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			On the day she died, the woman wrote a letter to a friend she hadn’t seen in over twenty years. She didn’t realize it was the last day of her life, but she could feel her death coming, hovering over her as if the Grim Reaper himself were breathing down her neck. If she’d known it was her last day on earth, she would have spent it with her husband. They would have eaten all her favorite things – spaghetti and sushi and chocolate cake – and come up with a suitable name for the baby at last, laughing until they cried at the ridiculous suggestions in the Name That Baby! book. They would have visited the petting zoo one last time, where she’d bury her face in the pony’s mane and hear its soft snort of greeting.

			But since she didn’t know, she wrote a letter.

			She’d thought a lot about what she should say to her friend, a friend who had become a stranger over the years. No matter what she said, no matter how nicely she worded it, the letter would still be a burden, an albatross of the past crushing the recipient to the ground. She understood this, and dreaded it, this thing she was about to do, but there was no alternative. It had to be done. Her friend had to know, had to understand all that had happened since that terrible night. In this case, ignorance wasn’t bliss – it was fatal.

			The child in her womb kicked, demanding attention. Over the last few weeks, the flutters that had once made her smile had turned into a full-out assault that took her breath away. Her stomach growled in sympathy.

			“Hold on, baby. I’ll feed us in a minute. Mama’s got something she needs to do first.”

			She couldn’t keep her eyes on the paper, the multitude of blank lines waiting to be filled causing anxiety and guilt. Giving in to one last procrastination, she picked up a photo, intending to gaze at it for just a moment. Her teenage self grinned back at her, her arms wrapped around her two best friends, looking like she didn’t have a care in the world. Which should be the way of childhood, but sadly so seldom is.

			One of the three girls challenged the camera, her chin tilted upward, eyes narrowed. It was this girl, now grown, that the woman addressed her letter to. This friend who had always been the serious one, the smartest of the three. She would figure out what to do. The woman regretted not getting a hold of her sooner, but steeled herself to do the right thing now.

			Better late than not at all, she thought, wishing she believed it.

			As she bent over the paper, her phone rang, startling her so the first mark she made was an ugly scrawl. She closed her eyes.

			Take it easy. You don’t know who it is. It could just be—

			She risked a peek.

			UNKNOWN NUMBER.

			The scariest words in the world, but on that day, she was tired of being scared, tired of being a victim.

			She answered, hearing her caller’s hateful breathing. It was like a spider crawling inside her ear, but she refused to be intimidated any longer. Before they could speak, she screamed into the phone.

			“You’d better leave me alone! I know who you are, do you understand? I KNOW WHO YOU ARE!”

			Pressing the power button, she threw the phone across the room, where it landed with a muffled thud on the carpet. She buried her face in her arms and sobbed, startling the child inside her into stillness.

			The tears didn’t last long. She had an opportunity to set things right, to do what she should have done years ago. After glancing once more at the girl in the old photo, the woman wrote her letter, hoping the recipient wouldn’t be too critical of her grammar or spelling. It was the message that was important, after all, not the delivery.

			When she was finished, her hands were shaking so badly it took several tries to slip the letter inside an envelope. She put on her wool coat, unaware that the remaining minutes of her life were trickling away like water droplets down a drain.

			She hadn’t left the house in days. It was much safer to stay inside, behind barred and bolted doors. But she was going to deliver that letter if it was the last thing she ever did.

			And, as it turned out, it was.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Whoever said, “You can’t go home again,” had it wrong, Jo thought. You could, but you shouldn’t.

			Not that Clear Springs had ever felt like home, not really. It had been a relief to escape to Manhattan right after graduation. Hell, her stint at the Associated Press, covering bloody battles overseas, had been peaceful compared to the war zone of her childhood.

			And yet, all her resolve, all the vows and promises she’d made to stay away, to leave Clear Springs and never look back, had been shattered to pieces by the article burning a hole in her pocket.

			Girl’s Disappearance Remains a Mystery

			After two decades, parents refuse to give up hope

			An evening vigil will be held tonight for Samantha Kennedy, who vanished twenty-seven years ago today. While Kennedy’s family believes their daughter will be found, police admit they still have no suspects.

			 “Unfortunately, we have to suspect foul play,” a police source said. “From all accounts, Sam wasn’t the type of girl who would run away.”

			Kennedy, an honors student who had been accepted to Yale, went missing the night before her senior prom. If alive, she will celebrate her 45th birthday this year.

			 Although Doug Flaherty, her boyfriend at the time of her disappearance, was initially questioned, no charges were laid against him, and no other suspects have been named.

			The article flanked a grainy photograph, a portrait taken in celebration of the impending graduation – the bouquet of red roses in the girl’s arms a dead giveaway. Blonde and stunning, she’d been the kind of pretty that would have inspired strong feelings in everyone she met: lust, envy, perhaps even obsession. Had she caught the attention of the wrong person? It had happened to those far less genetically gifted.

			Though the name of the newspaper had been removed, Jo could tell from the poor quality of both the paper and the photo reproduction that it was the work of a rural press. No one-horse town would have been prepared to handle a girl like Kennedy. If she’d been born in New York or L.A., cities accustomed to exceptional beauty, she might have been okay, but some backwater burg? Not a chance. Poor thing hadn’t had a hope in hell.

			After studying the teenager’s picture for a moment, Jo felt stirrings of remorse. Why was it always the most promising who died young? For she was sure this Samantha Kennedy was dead. What else would cause a girl with unlimited potential to disappear on the night before her prom? There was no other explanation.

			No great mystery, then. What Jo didn’t understand was why the clipping had been left on her desk at the museum.

			Her fellow reporters had teased her endlessly about crossing over to the ‘dark side’ of public relations. Was this clipping a ruse to lure her back to the world of investigative journalism? Or was there some link to the museum she was missing?

			Examining the envelope, Jo searched for an accompanying letter, some scribbled note of explanation. Thinking there might be a message attached to the other side of the article, she flipped it over. Her breath caught in her throat.

			Just two little words in red ink, but they were more than enough to make her remember who Sam Kennedy was:

			Find Me

			How could she have forgotten? Sure, it had been twenty-seven years, but how could she have ever forgotten Sam? It was something that should have been seared in her memory for all time – the day her best friend vanished.

			Memories of Sam, of Jo’s own troubled past and the life she thought she’d left far behind, threatened to overwhelm her. With trembling hands, she fumbled for the Xanax she kept in her desk drawer. Damn it. Why did this have to happen now, when she was finally feeling somewhat stable? Her job at the museum was far from thrilling, but she’d been grateful for a bit of boredom. At least no one was shooting at her.

			She remembered Syria clearly, could still hear the echoes of the screaming, smell the burnt flesh and singed hair, see the children who’d reached for her, begging for her to protect them. She’d tried to explain she was only a reporter who could barely save herself, let alone them, but they never understood. They just kept crying. Most nights, these children haunted her, and she woke up with tears dampening her pillow.

			* * *

			For the first time since she’d taken the job at the museum, Jo had resisted her workaholic tendencies and left the office on time, saying little to her coworkers. Once home, instead of heading straight to her kitchen, where she’d heat some soup and make a sandwich before settling on the couch for a relaxing night of Netflix, she forced herself to brave the dim, dusty realms of her apartment building’s storage unit.

			She hadn’t ventured there since she’d moved in almost a decade before, and had often considered paying someone to clean it out. There wasn’t much – just a line of cobweb-covered boxes and an old bike, its tires sagging in despair – but the place gave her the creeps, with its one bare bulb swinging from a wire, casting strange shadows over the cinderblock walls. Her belongings were kept in a cage, like death-row prisoners.

			Even though it had been years since she’d braved the unit, she knew exactly where the box was. Lurking in the far corner, it was scrawled with the word Home. Handling it gingerly, as if it might contain explosives, Jo carried the entire thing upstairs, away from the creepy basement. Whoever had sent her the clipping must have something to do with the Three Musketeers of Clear Springs High – Amanda, Jo…and Sam.

			Jo hadn’t thought about Amanda Hutchingson since high school. Later that evening, when she googled her, she was relieved to find Amanda’s parents were still listed.

			Nothing changed in Clear Springs. A young woman might vanish, but life carried on, same as before.

			She punched in the number before she could change her mind.

			Amanda’s mother answered the phone, her voice bringing more memories flooding back. Gail had been an English teacher, the English teacher, possibly the best teacher who’d ever lived. It was Mrs. Hutchingson who’d encouraged Jo’s love affair with books. Gail even sounded like an English teacher, her enunciation lending crispness to every syllable. She didn’t say “Heh” or “What?” when she answered the phone, like so many in Clear Springs. Instead she said, “Hutchingson residence, Gail speaking,” in a manner that made you feel like you were speaking to someone important.

			“Hello, Mrs. Hutchingson. This is Jo…Jo Carter.” She was surprised to hear the quaver in her voice. The article had gotten to her more than she’d thought.

			“Josephine? My goodness, it has been a long time. How have you been?”

			“Fine, thank you.”

			“Are you still in the Big Apple?”

			“Yes, still here.”

			“Writing, I hope?”

			“Yes, I’m a journalist.” She wasn’t sure why she’d lied, but for some reason she wasn’t ready to admit she’d left the newspaper world behind for public relations. She was afraid Gail wouldn’t understand, or that, worst of all, she wouldn’t approve. Maybe it was silly, but Jo wanted to make her old teacher proud.

			“Wonderful. I’m thrilled to hear you’ve kept up with your writing. You always did have an aptitude for it.”

			“Thanks. Sorry to bother you out of the blue, but I need to talk to Amanda. Is she still living in town?”

			There was a long pause on the other end of the line. For a moment Jo thought the connection had been broken, but then Gail spoke.

			“You haven’t heard.”

			She had an urge to hang up, to not hear the woman’s next words.

			“I’m sorry to be the one to break the bad news, but Amanda’s dead. She was killed two weeks ago, in a car accident. She…she was seven months pregnant.”

			Jo felt like she’d been punched in the gut. Knees buckling, she sank onto her couch. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

			Gail’s voice cracked and Jo winced in sympathy. “I guess that explains why we didn’t hear from you. I assumed your father would have told you, since he was at the funeral.”

			That monster? At Amanda’s funeral? What on earth would have possessed him?

			“We don’t exactly keep in touch.” It took every bit of energy she had to keep her tone neutral. Not keeping in touch was the understatement of the year. If she ever saw her father again, it would be in hell.

			“Well, now you know. It’s too bad you didn’t call earlier. Amanda would have been tickled to hear from you. She always spoke fondly of you.”

			Amanda had talked about her? She was overwhelmed with guilt. Jo hadn’t thought of her old friend in years, and now she was dead. Poor Gail had lost both her daughter and her grandchild in one terrible tragedy.

			She struggled to picture what Amanda had looked like – really looked like – not in a photograph, but in real life. Tried to remember the sound of her laugh. The best she could come up with was a vague impression of a pretty girl with vivid green eyes.

			What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I remember?

			“I’m so sorry.” The apology was as much to Amanda as her mother. Her friend deserved to be remembered, at the very least.

			“As much as we’re struggling, Doug is worse. He’s devastated. I’m afraid he’ll never get over this. It’s one thing to lose your wife, but to lose your child at the same time….”

			Doug. As soon as Jo heard his name, images inundated her brain.

			Doug, broad-shouldered and intimidating in his football uniform. He’d lifted Sam in the air as if she’d weighed no more than a penny, spinning her around while they kissed. Amanda had married Doug? Sam’s old boyfriend and, according to the newspaper clipping, the main suspect in her disappearance?

			Jo leaned back against her couch, fighting to control her breathing. Her pulse was pounding so hard she could barely think, as if her heart would burst from her chest.

			Doug had been romantically linked to two of her friends, and both had come to an unfortunate end. Of course, Sam had disappeared twenty-seven years ago. Doug could be forgiven for moving on with his life…maybe.

			“Hello? Josephine, are you still there?”

			She was startled back to the present. Gail didn’t sound like she blamed her son-in-law for what had happened to Amanda, and how could he be blamed for a car accident? “Sorry, I guess I’m just surprised. I didn’t know they got married.”

			“Oh, I’m sure you remember they always had feelings for each other. During that awful time after Samantha disappeared, they leaned on each other quite a bit. It was only natural they’d fall in love.”

			As if her words were magic, Jo did remember, but it was memories of Doug and Sam that filled her mind. Doug and Sam walking together, their bodies so close not a single strand of sunlight squeezed between them, their hands in each other’s back pockets. The way Doug had idolized Sam, as if she’d been a goddess instead of a mere mortal like the rest of them. How he’d disrupted the search for her by falling to his knees and screaming….

			The rawness of Doug’s pain made her hands tremble.

			It had always been Doug and Sam, never Doug and Amanda. Gail had to have been mistaken. Maybe Amanda had had some puppy love crush on him – hell, probably most of the girls had – but that didn’t mean her feelings had been returned.

			“I guess so.” She couldn’t imagine falling for Doug, no matter how much they ‘leaned on’ each other. The guy was tainted by suspicion, and always would be.

			“You should give him a call. I’m sure he’d love to hear from you too.”

			“I’ll think about it,” Jo said, knowing she’d do nothing of the kind. “I apologize, but I should go. I’m really sorry for your loss, and I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

			“It was no bother at all. I hope to see you here soon. I can take you to the grave so you could pay your respects.”

			Jo couldn’t think of anything she wanted to do less.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			It was evening by the time Jo arrived at the hotel. Her contact lenses felt like they were filled with sand, her eyes as bloodshot as a drunk’s on a three-day bender. Her legs turned to molasses when she climbed out of the rental car, both knees popping like gunshots in the eerily quiet night. When she’d stretched enough to feel human again, she trudged toward the front door of the Clear Springs Hotel.

			The reception desk was empty except for one of those ring-for-service bells. She hated those things, dreaded the way they made people glare at her accusingly, as if she were too self-important to wait until the clerk returned from lunch, or from wherever the hell clerks went when they weren’t at the counter.

			For a brief moment, she was tempted to leave. Run back to her car, and fly to New York, never thinking of any of this again. But she’d already come too far.

			Sam. Someone had to find out what had happened to her.

			Jo rang the bell, cringing at the sharp peal that echoed through the lobby. There were some shuffling sounds from the back room, and within a minute or two a heavyset woman made an appearance.

			“Sorry ’bout that,” the woman muttered. “I didn’t hear you come in. I was in back, watching a show.” She looked offended by Jo’s presence, as if a customer were nothing but an inconvenience.

			“No worries. I’d like a single, please.”

			“Sure, no problem. We have lots of vacancies,” the clerk said. “How long are you staying?”

			That was a difficult question, but Jo had already decided how to answer. The flight over had given her plenty of time to think. “I’ll play that by ear. Please book it for a week for now.”

			“Name?”

			“Josephine Carter.”

			The woman jumped as if she’d burned her fingertips on the keyboard. “Jo?”

			Jo rubbed her forehead in an attempt to discourage what was promising to be a brutal headache. “Yes?”

			“We already have a room for you. It’s been reserved for weeks. Your travel agent paid in advance.” She snatched the key from where it hung on the wall. The Clear Springs Hotel had to be one of the last places on earth that used real keys instead of pass cards. “This is pretty weird for us. We’ve never had someone pay for a room they weren’t using before.”

			Startled, Jo started to say she didn’t have a travel agent, but decided against it. Word would get around fast enough that she was back in town. No reason to make it spread any quicker. “My schedule’s unpredictable.” She felt a growing unease about the reserved room. What if someone were already there, waiting for her? What if they’d left something for her? Jo forced the unsettling thought from her mind. “Is there anything special about the room?”

			“Special?”

			“It’s just…if you haven’t gone to too much trouble to make that one up, I’d prefer another.”

			“It’s like any other in the hotel. We’ve kept it available, that’s all.” The woman frowned, her brow furrowing. She was likely anticipating how her friends would react to the story of the demanding customer.

			“Then I’d prefer another room.”

			“But—”

			“Is there another room free?”

			“Yes, but—”

			“Then I’d like that one,” Jo said in her no-nonsense journalist’s voice. It worked. The woman scowled, but she retrieved another set of keys from a hook. “And I’d appreciate it if you kept my stay here confidential. If anyone calls for me, I’d prefer it if you say no one by that name is staying here.”

			The clerk’s eyebrows disappeared into her hairline. “Are you in some kind of trouble?”

			Jo was taken aback by the personal question. After enjoying years of relative anonymity in New York, she’d forgotten how comfortable people were about prying into your business in Clear Springs. “No, I’m here to relax, so I’d prefer not to be bothered.” It sounded unbearably snobbish, but at this point, she didn’t care. She could hardly tell the truth about why she was there.

			“You don’t remember me, do you?”

			As the clerk waited for a response, Jo thought she saw a flicker of something familiar in the woman’s eyes, but it was gone before she could identify it.

			Taking a deep breath, she decided to be honest. “Please don’t take it personally. My memory isn’t the best these days. Did we go to school together?”

			“You could say that. Elementary school, junior high, high school. We were in the same graduating class. I’m Mindy. Mindy Miller.”

			Jo racked her brain. Mindy Miller. Did she remember anything about a Mindy Miller? Their graduating class had been small, so surely she would recall some detail, but nothing came to her. “I’m sorry. Like I said, my memory isn’t the greatest.”

			“You probably don’t recognize me. I look a little different.”

			As Jo compelled her memory to return, gritting her teeth in frustration, the woman added, “I was a lot thinner in high school. You used to call me Skinny Minnie.”

			Now Jo remembered her, though she no longer wanted to. A teenage girl with limp brown hair, her body so thin her ribs were visible through her gym clothes. And that was only when she participated; she usually claimed to be sick. Outside of the gym, she’d worn oversized sweaters that hung off her emaciated frame.

			The laughter of girls. Cruel laughter. Taunting. “Why don’t you eat a cheeseburger, Skinny Minnie? What’s wrong, Mindy? Afraid you’re going to get fat?”

			Had Jo been a part of that? She hoped not. She didn’t want to be anything like those awful women who were lambasted on talk shows entitled ‘You Ruined My Life’ or ‘High School Bullies’. I wasn’t like that. Some of my jokes may have been in poor taste, but I wasn’t mean.

			But the pain in Mindy’s eyes was impossible to ignore.

			Shit, this was so typical of Clear Springs. She’d been home for what – ten minutes? Fifteen? – and already she was entangled in some emotional drama. Jo’s loathing for the town returned full force.

			“I’m sorry. I don’t remember disliking you, or trying to hurt your feelings. I enjoyed making the other kids laugh, but if I did it at your expense, I apologize.”

			Instead of being appeased, the woman’s jaw tightened. “I didn’t find it funny. Do you know I weighed less than ninety pounds back then? I almost died, and you making fun of me didn’t help.”

			Ninety pounds? Had Jo ever been that small, past the age of three?

			This was the worst possible scenario she could have imagined. All she wanted was to escape to her room, wash the stink of the airplane off her, and go to bed. “I’m sorry, Mindy,” she apologized again. “I’d take it back if I could.” When the clerk didn’t respond, she added, “Please tell me I didn’t ruin your life.”

			Mindy rolled her eyes. “Hardly. It was only high school. It’s not important.”

			So ‘not important’ she felt it necessary to bring it up now, so many years later?

			Jo wished she could remember which emotions had ruled her back then. Had she been a malicious bully, or had she simply been trying to make people laugh, as she’d claimed? Was she a geek or a princess, a social butterfly or a wallflower? She badly wanted to know, but not enough to ask Mindy. Besides, the chances of the woman having an objective viewpoint on the subject were nil.

			“Anyway, I’m supposed to give you this.” Mindy tossed an envelope on the counter, her earlier mask of civility replaced by barely concealed hatred.

			“What is it?” Jo sounded warier than she’d intended.

			“How should I know? I think it’s from your travel agent.” Mindy shrugged. “I have better things to do than police your packages.”

			Jo doubted that, but she thanked Mindy as profusely as she could without resorting to groveling. She didn’t trust Mindy’s recollections, but she’d clearly done something to inspire that level of hostility. Wishing she’d thought to pack a pair of gloves, Jo took the envelope by one corner and grasped the handle of her duffel bag with her other hand, correctly assuming there would be no offer of help.

			Thankfully there was an elevator. She’d been anticipating another battle with the arctic winds as she made her way to a suite reminiscent of the lovely little place Norman Bates had owned in Psycho.

			Her room was on the third floor, the hotel’s version of a penthouse suite. She found 303 after only one misstep and managed to juggle her bag, the envelope, and the key without much difficulty.

			The room was clean enough, but its lack of warmth was depressing. Absent was any bit of kitsch or old-fashioned charm that might have given it some character – no coin-operated massage unit on the double bed, no minibar stocked with shockingly expensive chocolate bars. She would have paid good money for a KitKat right about then.

			The hotel was decorated in the shades of peach and taupe some crack psychologist must have decided were the most soothing: pale peach walls, pale peach tile in the bathroom, beige carpeting, and one of those vile paper towels of a bedspread in a muted abstract of the same colors. As an inspired touch, an oil reproduction of this design was framed above the bed.

			Facing the bed on a particleboard dresser was a television of adequate size. Though she wasn’t the slightest bit interested in watching anything, Jo flicked it on for company.

			She tossed the envelope onto the bed, where it made a faint jingling sound, as if it contained spare change. After an attempt to wash the foul atmosphere of the airplane off her face and hands, Jo got busy unpacking. Although she hoped her visit would be brief, she didn’t want to live out of a duffel bag. She also wanted to delay opening the envelope as long as possible.

			After she’d unpacked her bag and applied hand cream to her roughened cuticles, she ran out of excuses. Using multiple sheets of Kleenex, she tried to open the envelope with her hands covered, in the hopes of preserving any fingerprints. This lasted about thirty seconds before she got frustrated and tore it open with her bare hands.

			The contents slid onto the peach-and-brown bedspread, where they lay glinting in the yellow light.

			It was a silver dragonfly charm on a gossamer chain, big enough to be noticeable, but discreet enough to be tasteful. When she picked it up, its weight surprised her.

			Feeling more confused than ever, Jo picked up the envelope again, hoping there might be some explanation within its depths. There was a piece of paper tucked inside, and as she fished it out, she could see there were two words printed on it.

			Welcome home.

			* * *

			The yearbook she’d rescued from her apartment building’s storage space had been furry with dust and cobwebs. It was a wonder she’d kept it. Peering into the past had never been her thing, and now she’d lost it altogether – the good memories along with the bad. Taking a deep breath, Jo opened the book, steeling herself for a trip back in time and praying it would help her remember.

			Dozens of teenagers with big hair, braces, and gap-toothed smiles grinned at her. Unflatteringly large glasses had been common, some with tinted lenses and others with little stickers in the corners. The girls had heavily lined eyes and clown-like red lips. Had they really thought it was attractive?

			She paused at a memorial page for Samantha Kennedy, and traced the girl’s perfect features with an index finger. Sam.

			Someone had written a sappy poem for the page. It wasn’t Jo’s work. Even in high school, she’d been able to write better than that. Someone else – Sam’s mother, no doubt, or maybe Amanda’s mother – had selected a Shakespearean quote to accompany the poem. Good night, good night, parting is such sweet sorrow.

			But had it been good night for Sam? That was the question. Someone clearly wanted Jo to think otherwise.

			Find me.

			There was a list of Sam’s accomplishments, and it was long. Honor student. Senior volleyball. Choir. President of the debate team. Student council. Prom committee. Cheerleader. She probably would have added valedictorian to the list if she hadn’t vanished.

			The tribute page was sloppy, as if slapped together at the last minute, which it probably had been. No one would have expected Sam to go missing right before she graduated.

			Flipping past the goddess’s photo, Jo located the mortals from her old class. They were a significantly less stunning bunch.

			She cringed at her own photo. Her crowning glory had been a mass of frizzy curls, courtesy of the Friendly Neighborhood Barbershop Perm, but at least her smile looked genuine. And why not? She’d had no clue her best friend was about to vanish.

			Skimming over her so-called ‘vital statistics’, a list that was supposed to reveal crucial info about each member of the senior class, she could no longer recall the tune of her favorite song, and she couldn’t remember saying ‘no doubt’ once, let alone considering it a favorite saying. Her pet peeves had withstood the test of time (phonies and algebra), and her ambition made her smile. Apparently, what her seventeen-year-old self had wanted most was to Leave this place and never come back. Too bad she hadn’t been able to keep that vow.

			She scanned the photos of sky-high-haired girls until she found Amanda’s portrait. The girl’s smile was partially obscured by an armful of roses. Flowers for her grave. Jo shuddered, focusing on Amanda’s statistics to distract her.

			Nickname: Amanda.

			How original.

			Pet Peeves: Gossipers. That gave her pause. Had Amanda been the target of malicious rumors? Jo wished her memory weren’t so fuzzy. Twenty-seven years was a long time ago, but she should remember more than this. Was this the first sign of early-onset Alzheimer’s?

			Ambition: To meet my dream man and live happily ever after.

			Meet your dream man? Who were you fooling, Amanda? You already knew who you wanted to live happily ever after with.

			But wait, that was cruel. Why did she care that Amanda had married Doug? Sam was gone. Dead or not, she was gone.

			Despite marrying her ‘dream man’ (ick!), Amanda didn’t get her happy ending. Jo sighed. What was it about Doug Flaherty that jinxed the women he loved?

			He certainly didn’t look like a jinx. His clean-shaven, masculine-beyond-his-years face would have been at home on a magazine cover.

			Nickname: Dougie.

			Couldn’t beat Clear Springs when it came to originality.

			Pet Peeves: School.

			Favorite Song: ‘You Shook Me All Night Long’.

			Favorite Saying: Dude.

			Jo suspected Harvard hadn’t been beating down Doug’s door.

			Ambition: To get rich, get babes, and get famous, not necessarily in that order.

			She wrinkled her nose. What had Sam seen in him? Then again, they’d been seventeen and he’d been cute. Destined for Yale, Sam would have outgrown him, even if Amanda hadn’t.

			One last photo caught her eye. Jack Trainor. How could she have forgotten? Jack had been her best buddy and partner in crime. Thankfully they hadn’t ruined their friendship by fooling around – at least, not that she could remember. They’d parted on good terms, according to the note he’d scrawled on the back page of her yearbook.

			Hey Jo,

			It’s been a slice. Remember your Jack when you’re a famous author, and don’t give me any of that self-deprecating bullshit. Your future’s so bright, I gotta wear shades.

			Later,

			JT

			After a quick search on her laptop, she confirmed Jack still lived in Clear Springs. Now she had his number, but she was overcome with a shyness she hadn’t felt in years. What would she say? She might have forgotten about him, but it wasn’t like he’d been beating down her door, either.

			She set her cell aside, though his responses to the yearbook committee proved he’d been more than worthy of her teenage admiration.

			Nickname: Spratman.

			What, not ‘Jackie’?

			Pet Peeves: The bitter ambiguity and monotony of life.

			Favorite Song: Vivaldi’s Tempo impetuoso d’estate.

			Favorite Saying: The simplest explanation is usually the right one.

			Ambition: Those who refuse to learn from history are doomed to repeat it. I will learn, and will use that knowledge to open the eyes of others.

			Jo wondered if the kids on the yearbook committee had understood half of it. Certainly they wouldn’t have known what Tempo impetuoso d’estate was, unless they played classical violin. At least they had spelled it correctly – that was something.

			What the hell was Jack still doing there? He should be in Washington, working as a nuclear physicist or something.

			Clear Springs was a curious place. From the loins of the common had sprung a young woman beautiful enough to put supermodels to shame, an acclaimed journalist, and a murder suspect who called everyone ‘dude’.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Shivering, Jo let her mind wander. So many memories, a lifetime of history hitting her at once. She’d been drawn to this street like a moth to the proverbial flame, but she couldn’t bring herself to go farther, to see the old place again. Twenty-seven years hadn’t been nearly long enough.

			The wind was brisk, but it was too early in the season for it to feel like daggers of ice just yet. She found the breeze pleasant as it swirled around her head, clearing her brain of the stress and little concerns that had seemed so important a month ago. Even the anxiety of reuniting with her father didn’t keep her from admiring the brilliant ruby, eggplant, and golden-hued leaves. This was the first moment of peace she’d had in some time. She filled her lungs with the crabapple-scented air and breathed it out as a sigh.

			If people could leave an imprint of themselves on the world, her imprint was here, trudging up that hill on her way to school. A dozen versions of Jo: in a pink dress her mother had sewn, skipping because she was too young to know she should be unhappy; as a twelve-year-old with her head down against the cold; and as a teenager, with her chin tilted upward and defiant, her eyes narrowed into slits.

			When she’d been a child, the hill was a mountain that dwarfed Everest and brought all but the most intrepid explorers to their knees. Now it made her calf muscles twinge from the unfamiliar incline, but that was it. It was nothing more than mildly challenging.

			She slid her hands into her coat pockets to keep them from balling into fists. The street was empty, deserted except for the wind, which swirled up a tunnel of dead leaves and discarded chip bags. Jo hesitated on the sidewalk, not wanting to disturb the quiet of the street, and wanting even less to face her father.

			“Are you lost?”

			So greatly had dread consumed her, she’d failed to hear anyone approach. As a result, the three words the man spoke caused her to flinch as if she’d been struck. Jo whirled to see a guy about her age. His dark hair glistened with silver near his temples, and laugh lines framed his dark eyes.

			“Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you. I was just surprised to see hell had frozen over.”

			“Excuse me?” She took a step back, feeling for the keys in her pocket.

			“Correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t you say that was the only thing that would bring you back?”

			If cornered in such a way in the city, Jo would have been ready with a comeback. She’d dealt with homeless guys peeing on the front stoop of her building, panhandlers accosting her on the subway, and the occasional pervert deciding she needed to see his dick on her way to work. But the moment her flight had landed, she’d felt her armor vanish. In Clear Springs, it appeared she was doomed to be forever tongue-tied and awkward, a return to her roots.

			She was still considering the best response when the man rescued her.

			“You don’t recognize me, do you, Jo?”

			He didn’t seem offended. He smiled again, and then she did recognize him. Enough to make an educated guess. “Jack?”

			“The one and only. How are you doing?” He reached for her, and she let herself be hugged without the customary reluctance.

			“I’ve been better.” Her laugh was shakier than expected.

			“This town was never your happy place. What brings you back, family visit?”

			Jack was one of the few people who’d been aware of how nasty life with her father was, mostly because he’d been her next-door neighbor, a refuge in times of trouble.

			“Hardly. More like a stroll down memory lane. I only wish it was a more pleasant memory.”

			“You look great. You still in New York?”

			“Yes.” She was flattered he’d remembered.

			“I keep an eye out for your books whenever I have access to a decent bookstore, but I haven’t found anything yet, unless you’re publishing under a pseudonym. How’s the writing going?”

			She was beginning to remember why she hated Clear Springs. Even people with the best of intentions triggered her long-buried feelings of inferiority.

			“It’s not. I gave it up. I’m in public relations now. How about you? What are you up to these days?”

			“Oh, no. Not so fast. What do you mean, you ‘gave it up’? Jo, you were an amazing writer. You can’t give it up.”

			“Here I was an amazing writer. In the city, I’m one among thousands. I got tired of collecting rejection letters, so I decided it was time to do something that would give me a chance to make a living. I still do a lot of writing for my job.” Jo hated the defensiveness creeping into her voice, but was powerless to prevent it.

			“I’m sorry. Here you are, in town for about a minute, and I’m giving you the third degree about how you earn a living. It’s none of my business.”

			“That’s okay,” she said, although his thinly veiled criticism stung. “So what about you? What are you up to these days?”

			“Oh, you know me…same old, same old. Working at the mill, living in the same house. Mom died a few years ago, so Dad went to live in California with his sister. The place has been a bachelor pad ever since.”

			“What? You mean there’s no wife or kids? I thought you’d have your own army by now.”

			He laughed. “Nope. There wasn’t much selection here, and that certainly hasn’t improved over time. It’s hard to feel romantic about girls you’ve seen toddling around in diapers. Kind of kills the mystery.”

			“That hasn’t stopped some people. Can you believe Amanda married Doug?”

			Jack’s smile vanished, and for a moment Jo thought she’d offended him. “Wow, that’s old news. What made you think of them?”

			“Coming back here is an exercise in nostalgia. I’ve been thinking a lot about our old crew. Especially Sam.”

			“Yeah, that was something, to put it mildly. I don’t think any of us got over that. Doug certainly didn’t. He’s not the same man.”

			“Has there been any progress in her case? Have the police come up with any new theories about what happened to her?”

			“If they have, they’re not sharing them with the rest of us. It might as well be the eighteen hundreds, for all the evidence they’ve got. We’re no closer to knowing what happened to Sam than we are to finding Atlantis.”

			Disappointing, but not surprising. “I heard Sam’s parents hired a private detective. Wasn’t he able to help?”

			“He convinced them Doug had nothing to do with their daughter’s disappearance. I’m not sure how he proved that, but whatever he told them must have been good enough, since Doug goes over there for dinner sometimes.”

			“He does?” That was a shock.

			“Yeah, and after Amanda died, they reached out to him. He told me he wouldn’t have gotten through her death without them.”

			“He told you? Since when do you talk to Doug Flaherty?”

			Jack shrugged. “Since always, I guess. There aren’t many of our old crew around, and those of us who are here tend to stick together. Besides, I have no reason not to talk to him.”

			“He made one of our friends disappear and maybe murdered another. That isn’t a good enough reason?”

			She hadn’t planned to blurt out her suspicions to Jack, especially so soon, but his loyalty to the only suspect in Sam’s disappearance pissed her off.

			“What are you talking about? Doug had nothing to do with what happened to Sam.”

			“And what about Amanda? You don’t find it a little convenient that both women in his life came to a bad end?”

			“I don’t know where you’re getting your information from, but it’s wrong. Amanda died in a car accident. Doug had nothing to do with it.”

			“Yeah, no one’s killed his wife and made it look like an accident before.”

			“Doug’s a decent guy. Talk to him before you start persecuting.”

			“I talked to him enough in high school.”

			“Jesus, Jo. No offense, but you’re not going to make any friends here if you keep talking like that. Doug was a victim of circumstance. He was treated like a leper for something he didn’t do, and then he lost his wife and unborn child on top of it. Everyone feels he’s suffered enough.”

			“Then nothing has changed. People here are as small-minded as they always were.”

			“Isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black?”

			They glared at each other on the deserted street, their breaths angry smoke in the chilled fall air. Jo hadn’t expected her initial exchange with Jack to result in a heated argument. He was the one person she’d been looking forward to seeing.

			“I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m the one who’s out of the loop. I shouldn’t assume things are the same.”

			Warmth returned to her friend’s eyes, and he smiled at her a little sheepishly. “Hey, that’s okay. I know how much Sam meant to you. It’s natural you’d get upset. But trust me, Doug’s a good guy. He’s as devastated about what happened to Sam as anyone. You should at least consider giving him another chance.”

			“If you say he’s worth another chance, then he is. But it did freak me out when I heard he married Amanda. Be honest – don’t you think it’s a bit creepy he married one of Sam’s best friends?”

			“See, if you’d stayed here, you wouldn’t think that way. The two of them getting together was inevitable. Sam was gone, you were gone, and they were both grieving.”

			“I think Amanda always had a crush on Doug.”

			“Yeah, I’m sure that didn’t hurt. They were a nice couple, though, both so excited about the baby. It’s terrible, what happened to them.”

			“I’m sorry I said he had anything to do with it.”

			“Don’t mention it. So, you going to see your dad?”

			She looked down the street again. Still empty. Jack had been a welcome distraction, but the dreaded reunion with her father loomed. “I’m not sure.”

			“You should give it a try. I think he’s mellowed since your mother died. From time to time, I see him out in the yard, and he actually speaks to me now.”

			That was new. Back in the day, her father had never acknowledged any of her friends. To his way of thinking, if they were stupid enough to like her, they weren’t worthy of his time. “You’re sure full of advice today.”

			Jack grinned. “I told you, everything’s the same. Didn’t I always boss you around and tell you how to live your life?”

			“I’d forgotten.”

			“Feel free to tell me to fuck off when you’ve had enough. Everybody else does.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind.”

			“Well, if you’re not going to see your father today, come over to my place for dinner. It’s the least I can do to make amends for my part of that ugly scene a few minutes ago.”
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