment rubs me completely the wrong way. The ache left in place of where she should be is too profound. “It doesn’t matter what I do now. She deserved to not disappear. She deserved to not be a distant memory. A fucking ghost story kids tell when they’re bored.”

      I pull the truck door open and climb into the passenger seat. “I’m done for the day.” Not really. I just want to be on my own and not have Tucker around. Some of that feeling is embarrassment and frustration of barely knowing him for days yet having him witness and dig into some of the most painful and raw moments in my life. “Please take me back to the station so I can get my car.”

      “Okay.” He immediately paces around the truck and climbs into the driver’s seat.

      We ride to the station in silence. The only sound is my phone chiming with a message. I don’t check it. I just reach over and turn the music up on the radio and ignore whoever it is. Because there’s no way it’s anything good. Nothing good will come of this mess. And the longer I’m here, the more I realize I really did disappear that night too. I didn’t just become out of sight, out of mind to them. My parents intentionally erased my existence from their lives. But I can’t even fault them. Ridding yourself of the someone’s existence has to be easier than clinging to the ghost of a person. I should know.
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      August 3, 2007

      2:47 a.m.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask Haley for the hundredth time.

      “Yes. It’s not like we’d dated for that long,” she mumbles, her chin tucked to her chest. “Not like you did. I should’ve known. And should’ve stayed away from him. You guys were together for two years.”

      “It doesn’t matter. We’ve been friends longer.”

      “That’s right. Guys suck.” Riley’s accent is thicker as she slurs her words together. She’s had another few margaritas plus straight shots of tequila.

      I’d decided to stop after the brawl on the lawn, however I don’t think Haley has slowed down. She may not be slurring, but I can tell she’s wasted. “That’s not what you said when you were making out with that dude twenty minutes ago. I can call him over here again if you want to tell him how much he sucks.”

      “Oh, shut up, Haley. You know what I mean. I’m about to go to bed. Without a dude,” Riley declares.

      “Do you want me to keep you warm?” Haley teases, to which Riley just flips her off and heads inside the house. Haley laughs. “I’m kind of tired too. What about you?”

      “I’m exhausted. But I don’t think I’ll be able to fall asleep anytime soon.”

      “It was an interesting night.”

      “A little too interesting. I’m glad it’s over.” It was just the three of us sitting around the firepit that’s almost tapered out. Jonah came outside a little while ago and chatted with me for a few minutes, but it was awkward as hell, and he didn’t stay long. He kept apologizing and clarifying that he wasn’t trying to make Grady jealous. He claims he’s liked me for a while but never made a move because I had a boyfriend and before that, he had a girlfriend.

      I believe him. I don’t think his intentions were for Grady’s benefit. But more than anything, I just want this night to end. Or at least stay as calm as it has been for the last few hours since Grady left. It’s amazing how one person can change the entire feel of a place.

      Haley blurts out, “Let’s go swimming.”

      “Funny, Haley.” She knows I won’t swim when it’s dark out.

      Haley makes chicken sounds and giggles. “Fine. Let’s just take the canoe out for a few minutes. The lake is so peaceful at night.”

      Creepy is more like it. I don’t like what I can’t see. And the lake at night has so much hidden in darkness. “It’s late, Hales.”

      “And you said you won’t be sleeping anytime soon.” She gives me a pout before she stands. “Fine. I’ll go by myself.”

      “Riley is right. You are dramatic.” I give in and follow her down the dock. “Can we not go too far?”

      “We won’t,” she assures me as I plop down on the bow seat and she sits on the stern seat. It’s a routine we’ve done plenty of times this summer, so we fall into an easy rhythm as we row farther into Jinks Cove.

      Once we’re in the center, we both stop paddling. Silence engulfs us, the landscape serene around us. I look back over to the Wilmotts’. Most of the lights are off, but there are a few illumining the house just enough to keep a good visual. However, the boat dock is almost impossible to see in the darkness. “As haunting as it is, it really is peaceful and relaxing out here.”

      “Totally.” She rocks back and my hand reflexively grabs the side of the canoe. When she notices, she laughs. “So relaxing, right.” She rocks harder, the boat swishing side to side in the water.

      “Stop it, Haley.”

      “Stop being so paranoid, Aggie. It’s not like we’re going to flip over.”

      “I mean it, Haley. Just stop it.” I cling to the side and swear I’ll never come out here again with Haley, even if she’s insistent on taking a drunken solo boat ride.

      She’s mocking me, making chicken sounds again and flapping her arms, but I can focus on nothing but the waves created by the canoe that quickly dissipate into the dark water just feet away. “That’s enough. We’re going back now.”

      “You’re such a coward, Aggie.” Haley stands, smirks at me, then does the unthinkable and jumps into the water.

      My heartbeat thumps in my ears as I grab for her, but it’s too late. She’s already under the water. I hold my breath like I’m the one submerged in the lake and wait for her head to break the surface, her laugh to mock me for being even more scared. Which I am. I’m going to kill her for scaring me so bad and never get back in this damn canoe with her again.

      Seconds pass and she doesn’t surface. “What the fuck, Haley. This isn’t funny.”

      I scan the water’s surface around the canoe but see nothing. No movement, the lake is still. And my anger is all gone. Panic takes a full hold of me as I shriek, “Haley!” Stumbling around the canoe, I search each side. Nothing.

      “Haley, Haley?” I twist and turn in every direction. Lean over the side and still don’t see her.

      What if she’s stuck under the boat? A stump maybe. She was drunk, maybe she lost her bearings.

      I stare at the water for a second before I jump in. Darkness envelops me, my fear heightens, but I have to find her. I grab the side of the boat and shove it, feeling around and under the boat as far as I can reach.

      Haley, where are you? I dive before I get a good breath and take in water. Coughing, I resurface. My nose, chest, lungs—everything burns. I dive back under a few seconds later. My eyes are open, but it’s no use. It’s pitch-black everywhere I look.

      Surfacing, I scream her name over and over. But every plea goes unanswered.

      I don’t know how long I search for her, and though I don’t want to stop, I have to do something else. This is no use. I can’t find her. It takes me two tries before I’m able to pull myself back into the canoe. Slipping, I hurriedly sit at the stern seat and grab the paddles, aiming for the house.

      Once I’m near the dock, I surge up and jump onto the dock. I lose my footing and slip on the wood, crashing down to my knee. Adrenaline spiking, I stand and sprint up the dock, screaming for help.

      It’s Jonah I spot first, heading out the back door. “Aggie, what happened?”

      I can’t catch my breath and wheeze out, “Haley. Call 9-1-1. She’s in the lake. I can’t find her.”

      “What’s the matter with you? You’re gonna wake the dead.” Riley appears, yawning, her urgency not matching mine at all.

      “Haley is in the water. I can’t find her. She jumped in. I can’t find her.”

      Riley yawns again, stretching before her arms flop at her side. “She’s messing with you, Aggie. She’s in rare form tonight. Y’all don’t know when to stop joking.”

      “No, she’s not. I looked everywhere. She’s gone. It’s not a joke. She’s in the water. I can’t find her.” I’m unable to swallow the sob as I say, “Please help me find her.”

      Riley finally joins me in my panic as she asks, “You’re serious?”

      “Yes,” I scream. What part of this isn’t serious?

      Jonah shouts for some of the guys to grab flashlights as I follow them down the dock. I fumble with my phone, but it’s snatched from my hands.

      Momentarily speechless, I watch Jonah tuck it in his pocket. “What are you doing? Give me my phone back.”

      “Let’s try to find her before we call the police. They’ll bust us for drinking for sure.”

      “I don’t care if we get in trouble for drinking. Haley is out there, and she needs help.”

      Jonah doesn’t relent. “Riley might be right. Haley might just be playing a joke on you. She was upset about all the Grady stuff.”

      “Are you fucking serious right now? Haley wasn’t mad about that. She wouldn’t do this to me.” No. There’s no way. This is beyond an innocent prank.

      “Let’s just go look for her, Aggie. She’s probably already out of the water. Did you call her?”

      “I don’t know if she has her phone, but she jumped in the lake, so even if she did, it’s useless now.”

      Riley dials her cell then holds it up to her ear. We stand there, waiting and listening. “No answer. But we don’t know if she even had her phone with her.”

      “Get in,” Jonah says as he steps into the canoe. I do the same and Riley follows behind me. Jonah speedily paddles as he asks, “Where did she go in at?”

      I help row and take us to the spot. It’s dark and difficult to see, but I know this is where we were. My hands tremble as I hold the flashlight, shining it over the water. Rain drips down my face, but I soon realize it’s lake water from my hair and tears from my eyes. I hadn’t noticed I was crying as we search, shout, and try to locate Haley, but silence is the only response we get.
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      After checking into the hotel, I determined my room was too quiet, so I drove to the first café I spotted. I’ve been flipping through some notes and photographs on both cases. Every similarity, I jot down in one column, and everything that’s different, I mark in another.

      I feel just as useless today as I did seventeen years ago.

      The helplessness intensifies as Jana Grey stares at me from her photograph. My fingertip rubs along the worn edge. How could this happen again?

      After finishing another two cups of coffee and still feeling hopeless, I pay my tab and head out the café. A girl swishes past me, her platinum-blonde hair catching my attention.

      “Haley,” I breathe as I watch the girl speak with someone beside her until she finally turns to look back at me. It’s not Haley. I’ve gotten used to seeing the ghost of her in people around Miller Ridge when I get a glance of a random teenager in the grocery store or walking down the sidewalk. But here, it’s different. Here, it could be her. That’s the biggest lie I’ve told myself yet.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell the girl as I walk away. But every time I say sorry to a stranger for mistaking them for my best friend, I really think I’m apologizing to the closest thing that I have to Haley.

      Outside, a teenage girl nearby keeps a watch on me. When I go to get in my car, I hear, “Agatha Maynor.” At my obvious confirmation, she beams. “I thought it was you. Elliot said I was crazy to believe that you’d ever show your face in this town again.” She moves beside my car, her back resting against the door as she folds her arms over her chest and rambles, “I knew you’d be back. There’s no way you’d be able to stay away with the latest development.”

      I’m trying to figure out who she is and why she’s so comfortably reclined against my car when she says, “I saw you at the station with Detective Patel. He’s the lead on the case, so it’d make sense that you’d be consulting with him. What a dream team. Oh!”—she extends a hand—“I’m Dorothea. I forget to introduce myself sometimes when I feel like I already know somebody, and you’re in that category. My mom says it confuses folks when I neglect to recall that you’re not in my head and up to speed with my contemplations.” She shrugs her shoulders.

      I shake her hand. “Your mom is right.”

      “She’s actually my stepmom, but she’s more than that since she’s been around for as long as I can remember, and we kind of trauma bonded. My mom mom is dead.”

      That I wasn’t expecting to hear. What am I missing with this kid? I wait for something from her mouth that makes sense. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Thanks. She died when I was five. I didn’t fully understand it at the time, but I’ve been fascinated with death since then.” Dorothea sighs. “Life has a way of altering our routes. I always wonder if I’d be on a different track had she not been killed. I know my dad would be, because then he wouldn’t be in prison for murdering her. Elliot thinks I’d still be obsessed … it’s in my nature … but maybe with a different topic. He’s not wrong.”

      It clicks finally. “You two do a true crime podcast together.”

      “Yes. I’d love to have you on. It would be wonderful. You’ve never spoken to media or given as much as a statement to anyone. I checked.”

      “There’s a reason.”

      She tilts her head slightly. “Is it a guilty reason?”

      This girl. “No.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t catch that vibe. And I’m a pretty good assessor of guilt. I learned a lot of the patterns watching my dad live with his secrets. My stepmom noticed it too. She’s still telling me daily that she should’ve recognized the signs sooner. But it’s easy to overlook things when love clouds your judgment. It’s a bit easier for me. I can detach pretty easily. It’s a blessing and a curse. Particularly with the podcast subject matter. And even sometimes the details are so brutal, I have a difficult time stomaching them. Have you listened to it by chance? Time to Solve Crime with D & E. I wanted to name it Murderers Suck Ass but my mom and Elliot both said that wasn’t the best idea.”

      “Good call. But no, I haven’t.”

      “Oh, you should check it out. I’ve done several in-depth looks at Haley’s disappearance. Maybe it could help. It didn’t lead to any good tips from listeners, not like the Belle Ridge mystery. One phone call changed everything, and it led to an arrest. Case solved.”

      I wish it could be that simple. “I’ll have to check it out.”

      “Well, don’t let Chief Zamora talk you out of it. He says we should let the law handle the crime solving with some good old-fashioned police work.” She rolls her eyes and throws her hand up. “They’re so stuck in the ’90s and can’t see the benefit of modern technology and the information reach that is possible with our ‘little radio show’ that currently has 408 subscribed listeners and 2,173 downloads of the latest episode. Chief Zamora doesn’t understand those statistics at all. Detective Patel doesn’t either, however he’s a little more open-minded. He helped me run down a few tips on the Wagoner case, but those never led to any tangible evidence.”

      “That was kind of him.” A big chunk of my heart swells with gratitude for Tucker and his patient tolerance of these kids, because I was that girl searching for answers once upon a time and was shut down at every turn.

      “Oh, maybe you can look at the case. It was a murder over in Huntsville. Another set of eyes taking a gander can’t hurt.”

      I’m not sure how I can help, because she seems to have it under control. “I doubt I’ll be able to add any value.”

      “Not with that attitude for sure.” Dorothea shoves off the car and scans the parking lot around us. “What’s the latest on Jana? Any leads? Elliot says her case and the Hutchins case are connected, but I don’t think they are. Not in a the-same-person-did-it sense.”

      “I can’t discuss the case.”

      “You don’t have anything new. Figures.” She huffs, propping a hand on her hip. “That’s the pat response they give when they’re stuck and don’t want to admit they need backing. Tell Patel I’m available if he needs. Bickering Brittany and Jabbering Jana are my classmates.”

      “I’ll let him know.”

      Her satisfied smile quickly fades as she passes me a business card containing her podcast and contact information. “Here’s my phone number in case you decide you want to start a dialogue—and perhaps actually partake in the exchange. I’ll listen more than talk next time, so that’ll help. But I’m just so thrilled you’re back. Don’t be afraid to call any time.”

      My head spins as I try and digest what’s just occurred. The girl might’ve meant well, but the conversation was so bizarre and unexpected. Now, I’m sitting in the driver’s seat of my car, staring off into space as I try to wrap my head around it.

      Taking out my phone, I see I’ve missed another two calls from Stanley. I avoided him earlier. After the less-than-warm welcome from my parents, I fear he’ll react the same way. But his text asking to meet up and hang out gives me hope that maybe he won’t.

      After I click his contact, he answers after one ring. “It’s about time, Agatha. I’ve been calling you all day.”

      “Sorry. It’s been a long day.”

      “I bet.” He exhales like his was not a walk in the park either. “I was worried about you.”

      “I’m fine.” I believe he’s checking on me out of genuine concern, but I still feel so disconnected.

      “Are you in Cromwell?”

      I delay for a second before I reply, “Yes.”

      “Good. I’m glad you’re still here. You’re welcome to stay at my place. Freya won’t mind.”

      His wife. I’ve never met her. He was married to her before I ever knew her name. It’s another reminder of how absent we are from each other’s lives, and he’s the one I talk to more than anyone.

      “Thanks, but I already checked in at the hotel.”

      “Alrighty. Well, stop by in the morning and we can have breakfast. I’d really love for you to meet Sawyer.”

      My nephew. The one I’ve only seen pictures of. “Are you sure Freya won’t mind?”

      “Not at all. It was her idea. I’ll send you the address. I can’t miss a full day, but I can go in late.”

      After we finalize the plans and end the call, I second-guess my decision solely because I’m nervous about seeing my brother face-to-face after all these years. I almost text him an excuse to cancel, but that’s not what I truly want to do. I want to see him, meet his wife and son. It has to go better than my earlier family reunion.
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      I drifted in and out of sleep most of the night. Every time a horrid memory streamed through my head, I’d wake up. So, when my phone chimes with a message at 5 a.m., I’m already lying awake, staring at a small crack in the ceiling. Glancing at my phone, I see it’s from Tucker.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Good morning. I’m at the station whenever you’re ready to get started with the day.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I read the message about five times before I respond.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Good morning. Going to meet my brother for breakfast, then I’ll be there.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s still too early to head to Stanley’s, but I go ahead and get dressed, then leave the hotel. I drive around Cromwell until it’s time to go to Stanley’s.

      His house is only a few streets over from our childhood home. The white picket fence and well-manicured lawn is enough to give the place a welcoming feel, and the house itself looks cozy and homey.

      As I approach the front door, Stanley appears before my knuckles make contact with the wood. He stares at me for a few seconds before he steps forward and pulls me into a hug. “God, I’ve missed you so much.”

      I hug him back. “I missed you too.” And even more now in this moment. Because I know this is temporary. Breakfast with my brother, his wife, and my nephew won’t be a customary way to start my day.

      Once he releases me, Stanley ushers me inside and I see a woman standing with her back to us at the stove. When she turns, there’s a huge smile on her face, matching the expression of the little boy who is standing beside her.

      “This is Freya, my wife. And our little Sawyer bug.” Stanley ruffles Sawyer’s hair as he reaches up, his hands clasping over Stanley’s as he twists around and giggles.

      The smile on my face rises easily, and surprisingly, I feel my eyes well up. Thankfully, I keep my emotions at bay, which is more challenging than expected. Seeing my brother as a dad is strange, but I have no doubt he’s a great father and is in his natural element.

      A loud thump sounds on the front door before someone hollers, “Knock, knock.”

      Then my little brother appears in the kitchen. Lincoln. He still towers over me by at least half a foot and has a stocky, athletic build. The playfulness in his eyes is still there. “Oh, look!” he chuckles. “The black sheep has returned.”

      “Lincoln,” Stanley scolds.

      “What? It’s better than some of the other nicknames I’ve heard around town. Evil Ags, Ags the Hag, Crazy Lake Lady. And my favorite, Aggie the Baddie.”

      “Wow. Thanks, Lincoln.” I try to not let the names get to me, but they do.

      Another voice sounds behind me. “Just ignore him. I do. It’s the only way I can stand to be in the same room with him anymore.” Vincent. He’s definitely a little taller and filled out more than I remember but still a few inches shorter than his twin. His timid, kind-heartedness is still there when he says, “Hey, sis.”

      When I smile at him, he slowly approaches and wraps me in a quick and sort of awkward hug. But I’d be concerned if it hadn’t been. He was the quiet and shy one who fumbled over his words, where Lincoln was the loud and obnoxious one who was sure of himself even when he shouldn’t be.

      “Can’t believe we’re all here together,” Stanley states, then tells me, “I should’ve told you I invited them, but I was too excited to have you all under the same roof again.”

      “Yeah. He doesn’t have enough people to torture even with a building full of students.” Lincoln grabs Sawyer, hauling him up. “But this bug is the only one I need to torture.”

      “Uncle Link,” Sawyer giggles and squeals as Lincoln tickles him.

      “That’s enough. Don’t scare Aunt Aggie away with all the horseplay already.” Stanley moves to the sink, washing his hands. “The house stays a lot calmer with only one kid running around. I don’t know how our parents did it with four.”

      “Me neither.” I’m still stuck on hearing the phrase Aunt Aggie. It’s a lot. It’s something I never thought I’d hear, never mind the fact that I’m in the same room as my nephew.

      “Take it outside. We’ll have some peace and actually get to hear each other.” Freya laughs as Lincoln and Sawyer run out of the kitchen. “It’s nice to have another woman around. I’m way outnumbered with all these Maynor men.”

      She reaches into the dishwasher and grabs a few mugs out.

      Vincent announces, “I can’t stay. I need to head to work, but I wanted to at least stop by and say hi.”

      Freya grabs a tumbler out the cabinet. “I’ll make you a cup to go.”

      “Thanks,” he tells her, then rocks on his heels as he glances back to me. “Are you going to be around for a while?”

      “Yes. But not sure how long.”

      He gives me a half smile. “Then maybe we can catch up later.”

      “Sounds good.”

      After Vincent tells everyone bye, he gives me another swift hug, then leaves.

      Before I know it, an hour has passed while Freya and I sit at the breakfast table chatting. I knew she seemed familiar, and I find out she went to high school with us. She was in the same class as Stanley, and they hung out but didn’t officially date until after graduation. When the topic of senior prom comes up, I realize I really don’t want to reminisce any longer.

      “I should get going.” It’s the truth. I need to get to the station to see if Tucker has anything new.

      “Already?” Freya asks.

      “Yes.” I feel guilty even though I truly do need to go. “Maybe I can stop back over another time though.”

      “That’d be lovely,” Freya says to me before addressing her son. “Get ready to go with Granny. She’ll be here in a few to pick you up.” Sawyer runs off, and Freya looks at me. “Sawyer hangs out with your mom until it’s time for him to go to school. He’s only on half days this year, and I don’t know whether he or your mom will have a harder time adjusting next year when he has to attend all day.”

      I just nod at the information because I don’t know how to respond. My mom is a grandma. Like, I knew it … but it’s weird witnessing and seeing it in person. Everyone has moved on with life, but in my mind, everything is still as it was seventeen years ago.

      “I should head out, too, even though I don’t want to just yet.” Stanley pours the remainder of coffee down the sink and switches the pot off. “I can’t take a full day off since it’s the first week of school. Are you heading to the station? Word around school is you are helping with the search.”

      “Yes. That’s why I came back.”

      I say quick goodbyes, and he walks me to my car. Once we’re in the driveway, he mutters, “I really didn’t like finding out from my students that you were back in town.”

      “I didn’t know you would. I didn’t think that far ahead. Honestly. All of it happened so fast. Tucker showing up in Miller Ridge. Me coming back here.”

      “Just don’t let it take you under, Aggie. It’s nice having you home again, but make sure you take care of yourself.”

      Home. I’ve enjoyed seeing my siblings, but that’s as far as it goes. This doesn’t feel like home. Nothing feels right about me being here. I won’t ever find what I’m looking for—answers about Haley. The defeat makes me take a chance and ask, “Do you know Jana or Brittany?”

      His gaze drops to the ground as he nods. “Yes. Both were in my class last year. I tend to have mostly juniors and seniors.”

      It’s hard to picture Stanley in front of a classroom full of students at Cromwell High School, though it fits him. “Anything odd or out of place that you can think of?”

      “Aggie. Don’t,” he sighs.

      “I have to try and help. That’s all I’m doing.”

      He pauses for a few seconds. “No. Nothing off. Both were good students. Nothing any different than the other teenagers I’ve taught over the years. And I haven’t heard any gossip about either of them, and that place is one big rumor mill.”

      “Like knocking three times and carving your initials in a dock after you survive the ghost of Shepherd Lake.”

      “It sucks, Aggie. I know.” He pats my arm before he walks away, and I get in my car. That went smoother than expected, but I still think it could’ve gone better.

      Pulling into the station, I notice about the same amount of news vans, but they’ve roped off a section to contain the crowd, leaving the police station entrance clear. Today I don’t have to maneuver through a mob as I enter the station.

      The unpleasant officer from yesterday is at the desk when I approach the receptionist. “Ah. Pretending to be someone’s sister today or just playing cop?”

      Ass. “Someone has to since you’re on desk duty again.”

      His mouth twists into a snarl. Lowering his head to shoot daggers at me, I think about saying, Don’t dish it out if you can’t take it. Growing up with three siblings helped me develop quick comebacks. It looks like Officer Ass might need some more practice.

      When I spot Tucker standing nearby, I notice a smile peeking at his lips. “Was going to tell him to fuck off, but that was better.”

      He guides me out of the main walkway. “I was about to call you. Brittany agreed to meet with us. She’s at school, so we’ll have to meet her there or wait until class lets out.”

      “I’d rather talk to her sooner than later.” The thought makes me cringe inside since I still hear her shrieks in my mind. “Are you sure she really wants me to be there?”

      “Yes. She said she was upset and overwhelmed. Nonetheless, she wants to do whatever she can to help find Jana.”

      “Understandable.” I know I did some things I never dreamed I ever would. Hopefully, Brittany has better results.
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      Cromwell High School hasn’t changed at all except for the digital sign on the front lawn. A message scrolls across reading, Welcome back, students.

      We head into the front office, and I almost expected to see the same crabby woman who used to holler at the kids in the hallway to stop running. Only she yelled it to each student who passed by, even if they were just walking. Today, we’re greeted by a young girl who looks like a student.

      Tucker informs her, “We’re here to see Brittany Decatur. Principal Norman is aware.”

      “IDs, please.” She holds out her hand until I hear a familiar voice.

      Principal Norman shouts across the room, “They’re clear. No need to run their info. Right this way.”

      He brings us to a conference room that is beside his office. Once inside, he steps in front of me. “Agatha Maynor, it’s been a while. How have you been?”

      Not great. But I just say, “Well. And you?”

      “Been better.”

      Same.

      Norman shakes Tucker’s hand. “I can’t believe we’re dealing with this all over again.”

      Same.

      “I should retire after this year, but then I’d have to sit home with Mrs. Norman, and I’d probably go crazy,” he jokes. “Let me go grab Brittany.”

      “Charming,” I mutter louder than I intended.

      Tucker chuckles. “Complete charmer. I doubt his wife wants to spend her days with him either. Must be a miserable marriage.”

      “Most are,” I say.

      Tucker stands near the window, scanning the parking lot as he casually states, “There’s such a thing as happy, healthy ones too.”

      I’ve noted he doesn’t wear a wedding band but still ask, “You married?”

      “No. Almost once, but it didn’t work out. It’s my grandparents I’m referring to.” He keeps his face turned to the window. “My parents were a little too busy to raise me, so I lived with my grandparents.”

      “Sorry.” I don’t know why I’m apologizing, but it feels like I should.

      “Don’t be. I wouldn’t change it—or them—for the world.” He finally rotates away from the window. “How about your family? Your parents the reason for your unfavorable outlook on marriage?”

      “Yes. There were some happy moments, but most were sad and messy. It felt like they were separated but living under the same roof. When we did anything, it was with one or the other. If we were all together, it was nothing but bickering. It almost felt like they divorced but didn’t want to move out of the house, so they just both stayed to make the other miserable.”

      “Yeah. That does sound miserable. Not something I’d want to sign up for.” He leans against the wall, hands tucked into his pockets. “Any special someone waiting on you back in Miller Ridge?”

      The question catches me off guard a little, but I shake my head no. There have been some dates here and there and a short relationship, but I haven’t let anyone get that close. Trust isn’t something I can spare or give freely—which I know because that’s what the last guy said when he broke off the casual arrangement we had.

      “Here she is,” Principal Norman announces as he and Brittany enter the room with another girl in tow.

      Brittany clutches the girl’s hand. “Is it okay if Faith stays with me?”

      “Of course,” Tucker replies softly and pulls a chair out for each of the girls before they sit. Brittany gives the impression she’d like nothing more than to jump up and run out of the room, so that’s my guess as to why Tucker focuses to Faith. “I’m Detective Patel, and this is Aggie.”

      Faith gives me a half smile. “Your Coach Maynor’s sister, right?”

      “Yes.” I’m thankful Stanley is who she first associates with me and not the missing girl who is now the myth of Shepherd Lake.

      “He’s still my favorite teacher.” She blinks rapidly as she adds, “He was Jana’s favorite too.”

      I stay focused on speaking with Faith because I still see the apprehension in Brittany’s eyes, and it’s hard to look at. “When did you last speak with Jana?”

      “Right before they went to the lake. I was supposed to go with them, but I had to watch my little sister. And she would’ve definitely told my parents what we did.” She quickly explains, “I mean just being on Shepherd Lake. They don’t like me out on the water at all.”

      Tucker asks, “Did Jana mention having any issues with anyone to you? Teacher, family, friend, anyone at all?”

      Faith nervously glances at Brittany. “We had a disagreement last week.”

      “About what?” Tucker asks coolly.

      “The concert festival. I couldn’t go, but she and Brittany went anyway. Jana kept talking about it, and I felt left out.”

      Brittany’s voice cracks as she utters, “I told you we regretted going without you.” When she looks to me, she explains, “It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and we didn’t think it through. But we felt bad as soon as we got there. It just wasn’t the same without the three of us together. We even left early before the festival was over because it didn’t feel right.”

      “I know.” Faith interlocks her elbow with Brittany’s. “I just want to explain in case it could help find Jana.”

      I’m thankful they have each other. “Did Jana ever mention leaving town or going somewhere else?”

      “No,” Faith replies quickly.

      Brittany tucks her arm tighter around Faith’s. “She mentioned wanting to move to South Carolina near her aunt, but that was after we finish school. We were all planning to go spend next summer there after graduation and …”

      When Brittany’s words trail off into a sob, Faith tells her, “We will go next summer.”

      Brittany looks to me. “Did Haley ever talk about running away?”

      I feel like she’s waiting for me to give her some answer that will make all of this click into place and make sense. I wish I could. “No, not to me.”

      Tucker asks Brittany, “Can you walk us through that night? Any detail could be helpful.”

      She quickly nods. “We left from Sycamore and headed to the Wilmott property.”

      “You and Jana dropped the boat near the water then moved the truck to a parking spot, correct?” Tucker asks,

      “Yes.”

      “Did you see anyone else when you arrived?”

      “No. No one was out there but us.” Her gaze drops to her trembling hands stacked atop the table. “When we got to the dock, we knocked three times, then paddled to the center of Jinks Cove.”

      Tucker gently tells her, “Take your time.”

      After a gulp, she says, “We said ‘Haley Hutchins’ three times and nothing happened. I told Jana it was stupid and that the lake wasn’t haunted.” Brittany nervously glances to me. “She said maybe we had to be in the water and dared me to jump. When I wouldn’t, she did.” Her restraint breaks down quickly. It’s not but a moment before she is fully sobbing. “She never came back up. I thought she was playing a prank on me. I started screaming at her and telling her I hated her because I was so scared.”

      The terror of scanning over the dark water and never seeing anything. Never finding who you’re looking for. “Did you hear anything?” I ask.

      “Just a car or someone passing nearby. I couldn’t understand why they weren’t stopping to help. Why didn’t they stop?”

      “I don’t know.” What I do know is the feeling of hopelessness when no one is around; the sick feeling of knowing no one is coming to your rescue.

      She pulls out her phone and clicks on the screen. “I recorded us that night.” A video plays as the girls giggle, dragging a boat against the pavement before they get it in the water. Jana complaining, “This is too much work. The thing weighs a ton. We’re finding that damn ghost tonight, so we don’t have to do this shit again.” The video ends and Brittany swipes to the next. It plays a clip of the girls saying Haley’s name three times between uneasy giggles.

      It takes everything I have not to vomit. Between hearing the joking way they call out to Haley and the sound of Jana’s carefree laughter, not knowing what’s about to happen. Haley was happy. Haley was carefree.

      “Aggie.” Tucker speaks gently, his full attention fixed on me. When my eyes lock with his, I can read his thoughts, hear him ask if I’m okay.

      I’m not.

      But the nausea is waning. “Do you have any other videos or pictures of that night?”

      Kids now record and take pictures of every moment. We had cell phones when we were their age, but not as high tech as they are now. Would it have made a difference if I’d recorded Haley and me? At least Chief Kirby would’ve seen I didn’t hurt my best friend. It could have saved me from being questioned by the jerk for hours instead of helping search for Haley.

      “No, I put it in my pocket because I wanted to row back to the dock, carve our initials in the wood, and get it over with as quick as possible.”

      Tucker asks, “Can you tell us what happened next?”

      “I don’t remember. I just kept screaming and calling out to her. I think another car might’ve passed by. I can’t remember. It all is a blur. I just remember being scared.”

      My actions after Haley jumped in play in my head as I ask, “Did you jump in the water?”

      “No,” Brittany sniffles. “I was too scared. I just kept screaming at her. I looked around everywhere and kept thinking she would jump back in the boat any second and scare me. I should’ve gone in after her, but I couldn’t think straight.” Her sobbing gets louder as she explains, “I didn’t know what to do.”

      Tucker keeps a gentle tone with Brittany as he questions, “Mr. O’Brien arrived in his kayak a little time later?”

      “Yeah, he heard me screaming. I told him what happened, and he said to call 9-1-1 and he’d help search for her.”

      Tucker clarifies to me. “O’Brien lives next to the Wilmott property. He’s been there about five years.”

      That answers the mental question I didn’t ask aloud. So, he wasn’t there when Haley went missing. No one heard me until I went back to shore. But most everyone at the house was passed-out drunk. “Were y’all drinking?”

      Brittany nervously glances at Tucker.

      I admit to her. “Haley and I had been that night.”

      “Yes, we were,” Brittany confesses. “We took a few shots before we left my house to calm our nerves. But we weren’t drunk.”

      Faith chimes in, “Jana didn’t drink often. And she wouldn’t just disappear. That’s not her.”

      Brittany continues, “Something happened to her out there. She wouldn’t do this to us. She wouldn’t make us think she’s gone.”

      “I believe you both,” I reassure them, knowing that teenage girls understand their best friends better than anyone else in the world. Maybe even better than themselves. It’s already a nightmare. I don’t want to add to the chorus line of adults trying to convince them of something about a person they know all too well.
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      Tucker wanted to chat with Principal Norman after Brittany and Faith headed back to class. I wanted a break from the stuffy room, so I step into the hallway just outside the front office. But I still need more air.

      I’m just heading outside when I hear a familiar voice. “Ags, wait up.”

      Dorothea. The podcaster. I’m not sure I can handle a conversation with her right now, but I’m also not sure I have a choice. There’s a guy reluctantly walking behind her. “This is Elliot. The one I was telling you about. He didn’t believe that I met you. I’ve been known to embellish reality occasionally.”

      “Hi, Elliot,” I say after he gives me an I’d-rather-be-anywhere-else-right-now look.

      “Nice to meet you, Ms. Maynor.”

      “Just Aggie, please.”

      “Have you listened to the podcast yet?” Dorothea is nothing if not persistent.

      “No, not yet.”

      “No problem. What about my offer? Have you decided if you want to do an interview?”

      “I’m going to pass on that. It’s a little too much for me right now.”

      “Legit. I can’t even imagine.” She motions back to the school. “This place is a lot to deal with, and I don’t have trauma from it yet.”

      Tucker exits the building, and Dorothea shifts her attention to him before he even reaches us. “Were you here to interview Brittany?” Whirling back to me, she says, “I guess you’re the only person who can comprehend how she feels.”

      Unfortunately.

      “Did Principal Norman give you my credentials? I spoke with him this morning and asked him to vouch for me. He listens to the podcast, so he knows how resourceful it can be. Did he mention it?”

      “No, he didn’t.”

      “I’m sure he will whenever you ask him about me.”

      Dorothea isn’t anywhere close to being done, but Elliot steps beside her. “We need to get to class.”

      “Yeah. Okay.” She gapes at Elliot. “Do you believe me now?” she asks, pointing at me.

      “Yes, Dorothea. Let’s get to class.” He huffs and they walk away.

      They’ve taken at most five paces when she calls over her shoulder, “Invitation is always open for you, Aggie.”

      Tucker and I watch as Elliot and Dorothea enter the school building. Tucker lets out an amused chuckle. “She’s a character.”

      “That she is,” I say as we head to his truck. When he opens my door, I stop and face him directly. “Thank you for helping her. It means more to her … and to me … than you know.”

      “My pleasure.” Between his captivating eyes and charismatic grin, I have to look away. The seventeen-year-old me is grateful to the man he is. The current me is terrified he’s too good to be true.
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      August 3, 2007

      9:06 a.m.

      Chief Kirby is seated in the chair across from me, his judgy mug on me. “Why did you wait so long to call?”

      I don’t respond. We’ve gone through all of this already. I keep saying the same things over and over. Wasn’t my choice.

      “You kids had been drinking and doing drugs and God knows what else out there. What did you expect would happen?”

      I didn’t expect my friend to disappear before my eyes. “I wanted to call. Yes, we had some drinks. No, we didn’t do drugs or anything else.”

      He glares at me as I tug the blanket tighter over my shoulders. My damp clothes are making me cold, and the freezing room is not helping. Maybe that’s part of their torture—keep the interrogation room so cold people say anything just to get out of it.

      “The Wilmott kid said you had a fight with Haley about some boy.”

      “You’re wasting time. She’s out there and you’re in here asking me about shit that doesn’t matter.”

      “Agatha,” my mother scolds, “watch your language.”

      I’d almost forgot she was here. She’s done nothing but sit in silence and let this jerk ask the same questions over and over.

      Chief Kirby sneers at me. What choice do I have but to answer his questions, no matter how ignorant they are.

      “Everything between us was fine. We did have an issue earlier in the night, but Grady left, and we talked things out. Now, can we go back to look for her and stop wasting time?”

      “You’re going to stay put. My officers are searching. So, tell me again what time you went out on Shepherd Lake.”

      I want to scream, cry, curse, and bang my head against the table all at once. I drop my face into my hands, closing my eyes. I’ve explained it over and over already. I’ve been in this room for hours. This is hopeless. And there’s nothing I can do to actually help Haley.

      “Agatha, answer the question.”

      “I already did.”

      “Answer it again,” Mom demands. I don’t even have to see her to know she has her mad expression in place. She’s on Chief Kirby’s side. She is always on the adult’s side, regardless of the situation.

      Uncovering my face, I look back to Chief Kirby and his condescending attitude. “I can’t help your friend until I know what I’m dealing with.”

      I can’t hide my distain for him. “I can explain it to you, but I can’t understand it for you.”

      His nostrils flare as my mom gasps, “Agatha Lucille, cooperate with Chief Kirby or you will be in serious trouble.”

      I’m locked in a stare down with a grown-ass man who should be helping find a teenage girl, not hindering the search. I’m already in trouble. I know it. I feel it. “He’s trying to twist my words to make it seem like I hurt Haley or caused her to get hurt.”

      “Is she hurt?” Chief Kirby probes.

      My palms slap against the table as I surge from the chair. “I don’t know. I’m stuck in this room answering your stupid fucking questions instead of out there trying to find her.”

      Chief Kirby keeps a level tone, but it’s rigid and pissy. “Sit down. Or you’ll spend the next forty-eight hours in this room answering my questions.”

      He knows he’s in control and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      This is a nightmare.

      I need to wake up.

      “That sounds like a great idea if you want to waste time.” I have to fight to not cry. “I did not hurt my best friend. She is out there, and I will find her.”

      Chief Kirby folds his arms over his chest and glowers at me. “Then tell me what actually happened.”

      I was wrong.

      This isn’t a nightmare.

      It’s worse.

      You can wake up from a nightmare. There’s no way out of here.

      I’m stuck in this room with an overinflated, egotistical bastard, and I won’t get out unless I play by his rules. I take a deep breath and tell him the same story. Again. It’s all I can do in this second to help Haley. I have to get out of here soon.

      I have to wake up.
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      On the drive back to the station, I get a text from Stanley.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You were here at the high school? You should’ve stopped by my classroom and said hi.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      “News travels fast,” I mutter, then fill in Tucker. “Stanley knows we were on campus.” We haven’t been gone long. Definitely not long enough for me to settle down.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Only there for a quick visit.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Anything useful come out of it?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Not yet.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      It was nice to see the department taking Jana’s disappearance seriously. I was surprised when Tucker said Principal Norman informed him that they brought in an extra counselor and resources to help the students through this time.

      School went on like normal after Haley vanished. Like just another day. Nothing out of place. And everything was so wrong.

      Tucker interrupts my thoughts. “Tell me if you need a minute, Aggie.”

      “I don’t need a minute. I need to stay busy.” I don’t want to slow down and have even more time to think.

      “Okay.”

      “Can we go back out to Shepherd Lake? I want to stop by the Sycamore launch and back by the Wilmott property.”

      “Let’s go.” He veers off the road and makes a U-turn. “Is there something you’re looking for?”

      “I don’t know. I just feel like I’m missing something. But that’s how I’ve always felt when I tried to figure out what happened to Haley.”

      “We’ll take as many looks as we need to. Chief Zamora still has everyone searching the area. And the county department sent in their dive team.”

      “How long have they been searching?”

      “They had people out on the water within the hour.”

      “That’s good.” It is so much more than what they did for Haley. It wasn’t until the following day when they finally started searching, but even then, it was only Chief Kirby riding around in his bass boat and a few other guys making half-ass efforts. I always felt like they just wanted to take a day off to go fishing and used Haley’s disappearance as the excuse to spend time on the lake.

      First, we go to the boat ramp. The grass is a little taller in some areas, and the parking lot has been paved since I was last here, but nothing else stands out. We head to the Wilmott property, and as we arrive, I spot a boat on the lake, slowly skimming through the cove. “Is that the dive team?”

      “Yes,” Tucker replies after we exit his truck.

      We head down the dock and don’t stop until we’re at the edge. There’s a canoe tied off to the side. “Is this the one they were in?”

      “Yes. Brittany met the police here when they initially arrived.”

      I examine the canoe, nothing about the vessel tells the horrible story of that night. Slowly, I step into it and sit near the bow. Tucker drops into it and sits opposite of me. I quickly say, “I don’t want to go out on the water. I just wanted a different perspective.”

      “We’ll stay here.”

      My sandals rub the gritty sand into the wood as I move my feet back and forth. Next, I grip a paddle but don’t place it in the water. “Was Jana’s phone ever found?”

      “Brittany said it was in her pocket. It last pinged near here around 2 a.m., but we haven’t located it.” He holds the side of the dock and steadies us as the boat rocks a little.

      “We never found Haley’s cell. It wouldn’t have survived the water if she had it in her pocket.” Examining the surface of the water becomes excruciating because I want to see Haley’s smiling face pop out of it. I study the dock and stare where Tucker’s hand is clasping near the rope. “Can we talk to the neighbor?”

      “Sure can.” Tucker stands and climbs out then turns back to offer his hand. I take it and step out of the wobbly canoe and onto the steady surface. The motion of the water makes me queasy. I hate that feeling. The rocking and swaying. It reminds me of that night, and I’ve avoided the feeling ever since. I haven’t so much as floated on an inflatable tube in a swimming pool.

      We walk to the house east of the Wilmotts’ property and knock on the door before a guy opens the door.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. O’Brien. Do you have a few moments for some additional questions?”

      Of course Tucker has spoken to him already. And there’s nothing more I’ll discover, but I still want to hear his story. Tucker introduces me, and I hold my hand out.

      When the man takes it, he says, “I know who you are. You don’t buy the house on Shepherd Lake directly in Jinks Cove and not hear the folklore. Though, I wouldn’t have bought the damn house had I known it beforehand.”

      “We’re more interested in discussing the facts than folklore. Can you go over the events of that night again, please?”

      “I woke up to go to the bathroom at 3:34. I know the time because I look at the clock every time I have to get up and pee, which is several times a night because of the medicine my doctor has me on. Anyhow, I’d shut off the bathroom light and was getting back in bed when I saw a flash out in the cove and heard screaming. I’m used to the damn kids and pranks, especially around this time of year. Last time, they left all kinds of trash in my yard, so I wasn’t going to ignore them this time. I got dressed and headed out there in my kayak. I didn’t want to bother the authorities with a bunch of kids acting a fool.” O’Brien actually looks like he’s about to cry for a second as he mutters, “Had I known, I would’ve called the police right away.”

      “What did you see when you were on the water?”

      “I pulled alongside the boat and saw a girl hunched over, sobbing into her hands and saying, ‘no, no, no’ over and over.” He pauses, studying the lake. “It took me a minute to get her to answer me. I thought she was just lost and panicking until she said her friend was in the water. I immediately called 9-1-1 and started spotlighting the water.”

      “Did you see anything?”

      His lips scrunch together in a tight line. “No. I had the girl go to the dock because she was rocking back and forth, and I was scared she was gonna tip over into the water too. I circled around the cove while we waited on the police.” He points to the kayak at the edge of the shoreline. “Doctor said I needed exercise, so I go out on the water every morning and evening. But that next day, my arms, shoulders, back, even my hands were sore as hell. I don’t think I’ve ever rowed so fast and hard in my life. I really did try my best to find her.”

      Tucker asks a few more questions, but I am fixated on the stillness of the water. “You didn’t see anything at all in the water?”

      He shakes his head for a solid thirty seconds before he responds, “No ma’am.”

      The regret is clear on his face. I have no doubt he really did try his best. “Thank you.” I’m forever grateful to him for being out here with Brittany so she didn’t have to do it alone.

      Once we’re off the porch, I ask Tucker something I’ve been wondering for a while. “Do the Wilmotts ever visit the property?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. They have a landscape company take care of the lawn, but don’t seem to visit at all.”

      Then why keep it? “What about Jonah? Do you know if he still lives in the area?”

      After everything happened, I didn’t speak with him unless it was to ask something about Haley or fight with him about making me wait to call for help. I know he was just scared of getting in trouble and really didn’t know how serious it was, but it still makes me angry that he wanted to wait and that I went along with it.

      “I did a little research on him when I got the case. Jonah moved away for college and never returned to Texas permanently. I called him a few times but never received a call back. His family still owns the house over off of Dunbar Road. I was able to speak with his dad. He still lives in the home as his primary residence, but Mrs. Wilmott passed away about two years ago.”

      Jonah’s mom is gone. That’s another crushing piece to the puzzle. She was one of the sweetest ladies ever and always so kindhearted.

      Tucker comments, “Maybe he’ll talk to you.”

      “Don’t bet on it.” I wouldn’t if I were him. From the looks of the vacant lot here, it’s obvious that Jonah and his family suffered long after that night was over.
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      Monday, August 6, 2007

      7:12 a.m.

      “Oh my God, Aggie! You’re here!” Riley exclaims as she embraces me. “I was so worried you wouldn’t show up for the first day of school and I’d be here all alone. Who do you have for first period?”

      “What?” I ask, unable to believe she’s just chatting away like it’s a normal first day of school. “I’m only here to find Haley.”

      “I haven’t seen her,” Riley states as she glimpses over her shoulder. “Do you really think she’ll just show up after going MIA all weekend?”

      “I hope so.” I really do. “You haven’t heard from her at all?”

      “No, nothing. I can’t believe it.”

      “Me neither,” I mumble. The sound of the first bell ringing fills the hallway. “Where’s Grady? Have you seen him?”

      “He’s been MIA too. My mom said the police questioned him yesterday.”

      It’s about time. I know he wasn’t there, but I don’t understand not thoroughly questioning anyone and everyone if it means finding Haley.

      I start walking towards the gym, knowing he’ll be smoking outside behind the locker room. “I’ll be back.”

      “Aggie, we have class,” she calls after me, but I bolt out the doors.

      Sure enough, Grady is perched on a bench, his shoulders hunched forward as he takes a drag from his cigarette then flicks ashes on the ground at his feet. One of his friends is beside him, a cigarette in his hand too.

      “Agatha. Bring more bullshit for my pal or just here to break his heart again?”

      I ignore Eddie and keep my stare on Grady. “We need to talk.”

      He lazily takes another puff, then exhales slowly. “Now you want to talk.”

      “Have you heard from Haley? Did she call you or anything?”

      He doesn’t respond.

      “Ah, a love triangle,” Eddie laughs.

      “It’s not a fucking joke.” My anger flares as the idiot laughs, drops his cigarette to the ground, then stomps it with his boot.

      “I’ll let you two hash this one out without an audience.”

      Eddie usually doesn’t get to me, but I can’t joke about this. Nothing is funny about it. “Did you talk to her?”

      Grady lethargically asks, “If I answer your questions, can we talk about us?”

      “What the fuck, Grady? Us? Haley. Is. Missing. My best friend is nowhere to be found.”

      He doesn’t react to my urgency and nonchalantly states, “She’s probably just embarrassed someone chose you over her. She’s used to being the star of the show, but this time she was second choice. I know that didn’t go over well with either of you.”

      He’s not taking this serious at all. “If you really care about me, you’ll help me find my best friend. Please.”

      Slowly, he stands and moves in front of me. The smell of cigarette smoke is mixed with liquor on his breath. “I don’t care about anyone but myself, remember.”

      “At least we agree on one thing,” I remark as he calmly walks away. I know we have bullshit going on between us, but this is so much bigger than that. Why can no one see it?

      Walking back inside the building, I start towards my first period class, but the thought of sitting in a desk for even five minutes makes me antsy.

      I head back to the gym and find our dance teacher in the office. “Have you seen Haley?”

      She is on her feet and walking towards me. “Has she still not been found?”

      Motherfucker. “No! Did she call you or tell you anything? Chief Kirby thinks she ran away. Can you explain to him that Haley wouldn’t do that? The bastard won’t believe me.”

      “I’ll give him a call and see if there’s anything I can help with, but you really need to let them do their job. They’ll locate her.”

      I want to believe her. “You promise?”

      The pained expression on her face and lack of response tells me exactly what she thinks and how much she doesn’t believe the bullshit line she’s feeding me.

      “I have to find her.”

      “Agatha, let the police handle it. Her dad will make sure of it.”

      “Her dad doesn’t give a shit what she does as long as she doesn’t bother him.” I know it as well as I know my name. Since Haley’s mom passed away, her dad has been so focused on his next fix, he couldn’t care less what Haley does. She actually likes it. Because she can come and go as she pleases and doesn’t have to worry about curfews or rules. But I know she hates it too. She wants her old dad back. The one whose life didn’t revolve around drugs.

      I’m walking down the hallway, unsure where to head as I hear the chipper voice of our student council president over the loudspeaker. “Welcome back, Cromwell Cougars. We’re hoping for a wonderful and jubilant school year, and we’re off to a great start.”

      I freeze, staring at the speaker on the wall. “What the actual fuck?” Kallie is on student council with Haley. She’s president of it and makes a show of telling everyone how she is here to represent them, and here she is, making the morning announcements as if today is a normal day. Does no one realize there is nothing wonderful or jubilant happening right now?

      When I step out the main door of the school, I spot Principal Norman speaking with a parent or someone. “Get to class, young lady. As stated at the assembly, no tolerance for tardiness this year.”

      The assembly. I missed it. Maybe I missed Haley. Maybe I am crazy, and she was there like normal.

      Heading back inside, I go straight to the front office. Kallie is still here. Not only is she on student council, but she’s on the yearbook committee too.

      She doesn’t notice me until I ask, “Did you record the assembly?”

      “Yes,” she replies. “It was the same speech as every year. Just be on time and say no to drugs.”

      “I need to see the footage. Did you get any of the crowd? Did you take pictures?” I ramble, taking a step closer as she shifts back.

      “Aggie, calm down.”

      The words calm down have the reverse effect, and I lose the little grasp on my nerves that I had remaining. “Show me the fucking videos. Was Haley there? Did you see her? I need to look at the footage. She had to be there.” Maybe this is all a big mix-up and I’m simply overreacting. Everyone else is right. She’s fine. They’ll find her. And we’ll have a freaking wonderful and jubilant school year.

      Kallie is frozen and unmoving as I beg her for the footage until Principal Norman steps up.

      “What is the problem here?”

      “No one cares! That’s the problem,” I scream. “Give me the recording, pictures, and whatever you have.”

      Kallie looks to Principal Norman, and he motions for her to go ahead and step away. “Agatha, I know you want to assist, but what will help is you being a good student and getting to class. We’ll make this school year the best yet.”

      His upbeat, cheerful disposition is sickening. “Fuck you, fuck this school, and fuck everyone in it. Haley is missing. What do you not get?”

      Finally, the grin slips off his face and his entire demeanor changes. He’s pissed. It’s about time someone else is. I can’t be the only person who’s feeling this strongly about not having answers about one of our own.

      If one more person tells me to calm down or act like everything is normal, I’m really going to lose my mind. The best thing for me to do is head to Shepherd Lake. Being here and pretending like nothing is wrong won’t help anyone, especially Haley.
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      Tucker shuffles some paperwork across his desk, then straightens the stack. “You can call it a night if you want.”

      “No, I’m not ready to sleep even if I go back to the hotel. But I can go if you’re ready to leave.”

      “I’m not. I just don’t want to keep you here all night. You look exhausted.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” Tucker brushes his fingers across his eyebrow. “You need to take care of yourself and not burn out.”

      “You sound like my brother. He thinks I’m going to nosedive off the edge again.”

      Tucker straightens the already neat stack of paperwork. “Are you?”

      “Really?”

      He leans back, the chair squeaking as he rocks slightly and gauges me. “Aggie, I’ve been on this case for three days and I’m about to pull my hair out. You’ve lived a worse nightmare for seventeen years.”

      “You get used to it.” It’s not really a lie. This is my normal. I found a way to put it in the back of my mind. Mostly.

      “I watched your interview from back then.” He sits up, his elbows resting on the desk as he leans towards me. “Chief Kirby was out of line. You were a kid.”

      “I didn’t feel like a kid,” I admit.

      “You didn’t deserve it,” he murmurs before an odd tension rises between us. “We’re about four hours past suppertime, but we can go grab a bite to eat if you’re hungry.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Especially since I’ve been running on coffee and kolaches that Tucker grabbed from the breakroom when we got back to the station earlier.

      He picks the diner we’d eat at all the time because Riley always wanted some of their fried pickles. “I haven’t been here in a long time.”

      “We can go somewhere else,” Tucker offers.

      “No. This is good.”

      It’s like stepping into a time capsule. Nothing has changed. From the smells to the décor, to the red leather booths that are still torn, to the red-and-white checkered plastic tablecloths with the plexiglass overtop, I even spot the same red plastic cups that they had years ago. It’s almost comforting that something seems to exist exactly as it did seventeen years ago.

      Tucker heads to a booth near the back of the diner and drops onto the bench with his back against the wall. I slide onto the one across from him as a teenage girl walks to the table and places two cups of water in front of us before taking our orders.

      I requested a sweet tea and burger to keep it simple and fast. My fingernails trail up the plastic as I peek over my shoulder. “The last time I was here was with Haley and Riley. Riley ordered four servings of fried pickles with ranch dressing and wouldn’t leave until she finished every bit.”

      “Sounds like a worthy goal,” he chuckles. “Have you spoken to Riley since you’ve been in town?”

      “No. I called her, but she didn’t answer.” I’m sure she’s heard that I’m in town. It’s weird that she’s avoiding me now that I am here. But then again, I can’t blame her either. Seeing her after all these years seems intimidating even though we’ve talked now and again.

      “I’m sure she’ll reach out soon.”

      “Maybe.” Part of me hopes she does and the other hopes she doesn’t. Seeing her would make all this real.

      Tucker changes the subject, asking about my life in Miller Ridge as we wait on our food.

      When his phone rings, he tells me, “Give me one second,” and slides out of the booth.

      Remaining seated, I look around the diner, searching each face to see if any look memorable. But I don’t recognize anyone. Cromwell isn’t a small town. But I’d figured I would see more acquaintances than I have for sure.

      The waitress brings our plates as Tucker walks back to the table. The tightness in his stride automatically puts my nerves on edge. But his dire expression makes my mental alarm blare.

      “Aggie, we need to go.” He doesn’t look my way as he tosses some cash on the table and hurriedly walks towards the exit.

      I’m out of the booth and following behind him. “What is it?”

      When he gets to the truck, he pulls open the passenger door and finally looks at me. “They found her.”

      My knees buckle as my hand presses against the truck as I gasp, “Haley.”

      His arm loops around my back and steadies me. “It’s Jana,” he states, attempting to guide me onto the passenger seat.

      Unmoving, I numbly gape at him. Needing to ask the question I don’t want the answer to, I will him just to offer the information. Because I already know it. “Is she all right?”

      He tightens his arm around me, his throat bobbing as he swallows. “No, she’s not.”

      I know he’s referring to Jana. But it feels like he’s talking about Haley too. And I can’t seem to get enough air in my lungs as I choke out, “She’s dead.”

      Lurching forward, my palms press against the side of the truck as I heave in a breath and cough between sobs.

      A comforting hand strokes against my lower back as Tucker whispers, “It’s going to be okay.”

      But how can it be?

      She’s dead.
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      August 17, 2007

      11:02 a.m.

      The cafeteria is crowded and noisy. I focus on jotting down notes in my journal about what I found and which area of the shoreline I searched again this morning. If I don’t get it out on paper ASAP, I’ll forget something. Something important.

      I need to make more headway and will go back after school lets out, but there’s never enough time before nightfall. It’s not even about being scared to be out there in the dark, it’s just that I can’t see well, not even with the new flashlight I bought, and I worry I’ll overlook important clues. Maybe if I tell Principal Norman to fuck off again, I can get another one-week suspension or, even better, expulsion so I don’t have to sit here and pretend like everything is good.

      “Aggie, did you hear me?” Riley asks.

      “No. What is it?”

      “Wow. Okay. So, are you going dress shopping for homecoming with me this weekend or not?”

      The question punches me in the gut. “You’re going to the homecoming dance?”

      Riley knows what I’m thinking. “And the game too. It’s not like she’d want us to be miserable. And maybe we can hang out at my house afterwards.”

      I say okay, but I’m trying to picture how to have a good time at the dance and game.

      Kallie sits in the seat on the opposite side of Riley. “Principal Norman said the memorial is still on for this weekend. We just need to finalize who is going to speak.”

      Riley turns her back to me, but I still hear her whispered, “Later.”

      “The what? Because I know you didn’t say a memorial?”

      Riley sluggishly turns back to me with a defeated groan. “Her dad wants to honor her memory and thought maybe it’d help everyone cope with her absence. Principal Norman suggested it and asked Kallie and me to organize it for Saturday since there’s a pep rally today and the book fair starts on Monday.”

      “Wouldn’t want to interfere with the freaking pep rally.” I shoot to my feet, shoving my notebooks in my bag. “Why even bother with a memorial service? Everyone has moved on already.”

      Heading straight to the front office, I find Principal Norman speaking with a secretary. I don’t much care if I’m interrupting as I ask him, “Do you know something I don’t? Because memorial services are for dead people, and Haley is not dead.”

      Every set of eyes in the lobby look our way he ushers me into his office. “Agatha, we’re not saying goodbye to Haley. We’re just trying to find a way to honor her absence.”

      I laugh. “By pretending everything is fine? By fitting her in between book fairs and football games? It’s been two weeks, and everyone is just ready to give up and pretend she never existed.”

      The best thing for me to do is leave or expulsion will be the least of my problems if I act on my rage. All I want to do is cry, scream, and destroy everything within reach. Decking Norman in the nose is an impulse I never thought I’d have.

      Once I’m in my car, I go straight to Haley’s house. I know her dad will be home. He quit his latest job last week and hasn’t been out of the house since.

      When I knock on the front door, I hear a dog barking before Mr. Hutchins answers. I expect to find him drunk and half asleep, but it’s the opposite. He’s clean-shaven, freshly showered, and even wearing clothes that aren’t wrinkled. “Aggie, what brings you by?”

      His cool tone is tougher to swallow than his composed appearance. “Just heard about the memorial service. Why would you agree to that? We don’t even know for sure that she’s not coming back.”

      He props his shoulder against the doorframe. “It’s not a funeral. It’s a celebration of her life. If she is out there somewhere, she’ll know we kept her memory alive while she was away. But I need this, Aggie. I need closure. I buried my wife and now my daughter is just gone.”

      I have sympathy for him. I really do. But it feels like he’s giving up. “I don’t understand.”

      “I’m leaving. I’m moving to Tulsa. I need a fresh start, and I’ve got to do this before I go. Her grandparents will still be in Cromwell, so she’ll have a place to stay if she decides to come back. But this is what I need to do.”

      “Abandoning your daughter is how you’re getting a fresh start?”

      The tension in his posture shifts before he asks, “Did she tell you about our conversation that weekend before she vanished?”

      “No. She said you were passed-out plastered and lying in piss when she got home. Which she said was typical, so she left you on the floor and walked out.”

      “Before she left, she told me she wished I had died instead of her mother. And I can’t blame her. I’m not handling life well. I’ve been buried in my own grief. But you can’t take words back. So, I’m going to do what is best for me, and that’ll make it best for Haley too. I left her a note, so the ball is in her court if she comes back and decides she wants me in her life. But until then, I’m done.”

      “Just like that,” I utter, unable to understand how a father wouldn’t be out searching high and low, doing everything in his power to find her and make sure she’s safe. “She might’ve said things she didn’t mean, or maybe she even meant them when she said them, but what if she can’t come back? What if she needs help and you’re just leaving?”

      “She hasn’t needed me for a really long time. And she wouldn’t let me help her even if she needed it. Besides, I know you won’t stop until you find her.”

      I am unable to respond, so I stand there as he slowly backs away from the door and closes it, leaving me on the porch. This can’t be it. Her dad has given up. Everyone has moved on, except me. I can’t. Not until I know what happened.

      Returning to school isn’t on my agenda. So, I go back to my house and pull out the notes I made earlier to write a few more ideas that spring to mind. Every detail spills out so fast that I need a way to organize them where I can keep a good visual at the same time. So, I use a hole punch to make a small circle at the top center of the page and string it with red yarn. Once I have the events in order, I add more to the red yarn timeline, including the conversations with Mr. Hutchins and Principal Norman. Again, it makes no sense. But somehow it’s all connected—it’s gotta be. All of this means something. So, I map out each detail that connects with another and string them up with more yarn.

      Taking out the cigarette butt that I found on the shoreline, I place it in a Ziploc bag and tack it onto the wall with a note of the time and location found. That’s when I realize I need to color-code the areas better so I can detail exactly where I find physical evidence and where I locate underwater data with the sonar I ordered. It should arrive in the next few days, but I have plenty to keep me busy until then. I add another color pushpin for details that I need to verify again. Anything could be a clue. I plan out the area I’ll search next. It’s a place I’ve trekked before, but the current and weather elements could’ve unearthed something new.

      I decide to expand my search further inland. Getting out my highlighters, I color-code the map based on how and when I can explore to it. Some areas I know I can go on foot. There are others where I’ll have to be a little more creative to search.

      “Aggie,” I hear Mom say my name.

      “I’m sorry. I left school again. I know I shouldn’t have. They’re having a memorial for her tomorrow. There’s no way I’m going. I won’t pretend she’s dead. And I won’t stop until she’s home.”

      “Agatha, listen to me.” I turn to see my mom’s face, red and soaked with tears. Dad is standing behind her. “The memorial was this morning.”

      “No, they’re doing it on Saturday.”

      My mom shakes her head, biting her lip as a soft sob escapes. “It’s Saturday night.”

      I look out the window. It’s dark outside. “No. I just left school and talked to Mr. Hutchins about it. He’s moving away.” I ask Dad, “Would you just leave town and haul ass away if I were gone? Or would you do whatever you had to do in order to find me?”

      I pray his answer is to do everything it takes to find me. Someone would. Haley would if it were me missing. We have our differences and quarrels, but she’s my best friend. Till death do us part. The thought makes me want to vomit, so I continue jotting down more notes. “She’s not dead. I’m going to find her.”

      Mom steps forward. “Riley called when you didn’t show up or answer her calls.”

      “Aggie, you can’t keep going like this,” Dad tells me, taking the marker from my fingers.

      “I’m fine. I just need to make a few more notes before I forget.” When I reach for it, he pulls back.

      “I think it’s time for you to see someone. There’s a counselor near Aunt Veronica that was recommended.”

      “I don’t have time to go to Austin right now.” I grab the pushpins and start looking over the wall. “Did Stanley get back yet? Maybe he can help me search this weekend. So far, he’s the only one who listens to me.”

      “That’s because you’re crazy.” I hear Lincoln snicker. He’s standing behind Mom with Vincent next to him, both glancing around the room like it’s a science project that went awry.

      “Aggie, this isn’t healthy,” Vincent whispers. “I think Mom and Dad are right. You need to see a professional and get away for a while.”

      That’s when it clicks. I’m not going for a weekend visit or to see a counselor a time or two. “You’re sending me away.” The answer is written collectively on their expressions. “I need to be here. I need to find Haley. It’s our senior year. I can’t just leave.”

      “You’re not going to school half the time, and when you do, you sit in class and stare off into space according to Principal Norman.” Mom’s tone is hushed. “I didn’t realize it was this bad, but we all agree it’s best if you take some time. Let the police handle this. They’ll find Haley.”

      “No, they won’t!” I shriek, my fingers pressing against my temples. “They won’t even listen to me. They won’t search for her. They won’t even pull her phone records. Chief Kirby swears she ran away, but he won’t request camera footage from the bus stations or airports nearby. Her dad thinks she ran away too. I bet he told the chief that and that’s why they won’t search for her. Maybe he killed her?”

      “Agatha,” Dad hollers.

      “No, just listen. They had a fight. She said she wished he’d died instead of her mom. What if he was angry and hurt her?” I grab a marker and make a quick notation next to Mr. Hutchins’s name.

      My mom cries, “Please, Aggie, stop. I can’t handle this anymore.”

      She starts ripping photographs off the wall, grabbing at the notes hanging from the yarn. I’m able to snatch some as she waves them around. “This isn’t helping Haley or you. You need to go. Now. And don’t come back. This is tearing us apart. Don’t you see what it’s doing to this family? Your dad is sick with worry. Your brothers can’t focus on their schooling because they’re too busy trying to make sure you’re not cursing your principal out or trespassing on someone’s property. Everyone is suffering because of this craziness. Haley might’ve run away. She might come back. She might not. But she’s not here, and we are. And I have to protect my kids even if it’s from themselves.”

      My fingers crumple the paper in my hand as I look to my dad. “You need to go, Aggie. Pack your things, we’ll leave in the morning.”

      “I don’t want to go.” I need to find Haley.

      “You don’t have a choice. You’re seventeen and we’re still in charge of your well-being. Either go willingly or I’ll have you checked into a psych ward until you’re eighteen and maybe even after that.” He motions around the room. “It wouldn’t be hard to convince them you belong there.”

      Locked up in a room with no way out. Just like the interrogation room at the police station. I’d be stuck and helpless. I don’t have a choice. But I do have an answer: If I was lost and needed help, my dad wouldn’t try to find me. He’d abandon me. Just like he’s doing right now. My mom too. Even my brothers want me to go away.

      “I hate you. Both of you,” I tell my parents and run as fast as I can out of the house.
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      The coroner’s van is a horrible reminder of why we’re here. I’ve watched the line of police cars grow longer and longer, most arriving with lights flashing as they block off the area. I’m far enough away that I can’t see her with all the personnel around, but close enough to observe the anguish on Tucker’s face.

      When he notices me watching him, he walks over. “Aggie, let me take you back to the station or drop you at the hotel. You shouldn’t be here.”

      “I don’t want to leave.”

      “Do you want me to call someone for you? You shouldn’t be alone right now.”

      My teeth pinch the inside of my lip. “I’m used to being alone. Besides, I don’t have anyone to call.” I glimpse past him towards the lake. “Are you sure it’s Jana?”

      “There’re pretty certain but going to wait on DNA before they make an official confirmation. So, it’ll take some time.”

      “Wh-what happened to her?”

      “It’s unclear. A fisherman spotted her. There’s some rope hung up around her wrist and arm. She might’ve gotten twisted in it when she jumped in. There’re logs and all kind of things beneath the surface.” He flinches faintly as he continues, “We won’t have answers until they do the autopsy, and even then, we still might have some lingering questions.”

      “We’re so far away from the cove.”

      “The currents could’ve brought her here.”

      “No.” I shake my head, my highlighted map of the lake’s currents coming to mind. “I studied these currents in detail. This was one of the least-likely places for the current to bring the body.”

      “Aggie, it could’ve been something else. There’re a ton of boats and watercrafts on the lake. There’s also the possibility of alligators and other wildlife that could interfere with where the currents would normally flow.”

      “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Tragedy rarely does.” Tucker moves beside me, his hands in his pockets. “I’m so very sorry for bringing you into this. I prayed we’d find her safe and sound. I never expected this.”

      “Has anyone told Brittany yet?”

      “Yeah. Officers went to both the Decatur residence and to inform Jana’s parents before the media got ahold of the news.” He motions to the line of police vehicles, and it’s not hard to piece together the natural conclusion between the law enforcement and the coroner’s presence. “We’re going to be here for a while before we head back to the station. There’s no shame if you want to go to the hotel and take a short break.”

      “I can’t. I don’t want to sit in a silent room with only the thoughts in my mind. Please don’t ask me to leave again.”

      “I won’t.” He shoves off the truck and starts to head away before he suddenly stops and rotates back to me. There’s a moment where he stays frozen in place before he makes his way back over and stops a few feet away. “And if you need someone to call, you do have somebody. You can always call me. I promise you, I’ll answer.”

      He slowly closes the distance between us, his arms moving to wrap me in a comforting embrace. I hug him back, tucking my face against his chest. “I thought it was Haley. Then part of me was glad it wasn’t her. How horrible of a person does that make me?”

      “Human, Aggie. It makes you human. And there’s no doubt in my mind you would’ve moved heaven and earth to bring Jana home safe if you could’ve. You didn’t cause this. Stop blaming yourself for things you can’t control.” His arms remain securely around me until I shift back, and he slowly releases me. “I’ll be over there if you need anything.”

      I watch as he rejoins the investigation. One of the things I don’t second-guess is that Tucker Patel is a man who makes promises and keeps them. Though I hope I’ll never have to take him up on his offer—I don’t want to be in the position where I need someone to call. I’ve been on my own since the day I turned eighteen and left my aunt’s house. I finished school on my own. I made it without anyone else. And that’s worked for me. That’s how I need to keep going.
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      It’s been hours since they found Jana and it still doesn’t seem real. Even as I sit at the police station and watch people scatter around. An officer passes by, pausing only to set a bag down on Tucker’s desk that contains two to-go cartons before he hurries away.

      Tucker drops into his chair as he says, “We never got to eat, so I ordered us some burgers.”

      “Thanks.” I appreciate the thought, but my appetite hasn’t returned just yet. Tucker doesn’t touch his meal either and keeps working. “Aren’t you going to eat?”

      He doesn’t stop typing as he says, “I need to finish up this report. Just want to get it done while it’s clear in my head.”

      “About Jana.”

      “Yes.”

      “Is there anything new?” Not like they’ve had time, but I still want to know more.

      “Not much. Still waiting. But I gotta get this report attached to some pictures.”

      “Can I see the pictures?” I ask as his fingers stop typing mid-stroke.

      “You don’t need to torture yourself, Aggie.”

      “I’m not.” I’d inadvertently seen a little too much when an officer pulled back the sheet before Tucker realized I was behind him, then he proceeded to have me wait by his truck. All I saw was her arm and the rope he mentioned, but that was more than enough because her pale skin and polished fingernails are burned into my mind. Haley’s nails were painted a glittery pink color the night she went missing.

      “Just sleep on it. We’ll go over them later if you still want to see more details on the case. We won’t know much else until we get the autopsy results, and that’ll take weeks.”

      He closes his laptop and grabs the bag of food as he stands. “Come on. Break time.”

      Following behind him, we enter the breakroom area. Another guy ends up joining us with a plate of food, and I’m happy for the distraction because as Tucker speaks with him, I run all the details of the case through my head.

      Once it’s just the two of us again, he asks, “Heading back to Miller Ridge soon or do you want to hang around a little longer?”

      I don’t want to leave, but this case is solved. I’m not sure I’ll ever solve Haley’s, and the more I search for her, the more it feels like torture. “Not sure yet,” I say as my phone chimes with a text alert. When I pull it out of my back pocket, I see it’s Stanley.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi Aggie. I heard the latest and just wanted to make sure you’re okay.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Yeah. I’m fine.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Let’s get together before you leave town, okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Stanley assumes I’m heading out since Jana has been found. Even though I probably should, I still don’t know what the right thing to do is. I hate that everyone gave up on Haley. I did once, too, and I’m not sure I can do that again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Will do.
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      Every muscle in my body aches. The chair at the police station isn’t comfortable at all, but that wasn’t the only reason I left. There’s a much-needed shower in my future. I feel disgusting and hope a shower will help relieve some of the soreness before we meet up again in a few hours.

      But once I get to my floor, I spot someone sitting, back propped up against my door. I immediately recognize Grady from his stance. His shoulders are hunched as he rests against the door. I almost turn and walk away, but he lifts his head and spots me.

      He’s on his feet but doesn’t move towards me. “I heard about Jana. I just wanted to check in with you. I know it can’t be easy after everything.”

      “I’m fine.” It’s not like I’d ever confide in Grady, even if I wasn’t all right.

      A smile slowly stretches across his mouth. “You’re scared of me. Never thought it’d happen. Out of everyone, I thought you’d come to your senses someday and realize I’d never hurt Haley. Or is your detective boyfriend filling your head with ideas?”

      “He’s not my boyfriend, and he’s not filling my head with ideas. I can think for myself.” I push past him.

      “Yeah. I’m sure y’all have been reminiscing about the good ole days at Cromwell High together.”

      My hand freezes as I turn back. “Tucker went to Cromwell?” I’d assumed he wasn’t from around here.

      “He didn’t tell you?” Grady looks exceptionally pleased with himself as he informs me, “He not only attended high school with us, but he knew Haley.”

      “You’re lying,” I reply, though I can tell he’s not. Why wouldn’t Tucker have mentioned it at some point?

      Grady keeps a smirk in place. “In my experience, keeping secrets is a sign of guilt.”

      “Because you’ve always been so forthcoming and truthful, Grady.”

      His cocky façade fades as he grunts with frustration. “I screwed up. I was young and stupid, and, no, those still aren’t good excuses. Losing the best thing that ever happened to me made me grow up and want to be a better man. And I’ve been trying to ever since. But you’ll only see the idiot kid who was a screwup. Just like everyone else in this town.” He starts to walk away and stops to look at me. “I missed you, Aggie.”

      With that, Grady doesn’t look back again as he leaves.

      No need for the shower to give me a second wind, that conversation did the trick.

      Why hasn’t Tucker said anything? I replay our conversations and realize I’ve never actually asked him if he knew Haley. But would that be information he’d naturally volunteer? Unless he had a reason not to …

      I decide to quickly shower, because I do need to freshen up, then get dressed. Tucker had offered for me to visit his house when I first arrived. He wouldn’t do that if he were hiding anything. He asked me here to help. All the worst-case intentions zip through my mind, and I hate it. Trusting isn’t natural for me, but I thought Tucker was more trustworthy than not.

      We’d planned to meet back at the station, but I decide against that. Solely because I can’t wait.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you headed to the station yet?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Just getting out of shower. Is everything all right?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Just need to talk to you about something.

      

      

      

      

      

      In person. Because I want to see his reaction. I hate Grady. He wasn’t my favorite person anyway, but now he has me questioning everything I thought was true and real, and I don’t need help in the doubt department at all.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll be back at the station in an hour or two, or you can swing by my place.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Stupid girl.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Send me the address and I’ll be there in a few.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Even though I don’t need to map it, I click on his address when it pops up, which opens his location in my maps. But I don’t need directions. It’s a familiar street near the high school. I park at the curb in front of his house and walk up the pathway.

      He has the door open before I’m halfway up the walk. His smile bright and welcoming as he stands in a T-shirt and sweatpants, his hair still damp from the shower. I’ve only seen him in slacks and button-down shirts along with a tie most days, nowhere close to this casual at all.

      “Come on in,” he tells me as I stride through the doorway. I’m scanning the foyer as he asks, “What’s up?”

      The house is as warm and welcoming as its owner. “Did you grow up here?”

      He looks a little confused before he replies, “Yes. This was my grandparents’ house.” I follow him into the kitchen as he continues, “I never even considered selling because it feels like home. Coffee?” He holds up a carafe in one hand and a mug in the other hand.

      “Did you know Haley?” I watch as his smile fades. He pours a cup of coffee and slides creamer and sugar across the counter for me, then fills the other mug for himself.

      “I didn’t know her well, but I did see her around school.”

      I march around the counter and stand in front of him, searching his face for some sort of reaction and truth. “And you’ve failed to mention that tidbit over the last few days?”

      “I guess so. I really didn’t have any reason to because I didn’t know her well at all.”

      “You attended Cromwell High School with us. I don’t remember you.”

      “I don’t remember you either. I was a grade ahead.” He drops his eyes to the floor before locking eyes with me again. “I didn’t hear your name mentioned until after Haley was missing. I sat in a classroom with Haley a dozen times for student council meetings, Aggie. Nothing more. Nothing less. I don’t even think I ever spoke a word directly to her.”

      Something feels weird about his explanation. “You should’ve said something sooner. Grady telling me doesn’t make the news easy to take.”

      “Ah. Of course. He wants to spin something in his favor.”

      “And you handed it right to him. It wouldn’t have even been a big deal, had I known.” And I have to admit to myself that it still makes me question if there’s anything else he’s holding back. “Did you know Stanley in school?”

      “We had a class together. Maybe two. But that’s about it. In a school the size of Cromwell, it’s hard to remember and recall every classmate in your grade. But I do remember your brother Vincent from student council too. He was a little more outspoken on some matters.”

      “Yeah, he was.”

      “Oh, and Lincoln from football—but really just his name. I didn’t play, but some of my buddies did, and of course I heard all about the star quarterback who took Cromwell to the state championship game the year after I graduated.”

      “You remember Haley and all three of my brothers yet never mentioned it.”

      “Aggie, you can trust me. I didn’t intentionally withhold information for any reason other than to remain focused entirely on details that I thought were relevant and important.” He takes a step away, his hand rubs over his face as he takes in a deep inhale before he utters, “But I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that I’ve wished a million times that I’d known you back then and could’ve helped you when you really needed someone.”

      The intensity in his declaration makes me take a step back to put some space between us. I’m not ready for whatever he’s saying—and not saying. And the thought of him actually being there back then to help makes me feel even more isolated. How different would things had gone if I’d had one person who helped, trusted, believed me then? But I can’t let my mind go there. Because there was no one. And nothing is going to change that.

      He takes the hint, shifting in the opposite direction from me, and states, “That summer after graduation, I was already in Lubbock working with a family friend and his dad while waiting for classes to start at Texas Tech. I didn’t come home to visit until Thanksgiving. My grandparents came out to see me often because they didn’t want me spending my money driving here. I wasn’t anywhere near Shepherd Lake that day.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “It’s my alibi. I can give you the name of the company and the place I rented until it was time to move into the dorms if you want to verify any or all of it.”

      I get why he’s explaining, but he has to understand. “Wouldn’t you think it was odd if I withheld information from you?”

      “No. But I also trust you. And know you’ll tell me anything I need to know whenever you’re ready to share.”

      “Well, I don’t have the same level of trust to give so freely.”

      He whispers, “Another thing I wish I could’ve protected you from.”

      I realize he’s well-intentioned, but the sentiment doesn’t make me feel elated or worthy. “I don’t need you to protect me. I need the truth.”

      Tucker folds his arms over his chest, his head shaking as he briefly closes his eyes. “And I’ve been trying to help you find it, whether you believe it or not. I put in a call to a buddy of mine who owes me a favor. He can look into Mr. Hutchins’s financials a little more in-depth than I could access. I don’t understand why the information wasn’t pulled at all back then, but I’m hoping that info can shed some light on things now or at least give us a starting point.” He moves to sit on the barstool as he speaks confidently, “I should have the info in the next day or so.”

      “When did you ask him?”

      His confidence wavers when he replies, “Sunday on my way home from Miller Ridge.”

      “That’s before I agreed to come to Cromwell. Years ago, I couldn’t get your PD to lift a finger, and now you’re chasing leads above and beyond on a cold case. Why not use the favor to check into something or someone in Jana’s life? Why would you use that kind of resource for Haley’s case?”

      “I wanted to do this for you. After speaking with you, I could tell how much you need to solve Haley’s case … to have some peace. And I don’t expect anything in return, which is why I made the call before you agreed. I wanted to do what I could with the resources I have available.”

      “Why does your buddy owe you a favor?”

      A smile peeks at the corner of his mouth. “I kind of saved his life when we were on patrol together before he became a big-shot CIA agent.”

      “And you used up your favor with the big shot for me? That doesn’t sound equivalent.”

      “Feels that way to me. And like I said, I don’t expect anything in return, so don’t worry about it. I wanted to get whatever I could whether you came to town or not.”

      “You were gonna investigate Haley’s case too?”

      He lets out a lighthearted chuckle. “Are you genuinely questioning that?”

      Not anymore. “I didn’t think anyone cared.”

      “For good reason. But things are different now. And I didn’t mention it before, because I didn’t want to get your hopes up, but since I needed an alibi and defense, I figured I’d lay my cards on the table.”

      “Just don’t withhold anything else, please. I don’t like being blindsided, and I’m kind of an overthinker.”

      “Kind of?” he asks with a smile. “Then I guess I should tell you that I need more coffee and a good breakfast before we get the day started. But I can’t cook worth a crap, so we need to grab something.”

      I lift the mug and take a sip. “At least you make good coffee.” It’s nice to know the man has one flaw.
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      August 19, 2007

      12:18 a.m.

      Shepherd Lake is just as dark as it was that night. Only now I’m alone. And there’s nothing in me that fears the darkness. I’m numb. Defeated.

      I don’t have a choice. My parents want me to leave and stop searching for her. None of the effort matters. The outcome won’t change. Haley is gone. No one seems to give a damn.

      The canoe doesn’t move. The water still as I float in the same spot in middle of Jinks Cove. I stare into the dark water, waiting, wishing for anything to arise. A sign. A hint. Something that gives me a morsel of hope to hold onto.

      “Haley!” I scream into the silence. What if she can’t hear me? What if she can hear me but can’t answer?

      “Take me, you bastard. Come and get me.” I stand, screaming into the night. “Please, Haley, just take me wherever you are.” I drop onto the seat, the boat shifting and rocking. Nothing. Numb. How can I feel so empty and miserable at the same time?

      “Please. I don’t want to be here anymore. I don’t want to do this anymore.” I can’t even cry. I just feel dead. Maybe that’s what happens when the pain gets so bad it’s unbearable. We just become hollow. Because I have to confess, it’s better than feeling agony.

      I remain motionless, watching and listening for hours before I paddle back to the dock. There’s no use in fighting. It’s over. Haley is gone and I’m being sent away. My parents are right. What will senior year be without my best friend?

      Once I reach the Wilmotts’ dock, I step off the canoe and watch as it floats a few feet away. Vacant and purposeless.

      Dropping down on the dock, I sit and watch as it remains in place, almost appearing like its floating back to the dock. But the water is so calm, it’s not moving at all. I will never have to get in that vessel ever again. And it gives me the slightest sense of relief. At least one piece of the nightmare is done.

      Maybe leaving will be a good thing. Because when I look at the Wilmotts’ home, I no longer see happy memories or the fun times spent on the property. I see Haley wandering down this dock and never setting foot back on it.

      “I hate it here.” I stand to walk away for the final time but first, I whisper, “I’m sorry, Haley.”

      I’m only met with silence.
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      A memorial for Jana is the last place on the planet that I want to be. But it felt disrespectful to not show after everything. And this time, I know the person we’re paying our respects to is gone. Beyond a doubt. Woefully.

      I take a seat in the back and listen as Principal Norman approaches the podium. The church is packed wall to wall with students. Each one has a solemn expression until I spot Dorothea and Elliot. They’re whispering about something as they approach. When Dorothea sees me, she gives me a toothy smile and heads in my direction. Elliot follows and sits on the other side of her. He looks more frustrated than upset, but Dorothea keeps her attention pointed in the area where Brittany is seated.

      A few other students speak before Brittany takes the podium. She’s only up there for a minute before she’s overcome and the pastor escorts her away while she sobs.

      Who spoke at Haley’s memorial? There’s no way I could’ve formed a cohesive sentence and spoken about her in front of so many people.

      After the pastor finishes, the crowd lingers in the church. Tucker steps away while I stay near the back, watching and waiting. For what, I don’t know. But my sight line finds Brittany constantly. Every glance gets more difficult until I make eye contact with her. Her eyes are swollen and red-rimmed, she looks away quickly.

      Heading outside, I realize a good portion of the crowd is still here, chatting and talking, as I duck around the side of the church and lean against the wall.

      When Tucker finds me, there’s worry on his face.

      “I’m fine. I just needed a second.”

      He softly says, “I’m going back inside. If you need anything, just call.”

      “Okay.” I remain in place. I can get through this.

      About five minutes later, I spot Dorothea and Elliot again, only they’re arguing. I can’t make out what their saying, but from their jerky movements and Elliot slinging his hands through the air and stomping off, it’s a heated topic. Dorothea stands, her arms tucked tightly across her chest, until she spots me.

      After marching over, she flops against the wall beside me. “He doesn’t understand it.”

      I can’t help but ask. “Understand what?”

      “My deep-seated feeling that something is off-kilter.” Her eyes have tears welling in them as she turns to me. “You understand it, right? You have to. Like you’ve been watching and reading people for so long that you just know something is not right and you can’t let it go.” She looks out over the parking lot.

      “Yes, I do.” When she remains quiet and doesn’t go into her usual string of contemplations, I get worried. “What’s going on?”

      “He’s angry with me because I wouldn’t drop it.”

      “Drop what?”

      Nervously, she glances over to me. “I asked Brittany a few questions. The first one upset her, but none of the officers, including Detective Patel, will answer my inquiries because it’s an ‘ongoing investigation.’”

      “What did you ask Brittany?”

      “I wanted to know the reason she and Faith had an argument last week.”

      “They were arguing?”

      “Yes. It’s suspicious, right? I mean they weren’t even just arguing. They were screaming at each other. It happened at the skating rink where Faith works—well, used to work; she got fired. And now everything is good, all forgotten. Makes no sense, right?”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      “I need a different perspective. And so does Elliot.” She hurries away, calling over her shoulder, “Have Detective Patel check into it, please. Just in case I can’t make any headway.”

      As I usually do after a conversation with Dorothea, I’m left contemplating. Her words ‘a different perspective’ echo in my head.

      Hurrying inside the church, I get Tucker’s attention and motion for him to follow me outside to his truck. When we’re out of earshot, I turn and tell him, “I needed a different perspective.”

      Bewilderment masks his face. “Okay.”

      “Mr. O’Brien said Brittany was hunched over and crying. How could she be looking for Jana while bent over and down in the boat? You’d lean over the side to search the water.”

      “Aggie,” Tucker says, and I hear his thoughts. I’m reaching. I’m overthinking. I’m taking it too far. But Dorothea is right. Something has felt off. Jana was in the wrong area. I know there are other explanations, but not when all the other factors don’t make sense too.

      A flash of Jana fills my mind. The rope around her wrist.

      “The knot,” I whisper. “Someone who knew boats tied both knots.” Tucker gapes at me as I explain. “The canoe was tied to the ramp with the same knot. It’s a bowline knot. Jonah taught me how to do one.”

      Tucker’s eyes widen a bit. “It’s a lake. There’re plenty of ropes and boats that have the same knots in the debris.”

      “It doesn’t make sense, Tucker.” I breathe. “I know. Overthinker. But when all of it doesn’t make sense, it’s worth looking into. The location doesn’t make sense. Especially if she was caught on something in the cove. It’s at least ten miles away from there.” I gasp, going over Brittany’s words in my head.

      “Agatha, tell me what it is. I promise I’m keeping an open mind.”

      “The noises she heard—a car passing by. There aren’t any traffic noises when you’re in Jinks Cove or even on that side of Shepherd Lake. The trees and houses are situated just right. I’ve sat in a canoe in that exact spot on that lake for hours and hours. I’ve never once heard a car. Even when people pulled into the Wilmotts’ driveway, I still couldn’t hear it. Silence—that’s the only sounds she’d have heard if she was actually in Jinks Cove.”

      He’s quiet as I continue “There was sand and scratches on the floor of the canoe. Maybe it was sand from the bank. It’s covered in sand right there by the overpass. Or not sand at all but cement from a brick.”

      “Aggie.”

      “No, just hear me out,” I plead, and he waits for me to finish my awful thought. “The video. Jana said the boat was heavy. What if there was a brick or something that she tied the rope to and the other end to Jana, but it came loose.”

      “Canoes are heavy.” He holds his hands up in defense. “I’m not trying to discredit your theory.”

      “I know. But wouldn’t you rather know for certain?”

      “Of course.”

      “The video of them pushing the canoe. Can we watch it again?”

      “Yes. I have a copy.” He grabs his laptop from his truck and brings up the video. I watch for the area where the scratches are. It’s dark, and you can barely see, but it does look like something is there. “Do you see something?”

      He doesn’t respond as he rewinds the video and freezes it. “I can’t see it clearly enough.” Then moves on to the video of them saying Haley’s name three times, but the camera never gets a clear shot of the bottom of the boat. “Why would Brittany hurt her best friend?”

      “There’s not a reason I could think of to make me do that. But nothing makes sense about this.” I debate explaining my logic to him, but I know Tucker will listen to me with an open mind no matter how nutty I sound. “Dorothea said Brittany and Faith had a big fight. They never mentioned that.”

      “We never asked if Jana had issues with anyone else, just issues between the two of them.”

      “Let’s go back to Shepherd Lake. I need to show you something.”

      “Aggie.”

      “I’m okay. I need to show you and look around again for myself.”

      “Lead the way.” He climbs into the driver’s seat, and we go back to the Wilmott property.

      As soon as the truck comes to a stop, I hop out and walk down to the end of the dock. “Look at the knot.” I point to the rope, still tied since that night. Once I step into the canoe, I point to the floor. “I thought it was sand. Something heavy scraped against the wood right there or am I imagining things?”

      He examines the area. “It’s possible.”

      I sit on the bench and lean forward. “What am I going to find right here?” Then I motion to the knot. “And this—she took extra time to tie the boat up neatly.”

      His skepticism is evident, and I don’t blame him.

      “Yes, Patel. Everyone reacts differently in a crisis situation. But is there any part of you that wouldn’t try everything you could to find your best friend?” Before he answers, I confess, “I was terrified out of my mind—for Haley and because I hate dark water—but I jumped in because she needed me.” I choke the sob back, but it rises from my throat. “And I can tell you that I wasn’t worried about tying a rope. I actually just left the boat near the dock and jumped out. The water is so calm in the cove that the boat won’t float away unless it has a shove or something. And tell me, even now, in the broad daylight, what do you hear? What sounds? Anything? And we’re not even in the middle of the cove surrounded by the trees and houses.”

      He’s considering it. “I don’t want to believe it was anything but a tragic accident.”

      “Me too. But really, why wouldn’t she at least be standing up or searching around the outside of the boat? Why wouldn’t she be looking for Jana?”

      “Because she knew she wouldn’t find her.” Tucker huffs. “If it wasn’t an accident, we need to find out.”

      “How?”

      “Start with the why. There has to be a grim reason to take another life.”

      I agree and can’t even fathom a reason I’d take another life. This lake really is cursed. “I still hate it here.”
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      I stand on the other side of the glass, listening to Tucker question Brittany. He’d asked her to come in and give a statement and clarify some details, and she’d done so voluntarily. She’s still wearing the same clothes she had on at the memorial service. How can you sit there and grieve a death you caused?

      There’s still a little voice in my head saying I’m crazy and I’m overthinking, and all this is going to make sense when she explains. But the more Tucker asks, the more it doesn’t add up. And her story changes every time she opens her mouth.

      When Tucker calls her on it, I don’t believe my ears as she says, “I might’ve tied the canoe up. I’m a little confused on some of the details. It’s been a long few days,” she innocently giggles and blinks rapidly. That’s when I know for certain. She killed Jana.

      Tucker continues questioning her, her demeanor calm and cool until he says, “Our video analysis team inspected the footage from that night. They noticed something odd about it.”

      Brittany squirms against the chair, her face turned slightly away from Tucker as she speaks softly, “A girl on that video is dead now. So yeah, it is odd.”

      “No, it’s not about Jana. It’s the fact that the video wasn’t from that night.” My eyebrows shoot up at the information I didn’t even know yet as he plays the video. “They were able to pull the metadata. The date showed the video wasn’t even taken this year. It was from Halloween night last year to be exact.”

      “No, they’re confused. It was from that night.”

      Tucker doesn’t waver. “Faith didn’t move to Cromwell until March of this year, so she wasn’t around last Halloween, and it was easy to pass the video off as one from that night. She wasn’t around back then. I’m surprised it wasn’t on your social media accounts. But maybe they have been deleted since then. That is something our team can recover too. But the metadata doesn’t lie. So, what happened that night? Did you go out on Shepherd Lake with Jana?”

      “We were there. I don’t care what your techie guy claims.”

      Tucker remains composed. “What about the medical examiner? What will they conclude?”

      Brittany doesn’t respond.

      “And Faith. What will she say when she finds out the truth about that night?”

      When Brittany utters the words, “I want a lawyer,” Tucker stands and exits the room and joins me.

      His face is blank as he looks through the glass at Brittany. “You were right.”

      “Dorothea was right too. And I’ve never wanted to be so wrong this much in my life. It’s horrific.”

      “Yeah, it is. But Jana deserves justice. This is a big step in that direction.”

      “Why did she do it?” I ask, knowing nothing will make sense.

      “Apparently the girls were involved in a car accident when they were away at the concert festival. Chief is still putting together the details, but it was actually a hit-and-run that they were involved in where a man got killed. There were some vague messages between Jana and Brittany on Brittany’s phone, but it seems like Jana wanted to confess but Brittany didn’t want to. My guess is because she was the one driving—and probably drinking—and didn’t want to get in trouble.” He watches her. “Jana’s disappearance—mirroring Haley’s—was an opportunity for misdirection.”

      Her using Haley’s disappearance as a means to get away with murder is even worse than the myths and legends.
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      The ride back to the hotel is tough, but I couldn’t stand being at the police station any longer. I still can’t wrap my head around everything.

      When my phone rings, I see it’s Tucker. I’ve only been gone from the station for a few minutes. Shutting my car off, I answer and brace for more bad news, but all he says is, “I just wanted to double check and make sure you’re all right. I know today was a lot.”

      “For sure. But I’m fine.” I’d already reassured him of it before I left the station, but it’s considerate that he’s checking again. I’ll just never understand how Brittany could go through with it.

      There is something nagging at the back of my mind. He’s never once accused me, but I have to say, “It wasn’t me. You know I didn’t hurt Haley, right?”

      Tucker sighs. “There’s no doubt in my mind. So don’t give it any more of your headspace.”

      The reassurance means more to me than it should. “Thank you.”

      “I’m gonna head home in a few. Would you like to meet me in the morning for breakfast?”

      “I can’t. I’m going to Stanley’s for an early lunch.”

      “Okay. Then rain check?”

      “Sure,” I say as I push the door to my room open. But I stop in the threshold and don’t enter.

      I hear Tucker talking but don’t register what he’s saying because all I see are my papers and photographs scattered all over the hotel room. When I turn to the wall where I’d recreated as much of my research as I could remember, it’s all destroyed. And whoever did it left me a message.

      
        
        Keep digging and see what happens to you.

      

      

      Stepping forward, I rub my finger along the edge of a letter where the red liquid is dripping and smear it together between my fingers. Paint. But it was meant to give the appearance of blood.

      “Aggie, are you there?”

      “Yes. I have to go.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Bye, Tucker.” I disconnect the call, still scanning the wall. Someone left me a message. I should be frightened. Instead, I want to know who did it. Because the only thing this tells me is I’m on to something. Why else would they do this?
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      I’ve reorganized the documents, taped the pictures back in place, then rewrote the timeline. And added a new notch to the present day. A message from someone who doesn’t want me looking into Haley’s disappearance.

      A loud banging on the door makes me jump. I hurry over and open the door to find Tucker.

      He looks me up and down, then takes in the room. “Aggie, what happened?” He rushes in, taking a sweeping look over the room before he studies me, his palms rubbing up my arms. “Are you hurt?”

      “No.” I take a step back, removing his touch. “Someone doesn’t want me digging into Haley’s case.” I motion to the wall then continue making notes before I forget.

      “Agatha, look at me.”

      My hand stops and I pause for a second, unable to face him. I know what I’ll see. I’ll see the look my parents and brothers had the night I was sent away. I won’t be able to finish this.

      “It’s all right. I’m not crazy. I just think better like this. I need a visual board. And obviously there’s something on this wall that threatened someone.”

      Tucker is in front of me, blocking my view of the wall. “Yes. There’s a threat to you on this wall. Why didn’t you tell me? I knew something was wrong when you didn’t answer my calls.” He blows out a frustrated breath and grabs at his hair. “I thought something happened to you.”

      “No, I’m sorry to worry you. I just needed to get this fixed.”

      “This isn’t important. You are. Why would you stay here when someone threatened you?”

      He’s right. I should be worried, scared. I should have run off screaming. Or at least gotten out of the room. Instead, it lit the same determination in me I felt seventeen years ago. I was a kid then and my parents made me stop. That won’t happen again. “I’m going to finish this. I’m not going to run away and bury my head in the fucking sand again. I will find out who wrote this and why they don’t want me to find Haley.” The thought of never finding her makes me ill. “If someone hurt her, they will pay.”

      “Yes. They will. But let’s be smart about it. And safe. This isn’t the way to go about it. This is the way to get yourself hurt. Come back to the station with me, or you can go stay at my place. I’m not leaving you alone until we find out who did this.” His hand slaps the wall.

      “No, I’m fine here. I need to think.” When I go to jot down another detail, Tucker pivots in front of me.

      “I’m not asking, Agatha. Someone left that message for a reason.”

      He’s blocking my way, and I feel like I’m being pulled away again. And I redirect my anger at him and ask, “How do I know it wasn’t you?”

      His head tilts slightly to the side as I see his jaw twitching. “Do you really need my alibi on this too?”

      “No. Pretty sure you were with me the entire time,” I admit “I just need to do this.”

      “Okay, but there’s no need to be reckless and go running into danger. Or be a sitting duck and let them come back for you.”

      “I’m not trying to be reckless. I’m simply not going to be scared away by some threat.” It won’t help me look sane or in my right mind, but it’s true. “Death doesn’t scare me because life has been more painful than anything I can imagine afterwards. There was a time where I would’ve welcomed death. But I was too numb. So, this”—I wave over the room—“doesn’t scare me. It only tells me that there’s something someone doesn’t want me to figure out.”

      Tucker finishes my thought, “And it makes you want to figure it out more.”

      “Bingo.”

      “I get it, Aggie. I’m not saying we won’t figure out who did this, I just need you to do it with me tagging along.” Tucker waits until I look at him to say, “Death doesn’t scare me either, but losing someone I care about does.”

      I break eye contact, not wanting to process his words. I don’t want him to care about me. I don’t want to care about him. But it’s too late for that. “This is how I think. I need to think.”

      “We’ll recreate it. Grab everything.” He starts collecting the papers and pulling the string off the wall before he grabs a plastic bag that is supposed to be for dirty laundry. “Place everything in here, and we’ll put it back up. It’ll help me understand if we go through all the pieces together anyway.”

      I don’t know him that well, but I know he won’t give up on this. Maybe having another set of eyes would be beneficial. That reminds me that I need to get in touch with Dorothea and find out what she has on Haley’s case. Because there’s no way I can’t figure it out now. So, I agree with his demand even though it doesn’t feel exactly right. “All right. I’ll go with you.”

      “Get your clothes and all your belongings too. I’m going to make a few calls. Then we need to go to the lobby to see if they have hallway footage or saw anyone around your room.”

      “They don’t,” I inform him because I already thought about that. “The night clerk said the camera’s storage system has been down, so the footage isn’t saved, and they didn’t see anyone out of place.”

      “Damn it, Agatha. What part of self-preservation do you not comprehend? You can’t investigate if you’re hurt or dead. You should’ve called me.”

      I know none of my actions were exactly smart but I’m tired of still feeling like I’m getting a lecture for just trying to find Haley. “What part of ‘I don’t need you’ did you not comprehend?”

      There’s a shift in his posture, his body rigid as he helps gather my things. “Clearly. Get your things. We’re leaving now.”
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      After we left the hotel, we swung by the police station before heading back to Tucker’s house. It didn’t seem like the best idea, but it was more appealing than staying at the station. Plus, he said I could post all the evidence on the wall in his guest room. And being there without prying eyes and space to think won me over. But the expression I saw on Tucker’s face at the hotel is still bugging me. He didn’t look at me like I’d lost my mind, but now he won’t look at me at all and has barely spoken since we left the hotel.

      After he shows me to the guest room, I ask, “Are you going to give me the silent treatment from now on?”

      “I’m not giving you the silent treatment. I don’t have anything to say.”

      “I find that hard to believe.” And I don’t like it. “You seem angry. If you are, just tell me.”

      “Nope. Just frustrated and disappointed that you have no regard for your own safety.”

      “I’m not trying to get hurt.”

      He finally looks at me only to say, “I find that hard to believe.”

      The comment irritates me beyond measure. “Don’t act like you know me. It’s only been a week since you strolled into the salon and inserted yourself into my life. I have clients I see once a year who know more about me than you do.”

      He gets that look I don’t like. The one where I know he’s about to tell me something I don’t want to hear. And his defeated tone doesn’t help as he tells me, “And yet, I can’t imagine you not in mine now.”

      Okay. Maybe the silent treatment was better. I’m not ready to respond to that. At all.

      Once he nears the doorway, he mechanically informs me, “Bathroom is down the hallway. There’re towels in the cabinet. Extra soaps, shampoos, and everything under the sink. I’m going downstairs to shower, then I’ll make us a pot of coffee. Holler if you need anything.” He walks out, closing the door behind him.

      His absence hits me a little more than it should. I drop to sit on the edge of the bed but can’t sit still, so I head to the window. Pushing the curtain back, I look out over the street. It’s lit, but there’s darkness in spots. I imagine someone staring back at me but don’t move. Maybe Tucker is right, I don’t have any self-preservation. Because I stand and watch, hoping they’ll make a move and reveal themselves. Or even come after me. And that’s when it dawns on me. Tucker will protect me whether I want him to or not. If he gets hurt, I’ll never forgive myself.

      I haven’t had someone to worry about in a long time. Being alone is hard, though sometimes easier in ways. I don’t want guilt or expectations or to worry about anyone else getting hurt. Or them being here one day and gone the next. Figuring Haley’s case out and getting the hell out of here is the best plan I can think of.

      Quickly showering, I head back to the room and start piecing together the evidence. I have a few things pinned up on the wall when Tucker knocks on the door. It opens, but he waits at the doorway, two mugs in his hand, and doesn’t enter the room until I say, “Come in.”

      He passes me a mug as I tell him, “Thanks.”

      There’s still tension between us. And I don’t like it. “I’m sorry about earlier. I get a little intense when it comes to this. Last time, I was in a trance or something for a day and didn’t realize how much time had passed.” I want to explain. Help him try to understand why I am the way I am. I don’t want to be the person who shuts down and shuts people out, but I am. “That’s the night my parents told me to leave Cromwell. I realize why they did.” Sort of. “I know I look crazy, but this is how my mind works and how I organize my thoughts when it’s too much.”

      He studies the few pieces I have pinned up. “You’re not crazy, Aggie. Just walk me through it so I can follow and don’t miss a beat.”

      “Okay.” I take in a deep lungful of air, start at the beginning, and attempt to not get too immersed. Again.
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      It’s hours later when Tucker says, “We should get some sleep.” Before I can give him my reasons to not, he says, “Not getting any rest won’t help your thought process. Trust me. Aren’t you supposed to have lunch with your brother tomorrow?”

      “Yes, but he’ll understand.”

      “He will. But it won’t hurt to step back for a few minutes. It’ll probably help. It does for me. When I’m stuck, I take a walk. Sounds silly, but there’s a track behind the station that I’ve walked around at least a thousand times.”

      I do want to see Stanley again. And especially Sawyer. “I feel like I’ll lose momentum or forget a vital factor.”

      Tucker reminds me, “You couldn’t forget even if you tried. You said it yourself.”

      “Touché,” I reply, then continue before I can change my mind. “Want to come to Stanley’s with me?”

      There’s some reluctance even as he says, “Yes.”

      Once he calls it a night and heads downstairs, I attempt to get some sleep. But my mind just keeps reeling so I just stay in bed and lie there for a few hours. Though, when Tucker returns upstairs hours later, he finds me back at the board. “I just started. I wanted to mark a few cross-references while I waited on you.”

      Once I finish up, we head to Stanley’s house. He meets us at the door, extending a hand to Tucker as he introduces himself.

      “You’re the detective that was at the school the other day, right?” Stanley asks. “I still can’t believe how that ended. The students are really having a hard time.”

      Lincoln walks up behind him. “Yeah. Now at least they’re talking about Bitchy Brittany instead of you.”

      “Shut up, Lincoln,” Freya says as she guides us inside. “That boy has no filter. I think Vincent got too much and there was none left for Lincoln.”

      “Agreed.” The twins couldn’t be more different, but her fitting in so well and knowing them probably better than I do at this point bothers me. Not because of her, but because I should also. “Is Vincent coming today too?”

      “Yes. He’ll be here in a few. I asked him to pick up something sweet for dessert.”

      “Oh, we could’ve stopped,” I offer as she loops her elbow in mine.

      “You’re the guest of honor. Let the boys handle it.”

      We walk out on the back porch. Every time I ask Freya if I can help, she insists that I relax and take it easy, so I end up at the picnic table, sipping a lemonade with Lincoln and Tucker.

      Stanley lights the pit as he talks to Tucker. “You attended Cromwell, right? I don’t remember seeing you around.”

      “Yes. I wasn’t much of a social butterfly.”

      “And a cop was the best job option you had?” Lincoln asks, his bratty little brother facade still intact.

      “My grandpa was an officer. I wanted to follow in his footsteps,” Tucker replies.

      Lincoln snickers. “You couldn’t pay me to follow in Dad’s footsteps. I’ll leave all the construction work for him.”

      Tucker asks, “You’re in finance?”

      “Yep. Wasn’t my first career choice, but I get to sit in AC all day,” Lincoln jokes. Vincent steps onto the back porch as Lincoln points at him, “It’s better than working in a library though.”

      Vincent ignores him and says, “Sorry I’m late.”

      “Hey, Uncle Vince,” Sawyer yells as he runs by then playfully hits Lincoln in the bicep as he says, “And Uncle Loser.”

      Sawyer squeals as Lincoln jumps up and chases after him. “That’s it.”

      Freya shouts, “Don’t run by the pit.” She takes Lincoln’s seat. “It’s like talking to a wall with those two.” She is on her feet within a minute, heading back inside. “I need to grab some more ice.”

      Vincent and Tucker make conversation while I take in everything until I hear a shout from the house. “We’re here.”

      Mom steps onto the porch, her sight immediately landing on me as she halts in place. I didn’t know she’d be coming, and obviously she wasn’t clued in that I’d be here either. Dad goes to step around her, but she blocks his path, “It’s such a gorgeous day even if it’s a little hot out already.” She looks back at Dad. “And Sawyer will be disappointed if he doesn’t get to enjoy the day here with everyone. He wanted everyone to swim in his new pool with him.”

      “It’s gonna be a challenge for everyone to fit,” Freya jokes as she steps back on the porch.

      Apparently making Sawyer happy is important to Dad though because he plasters on a smile. “Where is Sawyer at?”

      “Uncle Link has him running around here, Grandpa,” Freya says.

      “Great,” Dad says as Freya passes him and Mom a glass of lemonade. They awkwardly stay standing, and no one speaks.

      Freya must notice the tension because she attempts to start a conversation, but no one takes the bait.

      Dad focuses on me. “How long will you be staying?”

      Tucker leans my way, his hand tenderly brushing against my arm as I answer, “Still don’t have a time frame.”

      “Just winging it, huh?” Dad asks.

      Mom quickly asks, “Aren’t you living in Austin?”

      “No. I moved to Miller Ridge.”

      “Oh, I thought Stanley said you were still up there.”

      “Nope,” I retort, “been living in Miller for ten years.” My own mother doesn’t even know the city I’ve called home for a decade.

      Freya trails her finger through her blonde hair. “I’ve been thinking about going darker for less maintenance, but my hair has always been blonde. I am ready to chop it all off with this heat.”

      I smile at her the best I can manage and take a sip of my lemonade as Mom volunteers, “I’m sure Aggie wouldn’t mind cutting your hair.”

      Wow. “I don’t have my shears. I left them at the salon. Didn’t expect to need them while I was here.” Not to mention it was a last-minute trip.

      “Well, I can grab a pair of scissors from the kitchen.” Stanley makes a cutting gesture with his fingers. “Or some hedge trimmers from the garage.”

      I smile at his attempt to joke. “Not the same at all.”

      Dad keeps a flat pitch, “What are all your customers doing while you’re here?”

      “I rescheduled most for a later date and the other stylists are taking the appointments that didn’t want to wait.” I should stop but don’t. “Seems like you’re in more of a hurry for me to get back there than they are.”

      “Just want to get back to normal.”

      “Dad,” Vincent murmurs. And for him to say even that much says a lot.

      I tell him, “You’re not the only one. Someone wants me out of Cromwell real bad. Enough to leave a message in my hotel room.”

      It’s not like I really think it is him. But it’s clear he doesn’t want me here. Just sitting at the table sipping on lemonade is so abnormal that he can’t stand it.

      Tucker reaches over and places his hand over mine as I ask Dad, “Was it you?”

      His shoulders tense as he rolls them back when I question if it was or wasn’t him.

      Stanley laughs, “Of course it wasn’t him. Let’s just eat, swim, and enjoy the day.”

      “What did it say?” Mom asks. “Was it bad? Are you really in danger?”

      Tucker responds, “Nothing will happen to her. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Mom keeps her string of thoughts flowing. “Agatha, if you’re in danger maybe it would be best if you head back to Miller Ridge. I wouldn’t want any more tragedy to come about.” She stands and goes inside the house.

      “I need a stronger drink.” Dad follows behind her.

      I don’t think enjoying anything is on the agenda for me today.

      I look over at Vincent when he says my name, his voice hushed as he tells me, “Don’t let them get to you. They’re just trying to make sense of everything.”

      “Me too.” Yet I don’t feel the need to tell them to leave my sight every time I see them.
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      As soon as we get in Tucker’s truck, he says, “Aggie, do you want to talk about it?”

      Which part? My parents wanting me to leave town again, or me accusing my dad of breaking into my hotel room and leaving a threatening note? “Not really. It doesn’t change anything no matter how much we talk.”

      “Mentioning the threat might not have been the best idea. If it was him, it might provoke him. I’d like to have a little more info before we run headfirst into the fire.”

      “It can’t be him, right?”

      Tucker replies, “I hope it’s not,” which confirms he believes there is some chance out there that it might be.

      “Let’s get back to the house.”

      I stare out the window as he says, “I meant it, Aggie. I won’t let anything happen to you. No matter who is on the other side of the threat. Are you sure you want to know?”

      “Now more than ever.”

      “Then we have some work to do, and I work better with snacks. I’m going to have some groceries delivered. Let me know what I can get for you.”

      “Thanks.” I don’t need anything.

      We get to the house and start again, going over every detail and element. It’s hours later when he asks me to swap places, and he tacks a few things on the wall while I sit against the edge of the bed. Before I know it, I drift off to sleep. And I can’t help but think he did that on purpose. Because had I not sat down, I would still be running.

      When I stir awake, the room is dark, but I make out his figure sitting in the chair. Quietly, I stand and continue working on the timeline until I hear a groggy. “You never stop, Aggie. Get some rest.”

      “You’re the one sleeping upright.”

      “Because I don’t sleep anyway, worrying about you up here. I don’t know if you’re safe or climbing out the window to chase some crazy lead without me.”

      That sounds like something I’d do. But not now, not to him. I don’t want to be the person who chases death and makes people worry about them to the point to where they sleep in a chair. “I won’t go anywhere, so go to bed.”

      He yawns, stretching his arms as he stands. “You first.”

      “Even if I get in bed, I’ll probably lie there for hours because I’m wide awake now. The nap helped.” I do feel a little refreshed.

      “I’ll make coffee.” He’s out the door before I can argue. Not that it’d do much good. When he returns, he passes me a fresh mug.

      “Haley didn’t drink coffee.” I stare into the cup, taking a profound whiff of the aroma. “She hated the smell of it. I never understood because it’s one of my favorite smells ever and still is. It took me a while to be able to walk into a coffee shop without crying after she went missing. We could never go inside when she was with us; we’d go through the drive-thru, and she’d still complain about the smell. It drove Riley crazy.”

      “Have you spoken with her?”

      “Yes,” I admit. “She called me right after I found the message on the wall, and I barely remember what I said to her. I was shocked she finally returned my call.”

      “Maybe you should try to reconnect with her. Not for the case, but because she was your best friend once too.”

      “I’ll call her tomorrow.” I glance at the time. “I mean later today.”

      Tucker sleepily says, “Sounds like a plan.”

      “I called Haley’s phone every day for a year. It never rang.”

      “She didn’t have any activity after that night.”

      It takes me a solid minute to catch up with what he’s saying. “How do you know for sure? Was her phone found somewhere?”

      He swiftly grabs a stack of paperwork out of the box he’d grabbed from the station and rummages through it before he hands me a few pages stapled together. “We have her phone records, Aggie.” I grab the papers and scan through as he asks, “You’ve never seen her phone records?”

      “No, I begged Chief Kirby for them, but he said he couldn’t. That’s why I stole the file. I thought he was lying to me and had them.” I look up, trying to recall if I overlooked this, but I know I didn’t. “They weren’t in the file. Where did these come from?”

      He glances down at the paper, and points to the bottom of the page. “The records were generated in October 2010. That’s after Kirby retired and Chief Zamora took over. You’d already left Cromwell well before then, right?”

      Scanning over the date, I realize Tucker is correct. “I was in Austin with my aunt by then. What made him, or someone else, finally request them? I don’t get it, not after the way he outright refused to look into the case at all.”

      I can’t get past the last call. That’s all I’d wanted to know. If she ever made a call or sent a text after that moment she went into the water. And now I have my answer. She didn’t. The last call was 11:46 p.m. on August 2 and the last message was an outgoing one at 1:19 a.m. on the third. Both were before we went out on the lake.

      “Her phone was never found, right?” I clarify, now curious if anything else came about after I left town. “I searched the room she was staying in at the Wilmotts’, the patio, the canoe, around the dock. Everywhere. I even asked her dad to look around her room. He let me, but it wasn’t there. Her clothes were though. And a necklace that she wore every year on her birthday that was a gift from her mom when she turned thirteen. She wore it only that one day of the year because she was so scared it’d get lost. I knew her leaving it meant she didn’t prepare or have a choice. She wouldn’t have gone anywhere without it. But I always hoped she’d just wanted a fresh start, even if it was without any part of her life here. I even wanted to entertain the thought that she left me the message on the wall because she doesn’t want to be found. She just wanted to escape.” I drop the packet on the desk. “She never made it out of the water. There’s no proof anywhere that she did.”

      I feel disoriented as he slowly snakes his arms around me. He doesn’t say a word and just lets me cry. I thought the phone records would help. It was something I’d fought so hard for years ago. But it’s just another dead end.
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      I look over the phone numbers but don’t recognize many. Tucker has fallen asleep in the chair again, and I don’t have the heart to wake him up even to tell him to get in his bed.

      So, I listen to his snores as I scan through the report line by line. All the numbers run together except each time I recognize my phone number and see the minutes I spent talking to her. What I wouldn’t give to relive just ten seconds of it.

      Riley’s number is on it too. I only recall the last four of hers because she used it as a PIN code on her bank card despite our protest that it wasn’t the most secure option. But she said it’s the only one she wouldn’t forget. And it was burned into my brain too. She still has the same number she did back then. I dial the number, knowing she isn’t an early bird, but I have to talk to her.

      “Aggie,” she answers groggily.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      I hear ruffling in the background as she whispers, “It’s okay. I just need to get out of bed, so I don’t wake Knox.”

      Her husband. Someone I’ve never met that she started dating in college. She stayed and went to school here, the thing she didn’t want to do. The thing I wanted to do but couldn’t after I was sent away. So much was lost in a split second. Is there some alternate reality, another timeline where I go to Sam Houston with Haley and Riley heads to California for college and we all stay friends forever?

      “I’m sorry I didn’t answer earlier.” I debate but ultimately decide to tell her, “Someone left me a threatening message for looking into Haley’s disappearance.”

      “Oh my gosh, Aggie. That’s scary. Are you safe? Did you go to the police?”

      I glance over at Tucker. “Yes, I’m safe. I’m going over some more details and wanted to call you back. I’d tried when I was on my way from Miller Ridge.”

      “I was scared to answer.”

      “Scared of me?” My heart thumps against my chest as I listen for her response.

      “Of myself. I had a really hard time after you and Haley were both gone. I couldn’t get out of bed for months until my mom made me see a shrink. And I worried it’d happened again. I never thought you’d come back. And when I realized you were, I didn’t think I could lose you all over again.” She stops talking, but I can hear her soft sobs before she continues with a struggled whisper, “Then I heard about Jana. Her death was so shocking. Now it’s come out that the other girl was arrested for her murder. I don’t know what to think. How could her best friend kill her?”

      That I don’t know. “I swear I didn’t hurt Haley.”

      “Aggie, I know. But what happened that night? There has to be something you’re not telling me, something you’re missing.”

      “Are you kidding me? There’s nothing else. I’m losing my mind trying to scrape every morsel of memory and ruminating continuously over the worst moment of my life. There’s nothing else.” My hand comes up to grip my hair, my elbow hitting the coffee mug as it spills over the dresser. “Fuck. I have to go. But you know me, or least you did. And if you think I’m capable of hurting Haley then you never knew me at all.”

      The line is silent as I end the call then grab some napkins. I blot the paper carefully, tears already flowing.

      Tucker’s voice makes me jump as he speaks from behind me. “There’re digital versions of everything. That’s just a copy.”

      “Okay.” I lightly swipe it, still trying to recover what I can when I hear a noise outside.

      Tucker does too because he’s on his feet, reaching behind his back. I see a pistol in his hand when he says, “Stay here,” as he heads to the door. “Please, Agatha. Do not leave this room,” he instructs. “Stay away from the window.”

      He’s out the door and it’s a few minutes before I hear him return. I didn’t move. I’m still in the same place staring at the coffee-stained papers.

      “Whoever it was is gone. But we need to go. The station will be more secure. I know you want to go over all this info, but we can make headway there too.”

      “Are you sure it wasn’t just our imagination?”

      “Yes. Because I raked the flower beds in front of the windows and there’s fresh prints in the soil. Someone was outside the kitchen window.”

      I don’t move. Staring that the paper.

      “Aggie, we should leave.”

      “I know. But I want to know who it is. Because they know what happened to Haley.”  Keeping focused on the paper, I see what’s been niggling at me. “Her birthday,” I mutter.

      I rub my finger along the date on the phone record until I notice the number. “That’s our landline.”

      “There were lots of calls to it.” Tucker keeps peeking out the window and then back to me. “Why would that stand out to you? I assumed you talked to her all the time on it.”

      “Yes. But not on her birthday. We were at Riley’s house that night. Her parents had gone out of town, so we spent the weekend there. Haley and I were there the entire time. We watched One Tree Hill nonstop because it’s Haley’s favorite show and she’d just gotten the first few seasons on DVD for her birthday. We didn’t go home until Sunday night when Riley’s parents got back.”

      “Did anyone call her phone to speak with you?”

      “No, they didn’t. I had my phone, but I got in trouble with my mom for not checking in all weekend. She was at my grandparents’ house because my grandma was stressed out about my grandpa not wanting to go to the hospital after he fell in the yard. It was later in the week when he finally let my mom take him to the doctor and found out he had a broken wrist.”

      “Who was at your house?”

      “My brothers”—and the one I don’t want to admit—“and my dad. He hated visiting my grandparents.”

      Tucker is thinking what I am. “Where was he the night Haley disappeared?”

      There was never a reason to consider it. “He had a fight with my mom. Stanley called to tell me Dad had left the house.”

      “Why were they fighting?”

      “I don’t know. Money, I think Stanley said. I never asked afterwards because I was so focused on finding Haley.”

      Tucker drops on the edge of the bed, his hands rubbing along the fabric of his pajama pants covering his legs. “Aggie, I have to ask … You said your parents didn’t have a good marriage. Is it possible he had gotten involved with Haley somehow? Did he pay any special attention to her compared to your other friends?”

      “No, he wouldn’t. She wouldn’t.” I study the number, the call originating from my house at 1:33 a.m. and lasting forty-seven minutes. “But someone called her from my house, and it wasn’t me.”

      He sent me away because I was obsessed with finding her.

      He doesn’t want me here now.

      Mechanically, I head downstairs, Tucker behind me. “Aggie, don’t. Let me bring him in for questioning. Let’s do this the right way.”

      Is that why Dad sent me away?

      His expression looking over all the evidence on my bedroom wall flashes through my mind.

      Did my father kill Haley?

      “I can’t wait. I have to know. If he gets called into the station, he’ll know we figured it out. He’ll prepare. I need to catch him off guard.”

      Tucker is on my heels, his anger pouring out as he shouts, “Damn it, Agatha. Stop before you end up dead.”

      I’ve felt dead inside so long, and it might’ve been my father’s doing all along. I turn to Tucker and all I can say is, “I’m sorry.”

      Guilt is eating at me as I drop into the driver’s seat of my car and watch as Tucker lifts a handheld radio to his mouth before he turns and runs back into his house. But I can only steer to my parents’ house. If he did it, nothing else matters. Would he? Could he? And if those answers are yes? What am I supposed to do?
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      Before I can turn into the driveway, Tucker’s truck cuts me off. His tires skid to a stop halfway on the lawn. As we each fly out of our vehicles, he says, “This is a fucking disaster, Aggie.”

      Can’t disagree. Or stop.

      “Just wait until the backup unit gets here. They’ll be here any second.”

      That’s what he was doing on the radio. And that’ll tell my dad to prepare his lies too.

      But it’s too late to prevent that from transpiring because the blue-and-red flashing lights are already materializing behind us as I head for the door. It’s locked. I haven’t had a key to this house in seventeen years, so I pound my fist against the door.

      He might know he’s caught. But he’ll still be put on the spot.

      The door opens, Mom pulls her robe closed as she asks what’s happening.

      Dad steps around her and out the door. “What the hell is this, Agatha?”

      “Did you do it?”

      He keeps a stone-cold stare on me.

      “Haley got a call from the house that night. Was it you?”

      Mom hisses, “Agatha, what on earth are you talking about? Why would your father call Haley?”

      “Why would you?” I ask Dad. “Someone called her from this house on her birthday. I was with her. So, who called her?”

      Mom’s hand covers her mouth, a slight sob escaping, “Aggie, I can’t believe you’d drag us down again after all these years. We can’t keep doing this.” She looks at Tucker and the few officers who are standing around. “We can get you help, Aggie. You need help.”

      “The threat of being locked in a mental institution won’t make me back down this time. I’m not unstable or making this up. Haley talked to someone in this house for forty-seven minutes. Explain it. Because I will find out the truth this time.”

      “Agatha, that’s enough⁠—”

      I’m stunned when Dad cuts her off to admit, “I called Haley.”

      Even though I heard it with my own ears, I can’t comprehend the admission I’ve searched so hard for.

      Mom shifts in front of him. “What are you talking about, Martin? That’s rubbish.” Mom focuses her bewilderment on me. “Aggie, just give us a second to sort all of this out, which we will do among family.”

      Dad looks past me to Tucker. “I killed her.”

      All the blood drains from my face. My hands cling to my stomach as I gulp in air. It feels like I was punched out of my gut. Mom jolts away from Dad like an invisible force shoves her away.

      He steps forward and holds his wrists out. “Her body is buried under the cement slab of a backyard shed at a house over on Hawthorn Street. The first house on the left.”
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      I take it back. Home is where the heart is is not the worst quote ever. It’s been replaced. The truth shall set you free has to be the most preposterous phrase I’ve ever heard in my entire life. Because the truth just imploded my world. I don’t think it could get any worse.

      Sitting on the floor of the police station bathroom while my dad is being booked for murdering Haley was never, ever a contemplation I entertained. Yet here I am with my back against the cold metal door of the stall while I ponder every interaction between the two of them.

      Ever since Tucker said the words human remains were found, I know Dad spoke the truth. Tucker said something about forensics having to confirm it’s her, but I know it is. She never ran away. She was dead and buried all this time. And my father did it.

      A knock sounds on the bathroom door before it opens and Tucker calls out, “Can I come in?”

      “Yes,” I reply before he peeks his head around the door. He slowly enters and then drops onto the floor beside me.

      “I tried to give you some space, but I was worried. We don’t have to talk about it. I just wanted to make sure you’re all right.”

      “How do I accept it? He killed her. He made me think I was crazy and sent me away to keep his secret. How could a father do that to his daughter?” I turn to Tucker, another tear falling down my cheek. “How could he do that to her and pretend like everything was normal? Like it was any other day, and he hadn’t killed a girl and left her in the ground to rot.” The man I knew growing up wasn’t real, but the monster he was hiding inside is.

      “I don’t have those answers, Aggie. I wish I did.”

      We sit in silence for a few minutes before the door opens and an officer informs Tucker, “The Maynor family is here.”

      My family. Though they’re not here for me, only my father.

      Tucker waits until the door closes. “You should go back to my place and try to get some rest.”

      “You know I won’t get any sleep.”

      “We’re still waiting on a positive ID, but Chief Zamora wants me to conduct the interview since I’ve been on the recent disappearance and have been looking into Haley’s case with you.” Tucker waits a second before he whispers, “You can listen in. But I need you to stay out of that room. If you say or do anything, it could get a conviction thrown out. And that would hurt Haley’s chance of getting justice.”

      “I promise I won’t interfere. I just want to know why.”

      Tucker mutters, “You might never get that answer either.”

      He stands, then offers his hand to help me up. I place mine in his and rise to my feet. Facing my family feels as grim as listening to Dad divulge details of his actions. They have to be as stunned and stricken with as much disbelief as I am.

      As soon as we step out of the restroom and round the corner to the lobby, I spot my mother and all three of my brothers. When I see Stanley, I expect anything but the rage that pours out of him. He surges forward, his hands shoving Tucker against the wall. “This is your fault. He’s here because of you.”

      I can’t understand why he’s angry with and blaming Tucker. Dad is responsible.

      An officer and Chief Zamora are beside them, guiding Stanley back as I move between him and Tucker.

      Stanley glares to me. “You should’ve never come back here. Everything was good before you started this shit again.”

      “Everything was good? I’ve been alone and lost in my own mind. Haley’s been missing and dead. Because of our father!” I shriek, my own anger rising to match his. It’s still displaced. It should be on Dad.

      Tucker instructs the officer, “Get him out of here before I do.”

      Freya looks terrified, her face streaked with tears, but doesn’t say a word as she rotates and follows behind Stanley.

      Chief Zamora tells Mom and my younger brothers, “It’s best if you all keep your emotions under control.”

      “When can we see him?” Mom asks.

      Tucker speaks up. “It won’t be tonight. Go home or stay, it’s your choice, but make sure you all keep the blame where it should be.”

      “Officer Lover Boy to the rescue,” Lincoln sarcastically remarks as Vincent forces him down the same hallway Stanley just went.

      I stay in place, watching as my entire family leaves.

      Chief Zamora escorts me to the interrogation viewing room and enters with me. “Don’t make me regret letting you in here.”

      “Yes sir.” I watch through the mirrored glass as Tucker enters the room and takes a seat in the chair across the table from Dad. Even from the side profile, I can see the repugnance he’s projecting at Tucker.

      Another detective and the jackass Officer Johnson enter the observation room with us. None of them matter.

      “We found human remains in the ground right where you said Haley Hutchins was buried. How’d she get there?”

      Dad flatly states, “I put her there.”

      Tucker matches his calmness. “When?”

      “Seventeen years ago.”

      Tucker leans forward, his elbows on the table as he interlocks his fingers. “And seventeen years later you just decide to tell us where she is?”

      “I’m tired. I’m ready for all of this to be over. I confess. I killed her.”

      Hearing his cold, numb tone makes it harder to understand.

      “What happened that night?” Tucker asks.

      “I killed her.”

      “Yes, I heard that part. What led to that? She was in the boat with your daughter, jumped in the water, then ends up in a grave that you put her in. Fill in the gaps for me.”

      “She swam to the shore to meet up with me.” He might as well be explaining how to build a birdhouse. His uncaring frankness is astounding. “Didn’t want my wife or kids to find out about the affair. Haley told me she was pregnant, and I panicked.”

      “She wasn’t pregnant,” I say.

      Chief Zamora timidly notes, “Maybe she didn’t tell you since it was your father’s kid.”

      God, I’m going to vomit. But Haley was drinking margaritas and taking shots that night. She wasn’t pregnant. I would’ve known. “She would’ve told me, even if she didn’t tell me who the father was.”

      “Like she told you she was screwing your dad?” Johnson snickers.

      I ignore his jab because I want to listen and not miss a single detail so I can make sense of this madness.

      Tucker questions, “How’d you do it?”

      “I strangled her.”

      My head thumps with pressure as my pulse races. I picture my dad with his hands around her neck.

      Tucker keeps asking questions as Dad bluntly answers each one.

      “When did the affair start?”

      “A few months before that night,” Dad replies.

      “How? I don’t get how a man, a father with a daughter the same age, starts an affair with a teenage girl that leads to her murder.”

      “It started out innocent. It turned into more. She was an attractive girl. I was in a miserable marriage. Grabbing coffee turned into dinner dates then eventually meeting at a hotel.”

      “Coffee?” I mutter.

      Tucker pauses for a second then calmly says, “Let me get this right.”

      I know he’s talking to me. He heard it too.

      As soon as he asks, “The innocent affair all started with an innocent coffee date and turned into sex with a minor at a hotel?”

      “Yes,” Dad replies.

      “Did you plan the coffee date beforehand or bump into each other?”

      “She was there studying, and we kept meeting up after.”

      There’s no way.

      “Which coffee shop?”

      “The one off Third Street at first, then we drove out of Cromwell so no one would recognize us.”

      “What’s the name of it?”

      “Java something.”

      “How many times did you visit it?”

      “I didn’t count. Maybe a dozen.”

      Tucker nonchalantly asks, “What would you order?”

      “Black coffee with a few extra shots.”

      “And what about Haley? What did she have at these meetups?” Tucker asks as my fingernails dig into my palms and I hold my breath.

      Dad says, “An iced espresso.”

      “No. He’s lying.” That was my drink of choice. Haley hated coffee. Tucker remembers. He has to.

      Tucker taps his fingertips against the table. “So, you’d meet her for coffee, and somehow that turned into her being pregnant with your child, so you killed her.”

      “Yes.”

      Tucker stands and exits the room. I go to meet him in the hallway, but he guides me back into the viewing room. “I know. He’s covering for someone else.” He turns to Chief Zamora. “Haley didn’t like the smell of coffee, never drank it, refused to go into those places. So, how did he meet her a dozen times at one?”

      Zamora gapes at me, and I have to explain because I see uncertainty in his expression. “I swear. Haley would literally never set foot inside a coffee shop. We had to order from the drive-thru and she would still complain and roll down the windows most of the time. I drink iced espresso. Haley would never. She was like that even in middle school. She never liked coffee.”

      Chief Zamora instructs Tucker, “Keep questioning him. Find any other inconsistencies and see if it leads to whoever he’s covering for.”

      Once Chief Zamora exits the room, Tucker and I observe my father through the window.

      Dad is completely still and resolute. His shoulders squared, eyeline forward.

      Tucker says, “Haley talked to someone at your house the night of her birthday that wasn’t you and it wasn’t him. But he knew where she was buried, Aggie.”

      “It can’t be.” I don’t know what’s worse. Dad being guilty or one of my brothers.

      “Aggie.” I realize he’s asking me something as I focus to hear him. “Did Haley have a relationship that was more than friendship with any of your brothers? Did she pay more attention to one than the others?”

      “She had a crush on Stanley. But he never saw her like that. It was a joke that Riley and I would tease her about because she never hid it. It was just a silly crush.”

      “What about Lincoln or Vincent? Either of them date her? Lincoln was at the lake that night.”

      “He was with his girlfriend. They were passed-out drunk in bed.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “No. I’m not certain about anything anymore,” I breathe, recalling the night. “When we searched the house for Haley, Lincoln was in the room sleeping. He got up and helped us look for her.”

      “What time was that?”

      “Between 4 and 5 a.m., maybe. Time is the only thing I can’t be certain of. It all ran together once Haley vanished. Vincent showed up later to help, but it was already daylight by that time.”

      He asks, “Did Haley have any calls to either of their numbers?”

      “I don’t know.” I scan the numbers in my mind, trying to recall. “I only ever dialed the landline, their cell numbers were saved in my phone. I never memorized them, and we’d only had them for a short time then. The phone company should have a record of the numbers.”

      “Most providers only hold records back so many years. There’s a chance we won’t be able to find out who some of the numbers are registered to. Think about back then. Who would have a reason to hurt Haley?”

      “None of them. Stanley was busy getting ready for college, Lincoln was obsessed with football, and Vincent was focused on his academics. They all got along with her.” Nothing stands out.

      “We’ll figure it out. We have more now than we did.” He exhales. “I have to get back in there. No matter what you hear, don’t come in that room. Text me, and I’ll come out.”

      “Stanley was the one who was angry at me tonight. Could my father be covering for him?”

      “We will figure this out, Aggie. Give me some time. Please.”

      “Okay.” For the first time, I’m scared that we will figure it out.
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      “Let’s take a break.” Tucker rises from his chair and stretches.

      He’s right. We need a break—but I can’t bring myself to stop searching. We’ve been at it for hours. All three of my brothers have been through the station at some point for questioning, but nothing came about it. Vincent gave his whereabouts the night of Haley’s murder, which was just at home, then requested a lawyer be present. Stanley and Lincoln both requested lawyers before the first question was asked, then they were advised by said lawyers to not answer. Tucker said Chief Zamora doesn’t want to arrest anyone until we have something better to go on so whoever it is doesn’t slip through on some technicality.

      “Anything on the phone records?” I ask for the second time.

      “No, nothing yet, but the phone company is trying to dig a little deeper. It’s just that after seventeen years, records are wiped. Nothing out of place on the financials. Find anything on it?”

      “No.” There was no transactions after her death and that stood out. Same with her dad’s. Nothing that send up red flags. “Let’s look again.”

      “Just bring it with us. We need to freshen up and get something to eat. Remember, we’re no good if we’re exhausted.”

      “I know. I just have a hard time stopping.”

      He gathers his things. “We’re not stopping. We can investigate and eat at the same time.”

      “Can I speak with my father?” I ask, knowing he’s going to refuse.

      “It’s not a good idea.”

      “I need to ask him something. Then I’ll go and actually sleep for a few hours.”

      “He’s still involved in this. We don’t know how much. He could’ve still had something to do with her death.”

      “Got it.”

      Tucker walks me to the cell where Dad is being held.

      It takes a solid minute before I can get enough courage to ask, my mouth dry and throat tight. “I just want to know why.”

      Silence.

      “Please.”

      Silence.

      It’s agonizing. “Which son was more important to protect than me?”

      He still remains silent, trying his darnedest to not react, but his face deceives him. His shoulders tense, and he stays rigid.

      It hurts. But that’s what I needed to know.

      When we head out of the station, Tucker seems a little stressed. “You just told him we don’t know which one was involved.”

      “I didn’t mean to. But he confirmed he’s definitely covering for one of them.”

      “It won’t make a difference to a judge.”

      “It does to me.” And hurts even worse to know my dad sacrificed my sanity to protect a monster.

      Tucker doesn’t say anything else until I ask him, “Did you notice anything weird in student council? Vincent was there.”

      “Nothing stands out.” Tucker replies. “Most of the memories are vague. It was so long ago.”

      “It was.”

      Once we’re safely inside the house, Tucker insists I shower first while he orders us some food. Once it arrives, he heads to the bathroom, and I take a seat at the kitchen table. Opting for some coffee along with my food, I scrape my nails against the ceramic mug as I mutter, “I need a clue, Haley.”

      She hasn’t ever responded before, and she won’t now. I keep going over the times I last spoke with her until I can’t hold my eyes open any longer. I lay my head on the table and close my eyes. Haley’s face is the last thing I recall before drifting off.
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      An arm moving around my back jolts me from sleep.

      “It’s me,” Tucker says. “I didn’t mean to scare you. The table just didn’t look very comfortable to sleep on.”

      “Yeah. It’s not.” I stretch, already feeling the stiffness in my neck and shoulders.

      “Aggie, you need some decent sleep, and we’ll start back first thing in the morning.”

      “Okay.” I don’t argue. I’m too tired.

      I head towards the stairs until Tucker says, “Take my bed. I’ll take the couch. I won’t be able to sleep if you’re up there and I’m down here.”

      “I’ll sleep on the couch,” I volunteer. “It’s comfier than the table.”

      Tucker shakes his head as he moves in front of me, a smile on his face. “Do you have to argue with me about everything?”

      “I was trying to be nice and not kick you out of your own bed,” I tell him.

      “And I’m trying to keep you safe and comfy but within reach because there’s still someone out there who threatened you, and he’s not the person sitting in jail.”

      “Agreed.” So, one of my brothers left me a get-out-of-town-or-else message. “Good night, Tucker.” I hate to admit it, but I feel safer closer to Tucker. Though I still can’t bring myself to admit that aloud as I watch him drop onto the sofa.

      I climb into his bed and fall asleep in record time. Exhaustion quickly overtaking me.

      It’s dark in the room when I feel the bed shift next to me. My eyes spring open to see Tucker, his finger over his lips, signaling for me to remain silent. The alarm in my head blares as he motions for me to get closer to him. I slide off the bed and follow behind him, my hands on his arm as he leads me through the darkened bedroom. Pistol in hand, he guides me to the hallway bathroom and motions for me to go inside.

      “Lock the door and don’t come out,” he whispers in my ear.

      I don’t have the chance to argue before I hear glass breaking and Tucker guides me back then pulls the door shut with him on the other side of it. All I can think is I won’t ever see him again. Someone is here to kill me, and he’ll be the one to pay the price.

      Gripping the doorknob, I tug and pull with all my strength, but it doesn’t budge. My legs buckle as I drop to the floor, knees to my chest. Another person I care about is in trouble, and I can’t do a damn thing.

      Seconds or hours later, I’m not sure, the door swings open. I feel hands grab my shoulders as I look up, and I’ve never been so thankful to lay eyes on someone in my life as when I spot Tucker’s concerned expression.

      “It’s okay.” His hand smooths across my shoulders. “You’re safe.”

      I realize I’m crying but not for myself. “I wasn’t worried about me. Don’t ever do that to me again. I thought you were gonna disappear.” A sob cuts through me as I cough, trying to push away the panic I still feel in my soul.

      The pain on his face is evident as he slowly pulls me against him. “Promise.”

      After a few minutes, he helps me off the floor as he explains, “Someone was here. They threw a brick through the window. But by the time units arrived, they were gone.”

      Which one of my brothers hates me so much? Which of them wants me gone so badly that they’d do this?

      “There was another message written on the brick.”

      I think he’s going to tell me, but he doesn’t until I ask, “What did it say?”

      “I need to know if any of your brothers ever used the term towards you. Cunt was written on it.”

      “No, we fought like normal siblings, but I never remember them using anything like that towards me.”

      “Could it be Grady or someone else?”

      My gut feeling is it’s not. “Perhaps, but I don’t think it is.”

      “Someone isn’t happy that you’re in town or here with me.”

      An officer enters the room, asking Tucker a few questions as he steps away from me. I stand, looking around the living room. None of this feels real. It all still feels like a nightmare that’s only getting more twisted.

      Making my way to the kitchen, I drop back into the chair and resume scanning over the financials.

      Tucker wraps up with the officer before he joins me at the table. “A few more hours of sleep would probably be a good idea.”

      I don’t want to argue, but he has to know me better by now. “Do you really think I could sleep after that?”

      “Yeah. Figured you’d say something along those lines.” He shuffles around the kitchen as he tells me, “I’d be worried if you agreed with me, actually.”

      He puts a bag of popcorn in the microwave and starts a fresh pot of coffee before he drops back in the chair.

      I reread the same line of the financial statement three times. My brain calculating dates and memories of June 2007. Haley was in Corpus Christi? She’d told me she was going to visit her cousin in Tulsa. She lied and went to the same city where my brother was at that time too. Even if I believed unicorns and mermaids existed, this coincidence would be a hard one to swallow.

      “I know who killed her.”
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      August 3, 2007

      3:02 a.m.

      “Oh my God,” I clutch my chest. “You scared the shit out of me, Lincoln.”

      He tosses his cigarette and lazily walks towards me. “You said to meet you here an hour ago.”

      “Yeah, well. I had to sneak away from your sister because she’s never gonna go to sleep.” I kind of felt bad when I heard her yelling my name, but maybe there is part of me that is bitter about Grady using me. It’s not like it’s Aggie’s fault. But I’m so tired of her. She’ll be occupied for a while before she rows back in. I know she won’t get in the water. She’s too scared.

      “What do you want, Haley?” Lincoln is still as uncaring and cold as he was the last time we were alone.

      “I want to talk about us.”

      He leans towards me, I think he might kiss me, but a smug grin spreads across his face. “Now that you know Grady doesn’t want you, you’re running back to me.”

      “That’s not how it is, Lincoln, and you know it.”

      He looks down at my mouth, his expression softening. I almost think he’ll forgive me. But he won’t. “It’s too late. You’re done with me, remember?”

      He walks past me.

      I know he won’t stop so I follow behind him. “That’s it? This is over?”

      “That’s what you wanted, remember.”

      “I was scared, Lincoln. Aggie and I already had enough issues since I started seeing Grady. How am I going to explain that I hooked up with her brother too?”

      “You don’t have to. No one ever has to know. I hardly remember the cunt I fucked all summer.” He laughs. Discards me so easily. Like I’m nothing. Like I’m trash and in his way. Exactly the way my father does. And all I want to do is hurt him the way they hurt me. Make them suffer like they do me.

      “Well, she’ll know eventually. Like in nine months.”

      Lincoln halts in his tracks and glares over his shoulder at me. “Stop lying.”

      “It’s not a lie, Lincoln, just a baby.”

      He doesn’t move. “No, we used protection every time.”

      Truth. But I want to dig the knife a little deeper. “Those aren’t a hundred percent. Didn’t you pay attention in sex ed?”

      Surging towards me, he’s in my face. Nothing but panic on his. “It’s not a fucking joke, Haley. I can’t be a damn father. Football. My scholarship. You won’t cost me everything. I don’t want you, and I don’t want a damn kid.”

      “You should’ve thought about that before.” I’ll tell him the truth. Eventually. But not right now. I need him to suffer. “I’m sure Charlotte will take the news well, she seems understanding. I’d worry more about Stanley’s reaction. He will be so disappointed in you. I was. I thought you’d fill that craving for me—you know he’s the one I really want to fuck—but I was wrong. I should’ve just screwed Vincent. At least he’s smart enough to make something of himself and not only a stupid jock who will always come in second place.”

      I turn and stomp away until I’m snatched from behind. Stumbling back, I trip and Lincoln’s weight takes me down. His hands clamp tightly around my throat. Hovering over me, his face is distorted. Eyes filled with rage. His fingers grip tighter and tighter. I struggle to get free. I can’t breathe. Staring into his eyes, I don’t even recognize him. “I-I …” I try to tell him I lied. But I can’t talk. I can’t breathe. And before I can explain. My vision fades and everything goes dark.
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      “Lincoln was in Corpus at the same time. I know he was because I had to plan my summer around when he would be at football camp. Our lives revolved around his games and practices and everything football related. My folks ran by a tightly scheduled calendar of who was driving him where until he was finally able to drive himself. Even then, we couldn’t plan anything until we made sure it didn’t interfere with his games. Haley was supposed to be visiting family in Oklahoma.”

      “Aggie, you can’t run off and provoke him.”

      “I’m not. But we need to confront him with this. She was there.” I point at the bank statement that shows fast-food and gas station purchases in the area.

      “There’s no other reason for her to have been there. She didn’t have family there and why would she lie about where she was unless she was keeping a secret she didn’t want me to know?”

      “We will question him. We need to get some more proof first. He’s lawyered up and we have one shot at this.”

      “You have one shot. I can ask him as many times as I want.”

      “Agatha.”

      “I’m not saying I’m going to. But how long can we sit on this while he just goes about his business? Can he keep refusing to talk to you and hide behind a lawyer?”

      “Would he really let your dad take the fall for all of it?”

      “He already has.”

      Tucker knows it. And I do too.

      “What if I wear a wire?” I offer.

      “Absolutely not,” Tucker states.

      “But—”

      “No, Aggie. Do you know what a psychopath does when they’re cornered? They attack. And I will not put you in his path. We can get him another way.”

      Can we?

      “It’s my choice. I want to do it.”

      He clenches his jaw as he assesses me. “It is your choice. And I’m asking you to consider your well-being in that choice. There’s been enough death already.” When I don’t reply, he begs. “Please, Aggie, for me. Don’t. It won’t bring Haley back.”

      For once, I can’t argue. It won’t bring her back. But more so, I understand him not wanting me in danger because he cares. And maybe I care about him too. I have to after the panic I felt when I thought something had happened to him. “Only if you promise that he won’t get away with it.”

      Tucker reaches across the table, gently clasping my hand in his. “I swear it. For Haley’s sake. And yours.”

      Why do his words make me trust him? I know beyond a doubt he will keep his promise. And for once, my core isn’t aching to run into a path that I know is reckless but can’t resist. He’s right, there has been enough death.

      “Can I see where she’s buried?” His eyebrow raises with frustration, and I explain, “Please. Maybe there will be something around there that could help.”

      Surprisingly, he agrees. “We’ll go in the morning when it’s daylight outside so we’re not poking around in the dark.”

      “Scared of the dark?” I try to joke and fall short.

      “No. Only of losing someone important in it.”

      “Agreed.” It’s not the darkness that bothers me but what I can’t see. And the same thing with silence. It’s not what I can’t hear, it’s what I’m missing.

      Once we leave the station, we head to the diner to pick up supper when my phone chimes with a message from Stanley.

      
        
          
            
              
        Remember that this is all your fault.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I read the message over and over. I don’t know what to do except dial his number, but it just rings and rings. Why would he send me this?

      “What is it?” Tucker asks.

      “I’m not sure.” I dial the number again and when the call connects, I hear sobs on the other end. “Stanley?” I shout. But he doesn’t answer. All I hear is breathing and then screaming as I look to Tucker. “Something’s wrong … Stanley,” I sob and put the call on speaker as Tucker speeds down the highway towards Stanley’s house.

      “Help me!” Freya’s scream pierces my soul as I look at Tucker.

      “Fuck,” he curses under his breath and presses the gas harder as he grabs his handheld radio. I know he must be saying something to dispatch, but all I hear is more shrieking.

      “We have to help her,” I shout.

      Tucker quickly says, “We are,” then speaks into the radio after the dispatcher answers, requesting medics and police to Stanley’s address.

      The screaming continues and mixes with cries and sobs.

      My fingers ache as I cling to the phone. Tucker is hauling ass down the road, but it doesn’t feel fast enough.

      The truck skids to a stop at the curb. Tucker is out of the truck and around the passenger side before I’ve gotten my door all the way open. Grabbing me, he pulls me behind the truck and squats down. “We don’t know what we’re walking into, Aggie.”

      “Sawyer is in there.” I’m almost certain I heard him. And even if I hadn’t, Freya needs help.

      There’s barely a second before Tucker says, “Stay behind me. I can’t help them and worry about you getting hurt too.”

      “Okay,” I agree. I’ll do whatever I need to so we can get in there.

      We approach the house, the screaming and shouting continuing. Walking around back, Tucker peeks in the French doors, and I look around him to see a horrid sight. Freya is over Stanley and there’s blood everywhere. On her hands, her shirt, her hair. She has her hand pressed on his chest, her other trying to pull Sawyer away from his father.

      Tucker relays in his radio, requesting medics again. He gestures to Lincoln. I see him. He’s sitting at the kitchen table with a blank look, seemingly in a daze. But he has his hand on a pistol that’s resting on the table.

      Slowly, Tucker enters the kitchen and yells, “Hands up. Stand from the table.”

      Every shouted instruction is ignored. Lincoln remains zoned out and gawks at where Stanley lays motionless on the floor.

      “Please help him,” Freya cries.

      I don’t know what to do, but I know her son is most important. “I will. Take Sawyer out of here.”

      The sound of Sawyer shrieking “I’m not leaving my daddy!” will be embedded in my soul until the day I die.

      Kneeling on the floor, I wrap my arms around him as Freya struggles to shield him.

      I try to not make sudden movements. Because Lincoln looks like a wild animal that’s about to snap at any moment. Again.

      Freya struggles with Sawyer, pulling him away from Stanley as he screams, “I have to help Dad.”

      Tucker keeps his weapon pointed on Lincoln as he tells Sawyer, “Help is on the way, buddy, but they don’t know which house is yours. Can you go with your mom to the front yard? I need you to show them where your daddy is so they can get here super fast to help him.”

      Freya keeps ahold because Sawyer is still reluctant but doesn’t fight as much. Her voice  breaking, I see her hands shaking as she clutches Stanley’s shirt and says, “Let’s go flag down the ambulance so they can find Daddy.”

      She doesn’t want to leave him either. But she wraps both arms around Sawyer as I take her place, pressing both hands against Stanley’s chest wound as I tell her, “Go. I got him.”

      She takes off, her back to Lincoln as she cradles Sawyer and runs out of the room.

      There’s blood everywhere. I don’t know where it’s coming from.

      “Why, Lincoln? Why?” I cry, pressing my hand harder against Stanley’s chest.
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      Tucker takes a step closer when Lincoln speaks, “He thought he knew better than me. Perfect dad. Perfect husband. Perfect big brother. Said I caused all of this. That it was my fault Dad was going to prison. That it was my fault you were crazy. He had the nerve to put his hands on me and tell me I’m a piece of shit.”

      “He’s our brother, Lincoln. Don’t let him die. Let us get him help.”

      “I tried to explain to him. I had my reasons, but he wouldn’t listen. Haley was pregnant. She was going to ruin my life, Aggie. Everything would’ve crashed and burned. Football. My scholarship. We were kids and sure as fuck shouldn’t be raising one. I had to do it. I didn’t have a choice. It happened before I even realized what I’d done. She was dead.”

      “She wasn’t pregnant, Lincoln.”

      “Yes, she was. She told me she was. And I didn’t know what to do. I saw everything that I worked so hard for being stripped away from me. And I snapped. She was going to ruin my life over one mistake.”

      The way he justifies taking her life makes me sick to my stomach. He’s not even sorry for what he did. “She was drinking that night. And she’d had her period a week before that because she asked me if I had a tampon when we went shopping for school clothes. She might’ve said she was pregnant, but she wasn’t.”

      “You would defend her. Cunts stick together. In town for days and already stringing another guy along. Grady. Jonah. Just like her. She was pregnant. Probably wasn’t even mine.”

      “I guess we’ll never know for sure. Because we can’t ask her. All you had to do was let her live. But killing her was less scary than not playing football? And now you’re going to let Stanley die to protect yourself.”

      “Aggie,” Tucker warns, his gun still pointed at my brother.

      Lincoln mutters, “I was angry. She knew my buttons. And she pushed them all. And so did he.”

      “She shouldn’t have. But nothing gave you the right to kill her, Lincoln. Why couldn’t you just come to me? Or Stanley. Or Dad. We could’ve done something, anything else.”

      “You would’ve flipped out on me and sided with her. Stanley would’ve had his superior attitude—just like he did tonight. I called Dad and told him what happened. But it was too late. Haley was already dead. He told me to go back to the house and pretend like I never left. I didn’t even know where he buried her.”

      They both make me sick. Dad and Lincoln. “So many lives ruined. All because of lies.”

      “It was her fault.” Lincoln chuckles, “And I lost football anyway over some stupid fucking shoulder injury in the championship game. Second place. She put some damn curse on me. Haley was a fucking curse.”

      He’ll never own up to his actions. It’ll always be someone else’s fault and never his own.

      “No, you’re just a fucking coward.”

      The malicious sneer on his face makes my blood run cold. But it’s his slow, calculated movement of pushing the gun closer to me that scares me. “Shoot me.”

      I don’t move or say anything as he laughs.

      “I killed your best friend, and you don’t have the guts to shoot me. Who’s the fucking coward now?”

      My hands slide off Stanley’s chest, the blood slipping across the gun as I grip it in my hand.

      “Agatha,” Tucker whispers, “don’t.”

      Holding the gun up, I point it at Lincoln’s chest as he spreads his arms out and leans his head back as he taunts me, “Do it.”

      There’s a second where I really consider putting a bullet through his heart. If he even has one with the pain and misery he’s caused. But the one thing I know above all else, is even if I pull the trigger, nothing changes. And then I’ll be worse than him.

      Stepping back, my hand trembles as I lift the gun and hold my hands in surrender.

      Tucker cautiously moves forward, grabbing Lincoln’s wrist as my brother falls to his knees.

      Lincoln keeps a grin on me as Tucker handcuffs his arms behind his back.

      “Such a coward, Aggie. No wonder your own parents don’t love you.”

      Lincoln knows my buttons too. But I won’t let him take any more of my life away from me.

      “I’d rather be a coward than a monster.” I walk out of the room. I don’t ever want to look in his eyes again. It’s not because I see the monster he was that night; it’s because I see the little brother I grew up with.

      Just like the lake at night, this monster has been lurking unseen somewhere beneath the surface his entire life.
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      The sun is warm and bright. The sky clear. The lake is still, flat as glass. It’s the perfect day to be on the water aside from the heat. And this would’ve been a day we’d lay out to tan or take the boat out.

      But the picture-perfect scenery doesn’t match the storm inside my soul. Even with the answers I wanted so bad, I still feel like I’m drowning. Why would Haley do it? Why did she lie to me and hide everything from me? The answers don’t matter. I don’t blame her. She didn’t deserve what happened. She paid with her life. And Dad helped cover it up. They both need to pay for their part in it. But it’ll never be enough, and it’ll never bring her back.

      Mr. Hutchins was notified but they won’t release her until all the proper steps are done for positive identification. He didn’t plan to have a funeral service because he’d said goodbye years ago, though he does plan to make sure she had a proper burial. I don’t understand his choices still to this day, but they’re his to make.

      All I know is I still can’t say goodbye to her, even when I know for a fact she’s not coming back. How do you grieve for someone you’ll never be ready to let go of?

      I hear footsteps before I turn to see Tucker walking down the boat dock. He drops down next to me. “Thought you might be here.”

      “I didn’t know where else to go.” After we got the news that Stanley will survive, though not before traveling down a long road to recovery, I left the hospital and came here. Now, I don’t know my next move.

      Going back to Miller Ridge doesn’t feel right. Staying here definitely isn’t an option. Nowhere has felt like home since I left Cromwell, but now this place will never be home again.

      I admit, “I have the answers I wanted and still don’t understand.”

      “Do you regret coming back?”

      That’s a loaded question. All of this is more horrifying than every scenario I had in my head, but I needed to know what happened that night.

      “No. I don’t regret coming back. All these years I searched my memories and evidence, trying to find the missing piece of the puzzle.” I look at him, eternally grateful beyond belief. “It was you. Thank you.”

      “This wasn’t just me, Aggie.”

      “I never would’ve come back here if it hadn’t been for you. I would’ve never known what happened to my best friend.”

      He asks, “So, what next? Chief Zamora said he’d hire you in a heartbeat because he has some cases that need your expertise.”

      “Chief Fletcher promised me a good mystery if I tried to solve my own.”

      “So back to Miller Ridge and the salon?”

      “I love it there. I love Dolly and my clients. And I’ll miss it. But after an interesting conversation with Dorothea, I realize that my main focus should be solving mysteries for people who don’t have their answers yet. The ones who are still in a dark place.”

      “Podcast? Seriously.”

      “No, but it helps to have a few true crime junkies on your side. I’m thinking more private investigator.”

      “So, like a detective? Zamora might go for that too.”

      “Too many rules. And it just doesn’t feel like the right fit for me.” Seventeen years ago, I wanted to stay in this town and build a predictable life. Now, I’m ready to set out, not knowing what the future looks like. And I’m okay with that. Because the truth didn’t set me free, but it helped me see my path clearly. I’ve been trying for so long to find my place. And though I still don’t know exactly where that is, I think I’m closer than ever before. “It helps to have a friend in the department, too, so I have that going for me.”

      “Friend?” His charming smile pulls wide as he glances to the sky then looks back to his hands. “I thought we were closer than that.”

      “Give me time. Please. Until then, we have a lot of work to do.”
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