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Mark Tucker met Sher Dailey at a college party twenty-two years ago. Alison Brunson, Mark’s soon-to-be sister-in-law, was Sher’s closest friend at the time. Alison noticed the way Sher and Mark gazed at each other most of the night and decided to introduce them.

Sher was slender, with an hourglass figure. Barefoot, she stood right at six feet tall. Her blonde hair flowed past her waist, and her crystal blue eyes shone like diamonds.

Mark stood six-foot-five, with dark brown hair and bright green eyes. He had a dark complexion from being half Italian. His physique was athletic and well toned from playing nearly every sport college could offer. Aside from the obvious physical attraction, Mark made Sher laugh instantly.

The couple dated throughout college and were married the day after Sher graduated law school. On their second wedding anniversary, Sher surprised Mark with a pacifier and a positive pregnancy test. Four months later, Sher had a miscarriage that badly damaged her uterus. She and Mark were told that it would be impossible to carry a child to full term.

Six years after the miscarriage, Sher became very sick and was rushed by ambulance to the emergency room. What they thought was a gallbladder attack was finally diagnosed as a second-trimester pregnancy. Soon, Mark and Sher proudly brought Shayla into the world.

Shayla Tucker had always been a free spirit. As a toddler, she had a normal curiosity about the world around her. Her parents could hardly turn their backs before Shayla had gotten into one thing or another. She kept the same curious spirit throughout childhood and into her early teenage years.

Shayla was eager to learn, keeping her grades well above average. In fact, she had made the A honor roll every year since kindergarten.

Once she reached middle school, Shayla broke free of her shy cocoon and transformed into a beautiful social butterfly. Her natural talents shone during the seventh-grade cheerleading tryouts. She spent her first year on the cheer squad as a flyer, the person tossed into the air by the team. In her second year, she made captain.

The five-foot-five, blonde-haired, blue-eyed cheerleader had a noticeably high moral code. Shayla didn’t cause trouble, start rumors, or gossip with the other cheerleaders. She treated everyone with respect and kindness, just as she wanted people to treat her. She did not condone violence or bullying of any kind. In fact, she and her two best friends, Lexi and Kara, started a peer support club at school. The purpose of PEP (Peers Elevating Peers) was to speak out against violent behavior and bullying. PEP got its name from the club’s second mission: to encourage fellow students to follow their dreams and, no matter how difficult things became, never give up.

For fifteen years, Mark, Sher, and Shayla were the picture-perfect American family.

Chapter One – Two Weeks After Fifteen

Two weeks after turning fifteen, everything about Shayla changed drastically. Her near-perfect grades dropped below C averages in all classes. She began to have violent mood swings every day and lost all interest in cheerleading and PEP meetings.

The typically social teen became reclusive, only leaving her room to use the bathroom. Her healthy eating routine—fruit and a protein shake for breakfast, salad and one serving of carbohydrates for lunch, and protein with vegetables for dinner—was replaced by irregular eating made up mostly of saltine crackers and cheese. A couple of times a week, she grabbed a plate of dinner to keep her parents satisfied. The plate usually sat on the dresser, untouched, until Shayla could throw it away without anyone noticing.

Kara and Lexi Carr, Shayla’s best friends, were identical twins. They stood out on the cheer team: the shortest on the squad at only five-foot-one, and the only curly-haired redheads in the school.

Noticing the drastic changes in their friend, Kara and Lexi contacted Shayla’s parents, Mark and Sher Tucker. After a brief phone conversation, the four agreed to meet that evening at Antonio’s Italian-American Bistro.

It was a quiet evening for Antonio Tucker, Mark’s brother and owner of the bistro. Like every Thursday, the dinner rush had come and gone by four o’clock. By four-thirty, the dining room was completely empty.

Mark and Sher walked in hand in hand. Thursdays were their regular date night, so Antonio was surprised when the couple walked past their usual table and chose a large booth.

“What’s goin’ on with you two?” Antonio shouted from the bar.

“We have a meeting today, Tony,” Sher explained.

“Meeting? For what? You two don’t even work in the same industry! Ya buyin’ me a house or somethin’?” Tony smiled.

Mark chuckled, then straightened his face. “No, it’s, uh, a bit more serious than that. Shayla has been having some problems lately.”

“What’s goin’ on with my little Shay-Shay? She a’right?”

The front door chimed.

“Hello and welcome to Antoni—” Tony began his greeting.

“Hey, Uncle Tony!” two voices cut him off halfway through.

“Karbear! Lex! How ya doin’? Ya want the bar seats today?” Tony asked as the girls walked past the bar to Mark and Sher’s booth.

Sher stood and greeted the girls with a hug. Mark insisted on buying their dinner and dessert as a thank-you for caring so much about his daughter. Everyone agreed to share one of Tony’s famous Meatball Mozzarella pizzas and a pitcher of lemon tea.

“Ladies, what have you noticed about Shayla’s behavior changes? Has anything happened for you to call this meeting?” Sher’s voice slipped into her old detective tone before she could stop herself.

“Honey,” Mark whispered, “they’re kids, and you’re not a cop anymore. I’m sure we could use a different tone, huh?”
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