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Chapter 1

The bright sun had begun its descent when Lauri Evans first opened her eyes and wished she hadn’t.

The world spun around her. She rubbed her eyelids, hoping to clear her vision. Tall pine trees came into focus and a cluster of aspens stretched toward heaven. Beneath her, a carpet of grass and pine provided a somewhat uncomfortable cushion.

A bird chirped nearby. Fifty yards down the hill, the crystal blue waters of the lake sparkled in the sunlight. She recognized Lake Tahoe Basin.

She gasped when a throbbing ache exploded somewhere in her chest and shivered against the cold that came from within her.
She wiggled into a sitting position, ignoring the raw pain that screeched through her body. She ran her hands over her chest and torso, taking inventory. Something felt sticky and warm—blood.

“Oh, God,” she whispered.

Glancing around, she searched for anything that would give her hope. She struggled to her feet. Thoughts of her mother, her baby sister, and Gary, sweet Gary, who deserted her when she needed him most invaded her mind. Somehow, she needed to get down the hill, find help, and tell them what happened.

Or more people would die.
* * *

Aimee Brent stopped at the red light. Briefly, her gaze drifted to the police report that she and her reporter friend, Dolphine Birescik, had picked up at the police station.

Lauri. A complete stranger but still only a teen. Someone who should be looking forward to prom. Her first kiss. Graduation. Starting her life.
Lauri Evans. Where was she?

South Lake Tahoe’s population hadn’t reached the twenty-two thousand mark yet, but it was still large enough to swallow Lauri in its shadows. The woods that surrounded the area certainly didn’t help.
Aimee rolled down the window. A breeze blew in, ruffling Dolphine Birescik’s fiery red hair. Aimee touched her own wavy, brunette mop and envied her friend’s vibrant color.

The light turned green and Aimee eased off the brake, accelerating through the intersection. “What if Lauri is dead?” 

Dolphine squeezed Aimee’s upper arm. “Don’t go there. All we know is that the police listed her as a runaway. It’s their job to find her. Not ours. We’re just reporters.”

True, but what if a piece she wrote helped to find Lauri? Maybe even save her life? “Have you read the statistics on runaways? A significant number of them end up dead.” Aimee focused on the heavy traffic. “Maybe if I wrote an exposé on runaways, citing Lauri as an example, someone will read it, spot her, contact the police, and she’s saved.” Even though the possibility seemed slim, Aimee wanted to pursue the piece. “She’s just a kid, barely fifteen.”

“I know, but I don’t think Rich will want a story on runaways. There’s not enough meat there.”

“Under normal circumstances, you’re right. But since Lauri is a local and is still missing, he might.” Aimee parked the Subaru Outback alongside the building housing the South Shore Carrier. The single-story, half-block-long structure served as the newspaper offices for South Lake Tahoe, California. Its name, proudly displayed on the building front, informed tourists who drove Highway 50, the city’s busiest thoroughfare, that this place buzzed with news.

Aimee opened the car door and the sun’s rays warmed her face, promising another beautiful day. “I hope he’ll go for it.”

Dolphine nodded. “Good luck.”

Aimee followed Dolphine into the Carrier’s tiny reception area. Dolphine went past the waist-high swinging doors and headed toward her desk. Aimee lingered behind. She glanced at Rich who busied himself at the coffee table near the entry way. He removed Styrofoam cups from plastic bags and stacked them in two neat rows.

 Aimee cleared her throat.

He turned and smiled. “Something on your mind?”

“I have an idea for an article.”

“Tell me about it.”

“A local teen is missing. The police are calling it a runaway.”

“The girl?”

“Lauri Evans.”

Rich refilled the bowl with packets of sugar. “And your story would be?”

“About runaways—the dangers they—”

“Been done before.”

Aimee frowned. “I want to continue this discussion.” She swept past him and felt his gaze follow her as she headed toward her cubicle located near the large open staff room. She opened her bottom drawer and tossed in her purse. Aimee looked up to see Rich still staring at her. Their eyes locked. She waved.

He waved.

She smiled.

He smiled.

Dolphine approached from behind and whispered in her ear. “I’ve been watching you and Rich interact. I see lots of flirting.”
Aimee turned, giving Rich her back. “You’re crazy, gal. There’s no flirting going on here.”

“Sure. Whatever you say.” Dolphine wiggled her eyebrows.

Aimee rolled her eyes. “I’m just getting over John, and I don’t have time to get involved. You know about my dream.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Dolphine dismissed the idea with a wave of her manicured hand. “Let me guess. You want to write for a big name newspaper and get lots of recognition and awards.”

Aimee thrust her shoulders back, drawing herself upright, all five-two of her. “You’re damn right, and I’ve set my mind to accomplish this before I turn thirty.”

The front door opened and Louise Dietz hobbled in. Aimee, along with everyone else who knew her, called her Grandma Louise because she enjoyed taking care of others and hovered over people, much like grandparents do. Grabbing a small notebook and pen, Aimee worked her way toward the front counter. The pitch on writing about runaways would have to wait.
Rich offered Grandma Louise his hand and led her to a seat located in the reception area. 

From a distance, Aimee noticed that the furrows across the older woman’s forehead deepened.

“Is something wrong?” Rich asked.
 “As a matter of fact there is, but now I’m not really sure if my coming here was such a good idea.”

“Of course it’s a good idea.” Rich reached for the Styrofoam cups. “Let me get you a cup of coffee. Then we’ll talk.”

“Actually, I want to talk to the reporter who handles missing persons.”

Rich handed her a steaming cup of coffee. “They all do, but the ones most likely to get such an assignment is either Aimee or Dolphine.”

“Then I’ll talk to both.”

Rich nodded. “I’ll get them.”

“No need.” Aimee and Dolphine stepped through the waist-high swinging doors. “We’re right here.” They pulled two chairs facing Grandma Louise.

Rich slid through the same waist-high swinging door heading for an open workstation, keeping within earshot. He stopped at an empty desk, bent down, and busied himself studying the computer screen.
Grandma Louise blew into her coffee and took a sip. “I have a story for either of you. If you do it right, it might be your big break. You’ll even be able to go work for a big name newspaper. How does that sound?”

Aimee glanced at Rich who still had his nose buried in his work.
“Funny you would mention that,” Dolphine said. “You must be psychic. Aimee and I were just talking about working for big-time newspapers.” Dolphine indicated Aimee. “That sounds more like a story for her.” 
Aimee cocked her head. “Go on.”

“It’s about Lauri Evans.” Grandma Louise whispered as though saying the name would break some kind of rule.

“The runaway.” Aimee’s glance drifted toward Rich. He looked up. She glared at him. He shrugged.
“You’ve heard of her.”
Aimee nodded. “Every day before showing up for work, Dolphine and I stop by the police department to see if they have any news leads for us. Today, they told us you had called them last night to report Lauri’s disappearance.”

 “What did you learn?” Grandma Louise thrust her chin up, daring the police report to contradict her.

“They officially list her as a runaway,” Aimee said.
“They’re wrong.” Grandma Louise pronounced each word carefully. “Last night I heard her scream—twice. Now she’s gone. I swear that child did not run away.”

Dolphine moved closer toward Grandma Louise. “We were told Lauri has a history of running away. Even her mother thinks she took off because they had a fight just before Mom left to do some typing.”

Grandma Louise bit her lip. “But then Lauri must’ve come back and something made her scream.” 

“That’s not likely.” Dolphine shook her head. “From what I learned, when Lauri pulls one of her stunts, she’s usually gone for two to three days.”

“But Lauri—” Grandma Louise grew silent and rubbed her chin. Her eyes narrowed in deep concentration. “She was . . . maybe she—” Her voice faded away.

“Grandma Louise? What’s wrong?” Aimee leaned toward her.

“I . . . I remember something. Something I didn’t tell the police. Something I should’ve told them.” Grandma Louise hugged herself.

“What is it?”

“I . . . I don’t know. Something.” She bolted upright, almost spilling her coffee. “I shouldn’t have come.” Slamming the cup on the counter, she spun and reached for the door handle.

Aimee took hold of Grandma Louise’s arm. “You wanted to check on Lauri before calling the police. Maybe you stepped out and glanced at Lauri’s apartment or maybe you opened the door and stared down the hallway.”

Grandma Louise stopped, turned, and stared at Aimee.

“When you did that, did you see something?” Aimee focused on Grandma Louise’s eyes. The shallow gleam that appeared in them quickly disappeared.

Grandma Louise shifted her weight from side to side. She cast her eyes downward, as though the floor offered the best view of the room.

“Grandma Louise? What did you see?”

Startled, she looked up at Aimee. “What?” Grandma Louise’s complexion turned pasty white and perspiration beaded on her forehead.
Aimee steered the elderly woman back to the chair. “Grandma Louise, are you okay? Do you want me to call someone?” Aimee’s and Dolphine’s eyes locked and Aimee recognized the concern in her friend’s eyes.
Grandma Louise’s gaze settled on Aimee. “What?” She blushed, her color returning. “I’m perfectly fine. It’s just that I . . . it bothered me.”

“What bothered you?”

“I . . . don’t . . . know.” She spoke slowly. “I think I saw someone running down the hallway.”

“Who?”

“All I saw was a shadow, but a young shadow.”
A young shadow? What the heck was a young shadow? Aimee looked at Dolphine who shrugged. “A what?” Aimee asked.
Grandma Louise waved her hand, dismissing the question. “Oh, you know. It moved fast.”

“Could it have been Lauri?”

“No, it wasn’t Lauri. It was . . . it might’ve been . . . Gary.”

“Gary Heely?” Dolphine asked, looking down at the police report that suggested maybe Lauri had left to be with him. “Her boyfriend?”

Grandma Louise nodded, tilted her head back against the wall, and closed her eyes.

“This is very important.” Dolphine paused for effect. “Are you absolutely sure?”

Again, Grandma Louise nodded. “That’s why I came. I want both of you to look into this.” She shivered as her gaze darted from a desk, down to the floor, up to a computer, and finally met first, Dolphine’s and then Aimee’s gaze. In a deep, low voice, Grandma Louise whispered, “He knows something.” Slowly, her body sagged into the chair as her confidence evaporated.

“Grandma Louise, are you all right?”

“It’s so strange. I’ve said too much. I like Gary. He would never hurt Lauri. He really loved, uh, loves her. I certainly didn’t mean to imply he—” She pursed her lips. “Please don’t tell the police. I’m not even sure it was him. All I saw was a shadow.” She opened her purse. “I brought you a picture of Lauri and Gary.” She handed it to Aimee and smiled, a curvature of the lips telling Aimee it was only a surface smile. “I’m afraid I made a terrible mistake in coming. The police don’t suspect foul play—as they say on TV cop shows. Dolphine’s absolutely right. Lauri is probably a runaway. I’ve made a terrible fool of myself. I’m so sorry.”

Before Aimee could answer, Grandma Louise got to her feet and rushed out.

Chapter 2

Aimee stuffed the picture in her pocket, picked up Grandma Louise’s unfinished coffee, and carried it to the back of the staff room.

“Well?” Rich said as Aimee went past him.
The musky scent of his cologne bombarded Aimee’s with unwelcome thoughts. “Well, what?”

“Are you going to probe into Lauri’s disappearance?”

Aha! She knew it. “You were listening.”

Rich shrugged. “I couldn’t help it. We employ seven reporters and one photographer. That makes it a small business which, by nature, tends to have small offices. Besides, a good editor always—”

“I know. A good editor always listens to everything.”

“Oops. I better be careful. You’re learning the secrets of the trade.”

“I can’t help it. It’s a small office.”

Rich smiled. “So, are you?”

“Am I what? Learning the secrets of the trade?”

Rich cocked his head and looked at her. His deep-set blue eyes lured her in. “Are you going to follow up on Lauri’s disappearance?”

She planned to, but it would be so much better if Rich thought the idea came from him. “Should I?”

“It might be worth something—maybe a feature on runaways.”

Bingo. She won the jackpot. If handled correctly, the story carried potential. Visions of awards danced in her head. “Okay, I’ll look into it.”

Behind Rich, Dolphine gave her the thumbs-up signal. Aimee ignored her friend and looked down at Grandma Louise’s half-empty coffee cup. “Did you notice anything unusual about her?”

“I noticed she seemed almost senile.”

That wasn’t quite how she would describe Grandma Louise, but it would do. “She’s normally strong and vibrant, not distracted and confused.”

“That’s not what I hear.” Rich grabbed some papers out of the In Box.

“What do you mean?”

“Rumors say she has episodes where she forgets things or gets everything jumbled.” Rich initialed the top paper and returned it to the Out Box. “Kind of like what happened today.”
Aimee nodded an acknowledgment, stepped into the ladies room and dumped the remaining coffee in the sink. She tossed the cup into the trash and rejoined Rich by the assignment desk. She settled into a chair, resting her forearms on the edge of the desk. “Do you think that’s why the police didn’t put much stock in her story?”

“I’m sure that had something to do with it.”

“Poor Grandma Louise.”

Rich arranged and re-arranged the same papers into different piles. “Yeah, and right now she’s probably under a lot of stress.” He reached into a can filled with pens and scribbled something down.

“Because of Lauri’s disappearance?”

“Exactly. She’s worried to death about that kid. She’s always concerned about others’ welfare. For her sake, I hope Lauri comes home soon.”

Aimee nodded, stood, and walked to her desk, thinking of the Donner Party feature she had to write. Important stories awaited her. Yeah, sure.

“Aimee?”

She looked back at Rich.
“Do you really plan to leave this job?”

Her eyes widened. She opened her mouth. Nothing came out. She closed it. A couple of seconds followed. “Oh, Rich, who knows what the future will bring? It’s not as if I’m leaving tomorrow or anything like that.”

Rich nodded only once.

Aimee bit her tongue. She planned on leaving sometime but didn’t want to mislead him. “But I do have dreams.”

“We all do.” He looked away, his eyes squinting like a moose in pain.

“Hey,” Dolphine said.

Aimee looked at her best friend. “Hey, yourself.”

“I know you’re anxious to get working on that runaway feature, but you’ve got a bunch of unfinished stories to complete.”

“Yeah. Bummer, eh?”

“I’m caught up with all of my assignments. I’ll do some preliminary work on yours and report to you if I find anything.”

Aimee cocked her head. “My story? Not our story?”

“Your story.” Dolphine pointed at Aimee, emphasizing her point. “I’ll help with the leg work and whatever else, but I want you to know upfront that this is your assignment.”

Aimee held her breath. “Why?”

“Let’s just say we have different goals.”

“Meaning?”

“Your dream is the big newspaper office. My dream is here.” She turned and walked away before Aimee could question her further.

Chapter 3

A single drop of blood plummeted to the ground, like a leaking tear.

Aimee Brent focused on that drop until nothing else mattered. Magically, the knife vanished and so did the hand holding it. Even the body faded from her view.

Nothing else remained.

Only that single drop of blood.

Falling . . . falling . . . 

* * *
Aimee awoke, whimpering like a child.

Beloved Mother. Beloved Father.

If only she could reach out to them. Another nightmare had invaded her dreams. She placed her arms around herself, wishing it were Mom’s or Dad’s arms instead. 

She lay still, sweat pouring out of every pore. She inhaled deeply, slowly. She swung her legs out of bed, planted them on the carpet, and quickly dressed.

Twenty-five minutes later, Aimee sat in her parked car, mindlessly tapping the steering wheel.
Over and over again.

Once in a while, her eyes would stray from the road stretching ahead and to the cemetery beside her. From where she sat, she could see the two side-by-side graves. She glanced away, back to the road, a road filled with uncertainty.

“Oh Mom. Dad.” The whisper escaped from Aimee’s lips, like a cold breeze lurking in a graveyard.

Aimee grabbed the bouquet of flowers and headed for the graves. She plucked a single red rose out and laid the rest on top of her mom’s grave.

Beloved Mother, Sister, Wife—the tombstone read.

Beloved Mother. Aimee would give anything if she could talk to her mom just once more. Time heals all, the saying goes. But it hadn’t healed this wound.

Aimee laid the remaining single rose on her father’s grave. She looked around. It seemed foolish, visiting her father here at this grave. True, her father was dead, but the dirt under her feet only held an empty casket.

Beloved Father, Husband, the marker read. She had loved him—still loved him—with all her heart. Oh, Dad, I miss you so much.
Aimee stared at both graves. She leaned down and stroked the parts that read Beloved Mother, Beloved Father. “Mom, Dad, I need your help. For more than fifteen years everything was fine. Then, for no reason at all, the nightmares returned, releasing a flood of memories and along with them, the raw pain. I have no idea what triggered it. It’s like something is telling me it’s all coming together. I’ll finally get my answer, and that petrifies me.” She cleared her throat, blew each of her parents a kiss, and headed back to the car.

When she reached her house, she spotted Dolphine’s familiar car parked in her driveway. Aimee pulled up and Dolphine stepped out of the car.

“I brought breakfast.” Dolphine waved the McDonald’s package she held in her hand.

“Thanks!” Aimee unlocked the front door, and Dolphine followed her in. 

Ordinary people used their dining table for eating. Not Aimee. This one held her craft tools and materials, currently the thirty-odd origami animal figures she’d made. Most were swans, but she had some giraffes and a horse or maybe a zebra. Certainly, she couldn’t tell when all the creatures were pink, blue, bright yellow, red, or orange. 

“I’ll clear a place in the dining room.”

Dolphine pointed to the creations. “So you’re into origami now.” Dolphine studied her handy work. “Cute animals. What you gonna do with ’em?”

“Thought I’d take them to the children’s ward at the hospital.”

“Good idea.” 

Aimee finished clearing the space, and Dolphine took out the two flat, yellow Styrofoam containers and opened them to reveal the pancakes.

Aimee went to the kitchen, poured two glasses of milk, and rejoined Dolphine.

“Bet you know why I’m here.” Dolphine emptied a plastic cup of syrup on her pancakes.

“We’re going to go over the runaway piece.”

Dolphine set her fork down. “You’re such a brain.”

“And cute, too!” Aimee hadn’t bothered to put on any make up or fix her hair properly before she left for the cemetery this morning. She probably looked like a scarecrow.  

“You, cute?” Dolphine faked a cough. 

Aimee smiled and cut her pancakes. “Where do you want to begin?”

“At the most logical place, with the police report. It stated that at precisely 11:19 p.m., Louise Dietz—otherwise known as Grandma Louise—heard someone scream. At 11:29 p.m., she called 911.”

Dolphine had quoted the report’s introductory information verbatim. Aimee recalled reading the two seemingly innocent sentences, but what wasn’t said in between had aroused her curiosity. Why had she waited ten minutes to call? “Do you really think it was Lauri’s screams Grandma Louise heard?”
“That’s my dilemma, too.” Dolphine bit into her pancakes. “According to the police, one of Grandma Louise’s neighbors had the TV turned on to one of those horror shows that has lots of screaming. The police think that’s what Grandma Louise heard.”
“Do you agree?”

Dolphine flopped another pancake on her plate and buttered it. “I don’t know what to think. Sometimes I say it was the TV. Other times, I think it could have been some rude teens out late at night carousing and shrieking.”

“Or it could have been Lauri screaming like Grandma Louise claimed.”

“Maybe, maybe not. Yesterday, I dropped by Grandma Louise’s. She said Lauri and Gary had been at each other’s throats lately. Seems he’s a bit on the possessive side. Lauri told Grandma Louise that Gary suffocated her, not literally, of course, but you know what I mean.”

Aimee nodded and swallowed hard. Many times, her ex had called Dolphine to check on Aimee’s whereabouts—even after she had told him where she’d be. “When you’re fifteen—or any age for that matter—it’s not good to have a suffocating boyfriend.” Not hungry, Aimee pushed her plate away.

Dolphine squeezed Aimee’s arm. “You okay?”

Aimee flashed a weak smile.

“John was a jerk. I’m glad you got rid of him.”

Aimee nodded. She didn’t want to talk about John. “I know Grandma Louise believes she heard Lauri scream. Even after the police left, Grandma Louise stayed up, watching Lauri’s and her mother’s apartment, and Lauri never came home. Grandma Louise called the police back at three.” 

“Yeah, I remember reading that in the report.”

Aimee drank her milk. “What about her father? Where was he?”

Dolphine’s eyes widened. “Stepfather, you mean. Don’t you remember? He’s that man who disappeared about six months ago. He got in his plane, took off, and was never heard from again. We ran the story.”
Aimee gasped. Lauri’s father missing, like her own. She closed her eyes and a picture of her father’s empty grave flashed in her mind.

Beloved Father.
His body had never been found. The case remains open. “Have they found the body?”

“Are we talking about Lauri’s father or yours?

Aimee bit her lip and tasted the coppery sting on her tongue. She had to get past this point. Move on. Then maybe the nightmares would stop. “Lauri’s, of course.”

“You sure?”

Not really. If only she had gotten the chance to say goodbye. Then maybe the nightmares never would have started.

“Aimee?”
She cleared her throat. “You talked to Lauri’s mom. Tell me about that.”

“She claims she got home from work close to five in the morning.”

Aimee’s eyebrows arched. “Five? Where the heck does she work?”

“She works for a law firm, which, of course, was closed, but she often does freelance work. She uses the office’s computer since she doesn’t have one at home.”

“She works until five in the morning?”

“I thought that was rather hokey until I found out why. Lauri’s mom had a baby born with a defective heart. There’s no money for the operation, so she freelances at night. That’s what led to the fight. She wanted to leave for work and told Lauri to babysit, but Lauri told her mom she had other plans. They started a screaming match that ended by Lauri leaving. The mother had no choice but to pack the baby and take her to work. When they returned home, her mom checked on her, but she was gone.”

“So she’s still missing?”

“Yeah, she obviously ran away. She’s done it twice before. She leaves for two or three days, and then comes back like nothing happened.”

Aimee perused the facts. Somewhere out there a desperate, lonely, confused, and frightened teen roamed the streets. She hoped the police would find the girl in time, but deep down she feared it wouldn’t be that simple.
Chapter 4

One phone call to her police source told Aimee that Gary drove a black, four year old Jeep Wrangler. Armed with this knowledge and Gary’s photo that Grandma Louise had given her, Aimee headed for Lake Tahoe High School, a ten-minute drive. But today, it took sixteen minutes due to extra-heavy traffic. Damn tourists.

Aimee drove slowly down each of the rows in the school’s parking lot looking at license plates. How could one place contain so many black Wranglers? She had counted fourteen so far. The lunch bell was about to ring and the area would be crawling with students. Best to forget looking for the car and concentrate on finding Gary.

She parked her Outback and got out. The morning sun beat down on her relentlessly, causing her blouse to stick to her. But that’s one thing she loved about the area. It offered four seasons.

Standing in the parking lot, she considered her alternatives. Pine trees blocked the school’s main entrance view. But if she stood at the edge of the teachers’ parking lot, she had a partially obstructed view of the school’s two main entrances, and at the same time, could look below into the students’ parking lot. Hopefully, she’d get lucky and catch Gary coming out, provided she could recognize him.
When the bell rang, a handful of students rushed to their cars. Right behind them, a second wave streamed out. Then still more—and more, like ants scrambling out of their hole. 
She approached a group of students to her right. “Excuse me, do any of you know Gary Heely?” She showed them his picture.

They glared at her. She considered telling them that she planned to revoke their lunch passes. That bunch of friendly, helpful folks walked away.

Okay, lesson learned. No more groups. Try individuals. The first two had no idea who Gary was. The third one, a stocky girl with dull, dangling hair clinging to her like ropes, seemed to have trouble remembering who she was, much less remembering someone named Gary Heely. The fourth student, a tall guy with buck teeth, knew him, but had no idea where he was.

She tried a fifth and a sixth student. No results. What a bummer.

“Hey, Miss,” came a voice behind her.
Nothing else to do but try some more.

Someone tapped her shoulder. She turned and saw “Bucky,” the student who claimed to know Gary.

“I’ve been calling you. Didn’t you hear me?”

Oh, that Miss. “I was preoccupied. Sorry.”

“Yeah? Well, there’s Gary.”

“Where?”

“Over there.” He pointed to his right. “Coming out of the gym. Heading toward the parking lot.”

Aimee thought she recognized Gary from the picture. “He’s the one wearing the white polo shirt?”

“Yeah.”

Aimee turned to thank Bucky, but the teen had already focused his attention on a group of friends. Aimee galloped toward Gary and did her best not to lose sight of him. She blocked his path, forcing him to go around her. “Excuse me. You’re Gary Heely, aren’t you?”

The longhaired youth eyed her. “Who wants to know?”

“I do. I’m Aimee Brent.” That was stupid. Did she really expect him to know who she was?

Gary’s eyebrows raised in an arch. “The reporter?”

Wow! He knew her. “That’s me. I want to talk to you about Lauri.”

By now they had reached his car. He leaned against it. “What about her?”

“Is she a runaway?”

He shrugged. “So the police say.”

“What do you say?”

He opened the car door. “Do you really care what I think?”

Aimee nodded.

“Hell, no! She’s no runaway.” He plopped into the driver’s seat and slammed the door shut.

“Gary, wait!” Aimee knocked on the tinted window. “I really want to hear what you have to say.”

He rolled down the window. “It’s lunch time, man. I’ve only got an hour.”

“We can talk while we eat.” No reaction. “My treat.” Dammit, she scolded herself. There I go, depleting my already empty wallet.

“Hop in.”

She silently patted herself on the back, and then realized she only had three dollars in her wallet. What kind of meal would that buy? No problem. Her dependable credit card would rescue her.
Even before she had completely settled into the passenger seat, Gary floored the gas pedal and sped away, leaving rubber on the pavement. Somehow Aimee felt no surprise when he drove past the South Lake Tahoe city limits and into the adjacent town of Stateline. She eyed the “You are leaving California” border sign followed by one that read “Welcome to Nevada.” Soon as they crossed the state line, they were bombarded by a row of casinos lining both sides of the street.
Gary must have noticed Aimee clutching the arm rest and eyeing the border sign. “There’s no law about transporting reporters across state lines, is there?”

Aimee smiled. “Don’t worry. I won’t turn you in.”

Gary nodded and pulled into Harvey’s parking lot. The casino sat across from Harrah’s. One thing for sure, Nevada didn’t waste an inch of land before building its casinos. Good news for Nevada, bad news for California.

Gary parked the Wrangler.

Before he had a chance to jump out, Aimee said, “We’re eating here—at a casino?”
“You need to be twenty-one to gamble. You can be any age to eat. Besides, I may be seventeen, but I look twenty-one. Me and Lauri used to eat here all the time. We like their buffet.” He got out and waited for Aimee to join him, but made no effort to help her out of the car. A real gentleman, this Gary Heely.

Aimee followed him through the casino. He obviously knew the layout. She threaded her way around the slot machines and caught up with him. They reached the buffet line and Aimee pulled out her VISA. Behind it, she found the twenty-dollar bill she had stashed away for emergencies. That little trick had saved her more than once. She handed the cashier the twenty, asked for a receipt, waited for her change, and made a mental note to stash another twenty as soon as payday rolled around.

“So what is it you want to know about Lauri?” Gary sat behind plates piled with pork chops, roast beef, mashed potatoes, corn, two types of bread, onion rings, mixed fruits, a slice of strawberry cheesecake, and a piece of chocolate cake.

Aimee looked at her own plate. She had a tossed salad, a wheat biscuit, and a slice of turkey. No gravy. If she ate like Gary, she’d look like a walking balloon. Life wasn’t fair. “What makes you think she’s not a runaway?” Aimee buttered her biscuit with real butter, dammit.

“Hell, I know her. That chick had problems, man, but not enough to split.”

Had? Why the past tense? Aimee stared at Gary. “But she has run away before, hasn’t she?”

“Yeah, sure. But not this time.”

“Why not this time?”

Gary shrugged. “I just know, okay? Maybe it’s the kind of problems she had.”

“What kind of problems?”

“Oh, you know. The usual. Her and her mom fought like bitches. Then to top it all off, Lauri had problems at school.” He fell silent and picked at his food.

The murmur of conversations close by surrounded them.

“What kind of problems did she have at school?”

Gary shrugged. “She didn’t understand what the teachers wanted. She got bad grades. You know, that kind of thing.” He frowned and pushed his food around with his fork. “Shit, man, why you wanna know all this garbage for?”

“Because I want to write a story about Lauri, but not just Lauri herself, but all the Lauris out there. I want to write a piece that touches and changes people’s lives. Do you understand what I mean?”

Gary eyed her as though inspecting a strange species. “Why do you want to write that?” He shoved in a mouthful of food.

“To help people like Lauri.”

“That’s cool, man. She’d like that. Maybe you won’t believe this, but Lauri always wanted to help people. Like she really cared, you know?”

“Then please help me. Tell me what you know about her.”

Gary stopped eating but did not look up. His wrinkled frown on told Aimee he debated whether he could trust her. After a long pause he said, “Lauri knew you. Do you remember her?” Slowly he raised his gaze until it met hers.

Aimee held a surprised breath and searched her mind. Nothing clicked.

Gary’s features tightened, and his eyes drew into narrow slits. “Last year. Career Week, remember?”

Aimee recalled that sometime last year during Career Week, she had spoken to the tenth grade classes about job opportunities in the mass media field. A wide-eyed student sat at the very front and had seemed interested. After class, they briefly discussed the various journalism job opportunities. Thinking about it, that girl and the picture of the girl Aimee carried were one and the same. Now, more than ever, Aimee wanted to help Lauri. “I remember her.”

“That’s good because she really liked you.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“Well, she did.”

Did? Another Freudian slip? “Why do you talk about her in the past tense?”

Confusion and anguish temporarily covered Gary’s face. “She’s gone, man. She’s gone.” He looked down at his plate.

His voice carried a sadness that touched Aimee’s heart. She found it hard to swallow her food. “What makes you think so?”

“She was into all this shit, man.”

Were all teenagers this eloquent? “Like drugs, you mean?”

“No, no. Not Lauri. Me and Lauri, we know lots of people who use drugs or smoke pot. Lauri used to call them stupid. Nah, Lauri wouldn’t do drugs. That’s not her style.” Abruptly, he got up and served himself seconds even though his first plate remained half full.

Aimee followed. She zoned in on the steak. It sizzled on the grill and its aroma attacked her stomach. She started to order it along with the huge baked potato next to the steaks. She looked down at her tummy and sighed. If she ate steak and potato, she’d have to go home and exercise.

She hated to exercise.

Empty-handed, she worked her way back to the table and gobbled down her turkey.

When Gary returned, his second plate contained chicken, some ribs, more mashed potatoes, and an apple. Aimee wondered if he really was going to eat it all. Serving himself such huge portions meant that either he wouldn’t allow grief to interfere with his stomach, or he didn’t care if he wasted food. Or maybe he handled grief by gorging. “Are you going to have enough time to eat all of that?”

“Yeah, sure,” he said. “If I’m late, I’ll just skip fourth period.”

Great, add contributing to the delinquency of a minor to her list of accomplishments. She should make some brilliant statement about the importance of education. Yeah, sure. That would totally turn him off. “You mentioned that Lauri was into all of this stuff.” Shit was what he actually said. She liked stuff better. “What did you mean by that?”

“All the problems she had—mostly at home, you know.”

“You mean with her mother?”

“Yeah. I swear. That lady is weird.”

Ah, again the eloquence. “Weird? How?”

Gary shrugged. “You know. She did all the junk moms do. She fed her and dressed her, but I don’t think she ever loved Lauri.” He focused on his plate as he continued to shove food in his mouth, an action that told Aimee he ate out of compulsion, and not for the joy of it. “If you ask me, she don’t like being Lauri’s mom.”

Aimee twiddled her fork. Beloved Mother.
Gary’s left eyebrow raised. “You look goofy.”

“That’s how it goes. You were saying?”

 “That Lauri’s mother don’t care. She’s got herself a baby with that new husband of hers. She’s always fussing about that kid, and she don’t pay no attention to Lauri.” He pushed his plate away. “He’s dead, you know.”

“Who?”

“Lauri’s stepfather. He died—or at least disappeared—before the ol’ lady popped the new kid out. Maybe that’s why she spends so much time with the baby. It’s like maybe she’s trying to be both father and mother. You know, kinda make up for the fact that the ol’ man ain’t there.” He shrugged. “Or maybe not. Either way, she gives all her attention to that new brat.”

Aimee took a small bite of her turkey. So had Lauri suffered from strong feelings of sibling rivalry, after being an only child for fifteen years? “What about Lauri’s biological father?”

“Who?”

“Her real father.”

“Dunno.”

The waitress set down a full glass in front of Aimee. “Here’s your mixed drink,” she said with a twinkle in her eye.

Aimee smiled. “It’s the only kind to drink.”

“That’s a matter of opinion, honey.” She turned and walked away.

“You were about to tell me about Lauri’s real father.” Aimee sipped her soda.

“Lauri tried to find out about him but her ol’ lady was tight-lipped. One time when Lauri casually mentioned him, the ol’ lady hit her so hard it sent her flying across the room.”

Aimee’s fork stopped halfway to her mouth. She stared at Gary. “Did her mom hit her often?”

“Even if it happened only once—and believe me, it happened a lot more than just once—wouldn’t it have been once too often?”

Aimee nodded and ate in silence, digesting the information. “Gary, everything you’ve said so far gives me reason to believe Lauri ran away. I don’t understand why you insist she didn’t.”

“I just know, man. If she was safe, she would’ve called.” He looked away, temporarily closing his eyes. His Adam’s apple bobbed.

Aimee placed the napkin on the table. “So, did Lauri ever find out who her father was?”

“Nope.”

“Did she know his name?”

“Not that I know of, but she got along real good with her step-dad. Maybe he might’ve told her—if he hadn’t walked out on ’em.”

“Tell me about her step-dad.”

“Not much to tell. Me and Lauri weren’t an item then. I never met that dude. He just poof, disappeared one day. Maybe six, seven months ago. She hoped that he’d adopt her some day.”

“Poor Lauri.”

“Yeah. Nobody gave a shit about her—other than me and Grandma Louise. I guess that’s why everyone likes Grandma Louise so much. She’s always there for you, no matter who you are, how old you are.”

“I’m sure her mother loves her, too.”

“The hell she does. I know her, remember? You don’t. And if sweet Mama loves her so much, can you explain why she took out a huge life insurance policy on Lauri last week?”

Oh, really? Aimee hadn’t heard about that. “How do you know about the policy?”

“Lauri told me.” He shrugged. “How else would I know?”

Aimee nodded. She finished eating and pushed her plate away. Gary had managed to empty one plate and began work on the second one. Aimee felt sure that Gary planned to miss fourth period, and at the rate he was going, maybe even fifth.

“Well, lady,” Gary said between bites, “it looks like the one you really need to talk to is Lauri’s mother. When you do, you’ll see what I mean.”
Chapter 5

The La Mar Apartments stood at the intersection of Regal and Francis Streets. Considered to be on the seedy part of town, the once elegant two-story art deco apartment complex had been beaten down by years of abuse and neglect. Aimee parked her car and stepped on grass tall enough to be cut for hay.

She found Lauri’s and her mother’s apartment almost immediately. Aimee reached for the doorbell, but couldn’t find one. She knocked on the door.

The woman who greeted her wore a bright orange tank top and blue jean shorts. Her hair hung loose like the hippies of the seventies. “You the reporter?”

Aimee nodded, thankful she had called ahead. “Yes, I’m Aimee Brent.”

“And I’m Karen Boyd, Lauri’s mother.” She stepped aside for Aimee to enter. Once inside, Karen pointed to the mustard-yellow sofa. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be back in a minute.” She disappeared down the hallway.

Aimee sat and busied herself by looking at the only knick-knacks decorating the room, a set of pictures. An inexpensive black plastic frame on the fireplace mantel held the first photograph that caught her eye. A radiant smile shone as Karen Boyd tenderly focused her attention on the baby in her arms, an ideal pose of a mother and her child.
A second photo on the wall seemed out of place. The fancy wooden frame contrasted sharply to the color of the walls, the same shade as tooth decay. Karen approached and Aimee shifted her attention to Karen. Her taut lips and deep, dark circles revealed turmoil whereas the picture showed Karen’s sparkling deep, soft brown eyes. Today, those same eyes bore a vacant, sickly look.

“I don’t know what to tell you.” Karen dropped onto the sofa and sat rigidly, as if refusing comfort. “At this point, I almost wish Lauri wouldn’t come home. Things are quiet and peaceful when she isn’t around.” She glanced downward, refusing to meet Aimee’s eyes. “That doesn’t mean that I don’t worry about her. I wish I knew which friend she’s staying with this time.”

Aimee leaned forward and squirmed into a comfortable position. “Have you tried to find her?”

Karen’s face pinched in pain. “No, not really. I’ve been very busy, but I do plan to call some of her friends.”

“That’s where you think she is, with friends?”

Karen’s forehead furrowed with confusion. “Yes, of course I do. Where else would she be?”

“I don’t know. Her boyfriend thinks she didn’t run away.”

Karen threw her arms up in the air. “Of course he doesn’t. That would make him responsible.”

“What do you mean?”

“He went out with Lauri that night. In fact, that’s what our fight was about.” She closed her eyes, pain etched in her face.

Aimee glanced around the living room, waiting for Karen to continue. Next to the mother/daughter portrait on the mantel was an unframed, eight by ten portrait of Lauri’s baby sister. A pile of smaller photos of the baby rested on the bookcase. Scanning the rest of the room, Aimee spotted two more baby pictures, but none of Lauri. Talk about making someone feel unwanted. 

“I don’t know if you know this or not,” Karen said, “but two months ago, I had a baby.”

Oh, really? She would have never guessed.
Karen pointed with her head toward the hallway leading to the bedrooms. “She’s asleep right now.” Karen’s voice cracked and she cleared her throat. “She, uh, was born with a defective heart. She needs surgery, but I don’t have any insurance. So I took up typing at night. That’s not going to make a dent in the bill, but it makes me feel I’m doing something.” She swept the air with her hand. “As you can see, I don’t have a computer here at home, but there’s one at the office. George and Marvin don’t mind if I use it as long as I do it on my own time.”

“George and Marvin? The lawyers?”

Karen nodded. “Yes. I work for them.” She stood, paced, and folded her arms. “The night Lauri ran away, I asked her to baby sit so I could go to work. She threw a temper tantrum and refused. She and that jerk boyfriend of hers already had plans, and she wouldn’t change them. She stormed out, and I knew she wouldn’t be back for several days.”

“I’m assuming that means she’s done this before?”

Karen nodded. “I stood by the window, watching, wanting to know which way she went.” Karen walked toward the window, moved the faded curtain aside, and stared outside. She wrapped her arms around herself and sighed. “I never saw her.”

“Why do you suppose that is?”

Karen turned to face Aimee. “I don’t know. I waited by the window for what I thought was a long time, then Karen—that’s also my baby’s name. I named her after me.” For a moment, she beamed. Then her lip quivered and her eyes misted. “Anyway, the baby woke up and I went to her, and that’s probably when I missed Lauri.”

“What happened then?”

Karen sank on the couch and remained quiet. She sighed and shook her head. “Nothing happened. I packed up the baby and took her with me to the office to do the typing. What else could I do?”

“What about Lauri?”

“What about her?”

“Weren’t you worried about her? Didn’t you check around as to where she might have gone?”

“What good would that do? When Lauri’s ready, she’ll come home. Don’t take that wrong. I love Lauri, but, well, you know. Right now, I’ve got my baby to think about.”

Aimee bit her tongue to prevent saying the obvious. If she spoke now, she’d regret it.

“Look, let me explain.” Karen straightened. “The first time Lauri ran away, I immediately called the police. They rushed over and we talked. The second time, they took their time getting here.” She looked down and shook her head. “When she left this time, I didn’t want to waste their time. I packed and left. At least I did something productive. I made some money.”

Surely a noble cause, Aimee thought, but shouldn’t some of that concern be blanketed over Lauri? “Maybe I can help.”

Karen cocked her head and studied Aimee through wide, unblinking eyes.

“Our paper can run a feature about Baby Karen’s desperate need, and then ask that contributions be sent to such-and-such bank where we’ll open an account in her name.”

Karen’s eyebrows rose in an arch. “Th—that would be so wonderful. I’ll tell my hospital social worker what you said, so that both of you can do whatever needs to be done to set up an account. Oh, if only Charles could hear this.”

“Charles? Your husband?”

Karen nodded. “I was three months pregnant when he disappeared. I heard the gossip. He walked out on us, but Charles wouldn’t do that. I’m sure he’s . . . dead. But since his body has never been found, there’s all this talk.”
Aimee drew a deep breath. Her father’s body had never been found. Beloved Father.
“I know how you feel.”

Karen squinted. “No, you couldn’t possibly know.” She spat out the words. “When there’s no funeral, there’s no ending. All you feel is this empty spot. It’s the ritual of the funeral that forces us to let go. Without it—”

“You always wonder if maybe he’s alive.” How many times had Aimee prayed for that?
“Why, yes!” Karen’s eyes narrowed as though reassessing Aimee. “You do understand.” 

“I was six when I lost my father in a boating accident.” Aimee tensed, bracing for what would follow. The nightmare would play in her mind like an endless movie. It happened every time she spoke of the incident.

Within seconds, the expected image formed with an abruptness that lacked clarity or detail. If only she could understand, then maybe she could let go of the past. In quick succession, bits of memory flashed through her mind.

She saw the blinding fog, like a murderous cloud, envelop the day. She rubbed her eyes, wanting to see her father’s boat. Then, like an answered prayer, the fog rose, and she could make out the shape of the boat.

Daddy steered and waved at her and Mom. He looked so handsome. So loving. Then, the explosion. The water burning. The boat, gone. And Daddy, Daddy. What of Daddy? He couldn’t die. He just simply couldn’t die.
Beloved Father, Husband.
Karen’s voice disrupted Aimee’s thoughts. “Were you there in the boat with him?”

Aimee shook her head. “No, Mom and I were waiting on the shore while Dad went to get the boat. He was bringing it to us. There was this terrible explosion.”

“I’m sorry. That must have been horrible.”

Aimee flashed a weak smile. “It happened so long ago.” By now, she should have accepted the tragedy. But to this day, she couldn’t return to Emerald Bay. Eager to change the subject, Aimee retrieved her spiral notebook and pen from her lap. “Let me get all the information I need about little Karen’s condition.”
When she finished, Aimee stood, making a mental note to contact both the baby’s doctor to verify the information and Karen’s social worker. She asked Karen to talk to her doctor and social worker to give them permission to speak to her. “Thank you for your time.”
“I’m the one who should be thanking you,” Karen said. “I really didn’t know how I could raise the money for the operation. I know the social worker is there to help me. But still, there are so many bills. Paying them—helping my baby—that has always been my number one concern.”

Yes, of course. We should always number our priorities. “What about Lauri?”

“Huh?” Karen’s eyes widened. “Oh! Of course. I’m also concerned about Lauri. For a long time, before I met Charles, Lauri was all I had.”

From beyond a closed door to her right, the baby cried. Karen shot to her feet. “Excuse me. My baby needs me. Is there anything else you’d like to know?”

“Yes. Just one quick question. I know my readers will want to know about insurance coverage.”

“When Charles, uh, disappeared, we had nothing. No insurance, no savings. I vowed to rectify that. Just last week I took out a small policy on Lauri and me. All I could afford is the $25,000 one. Not much, I know, but it’s something. There is, of course, no way to insure Karen, not with her condition.”

By now the child’s cries had become desperate wails. Karen’s sight jumped from Aimee toward the baby’s room.

“I won’t keep you any longer.” Aimee made her way to the door. “I’ll let myself out.”
* * *

Back at the newspaper office, Aimee had just finished going over her notes when the phone rang. She picked it up on the second ring. “South Shore Carrier. Aimee Brent speaking.”

“Aimee, this is Detective Tom O’Day. I normally don’t make calls like this, but you’ve been around here asking questions about Lauri. On behalf of maintaining good relations between the press and the police, I thought I’d give you a call. We found Lauri Evans.”

Aimee’s heart jumped to her throat. “Hey! That’s wonderful news.” She reached for a pen and pad.

“Not so wonderful. She’s dead.”

Aimee felt her bottom lip drop and her heart rate increase. By the time she composed herself, her reporter instincts kicked in. “What happened?”

“It looks like homicide.”
