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Cora Callahan kicked back in the worn leather recliner, smiling as she watched her
friends dance to Usher’'s “Yeah!” in the living room. The plan to take a trip with
Brynn and Aubree before the trio headed off to separate colleges in the fall had taken
weeks to put in motion. Once the arrangements were made, Cora moved on to step
two: convincing her mother to allow her to take a weekend trip without parental
supervision. It took some finagling, but in the end, she’d done it.

Her parents believed the three of them were spending the weekend at the beach.
In truth, they were nowhere near it.
They were in the woods at Cora s grandmother’s summer cabin.

And they weren't adone ... their fellow classmates Aidan, Jackson, and Owen had
joined them.

It was the perfect getaway for what Cora was sure would be a weekend none of them
would forget. Brynn was dating Aidan, and Aubree was dating Jackson. That left
Owen, who had been Cora’ s next-door neighbor since they were seven.

Cora and Owen had shared many memories over the years, and in recent months, her
feelings for him had begun to change. What started out as a childhood friendship had
blossomed into something more, and Cora found herself struggling to decide the best
way to tell him. She was ninety percent sure Owen shared her feelings. But that
stubborn ten percent kept her lips sealed, and she' d pushed her feelings down, down,
down until she'd all but convinced herself she no longer had them.



Tonight, it was all about to change.

Tonight, she'd tell him everything.

Thinking about it now, her heart raced.

“Comeon, Cora,” Aubree said, waving her over. “ Dance with us.”

Coralooked at Aubree, whose long, blond hair was bouncing up and down to the beat
of the song, and said, “I’m waiting for Owen.”

“Y ou don’'t need Owen in order to dance,” Aubree said.

“l know. It'sjust ... we're supposed to go for awalk.”

Aubree glanced outside. “In the dark?’

“We have flashlights. We'll be fine.”

“Where is Owen, anyway?’ Aubree asked. “I haven't seen him for awhile.”

“He was outside earlier,” Jackson said. “He went to get his glasses. He left them in
the car.”

“When?' Cora asked.
Jackson shrugged. “1 dunno. Been awhile, | guess.”
Cora shot out of the recliner and walked to the door, opening it, and flicking the

porch light on. She cupped a hand to the side of her mouth and shouted, “Owen? Are
you out here?’



She was met with silence.

Poking her head outside, Cora glanced in all directions, shouting his name afew more
times. When she got the same results as before, she pulled a mini flashlight out of her
pocket and clicked it on, shining it in the direction of Owen’s car.

Nothing suspicious there.

Still, she was beginning to worry.

She stepped back inside the cabin and said, “If he was out there, heisn’t now.”

“What did you say?’ Aubree asked.

Corawaked over to the stereo and lowered the volume. “Owen'’ s not outside. | mean,
he’' s not answering when | call his name.”

“Have you tried looking upstairs?’ Jackson asked. “Maybe he's in his room. Brynn
and Aidan arein theirs, spending ... ahh, time together.”

“You can say they’re having sex,” Aubree said. “We're eighteen, for heaven's sake.”
Corawalked upstairs and noticed Owen'’s door was closed. She knocked on it, waited
a minute, and then opened the door, peering inside. Sitting on top of the bed was a
coat and a thick pair of socks. Hiking boots were nearby on the floor, which made
sense. He could have been preparing for the walk they’ d planned.

A wave of concern turned Cora’ sinsides.

If he wasn’t here, and he wasn’t outside, where was he?



The door across the hall opened, and Brynn stepped out. She smiled at Cora and said,
“Hey, what’ s everyone doing?’

“l can’t find Owen,” Corasaid. “When did you last see him?”’

Brynn ran a hand through her short, auburn hair. “Ahh ... | haven’'t seen him since we
arrived, | guess. It’s not a big cabin. He' s gotta be around here somewhere.”

Cora hoped Brynn was right, and she did another sweep of the cabin, looking in
closets thistime.

Owen was nowhere to be found.

Cora asked everyone to gather in the living room to talk about what to do next, and
Jackson suggested the girls remain inside while he and Aidan searched outside.

Twenty minutes turned into forty, and the teen boys still hadn’t returned.

“Something’'s wrong,” Cora said. “They should have been back by now. Maybe we
should call our?—"

“No,” Aubree said. “If we call our parents, it’s all over. They’ll kill usfor lying about
where we are this weekend. | don’t know about you two, but I'm not interested in
being grounded all summer.”

“1 getit, but I'm scared,” Brynn said. “1 want to call my mom.”

Cora considered their situation for a moment and said, “Give me a little time. If |
don't find them, we'll make some calls.”

“You're going outside?’ Brynn said. “You'’re crazy. Who knows what’ s out there?’



“Well, I"'m not just going to sit here and just hope they come back.”

“Fine,” Aubree said, “I’'ll go with you.”

“No way,” Brynn said. “Y ou’'re not leaving me alone, and I’ m not going out there.”

“Aubree, you stay with Brynn,” Cora said. “ Give me fifteen minutes. If I’m not back,
call your parents.”

Cora grabbed Owen's coat off his bed and then walked to the kitchen, fishing a
bigger flashlight out of the drawer. On the way out, she remembered her grandmother
always kept a pair of night vision binoculars behind her jacket. She located them and
stepped outside. The forest was quiet tonight, much more so than she remembered it
being in years past. It was amost like it had been suppressed somehow, like all the
life within it had stilled.

She descended the cabin’s steps and started down the dirt road, shouting, “Jackson?
Aidan? Can you hear me? Owen? |s anyone there?’

When no response came, she lifted the binoculars to her eyes and scanned her
surroundings. She saw nothing unusual at first, and then she noticed a hand reaching

up from the forest floor—a hand that appeared to be waving at her.

Corarushed in its direction and found Jackson, his head bloody, eyes fluttering open
and closed.

She knelt beside him, grabbing his hand as she said, “ Jackson! What happened?’

“Hitme,and | ... | fell. Need ... go home. You ... out of here.”

“I’m going to get help. I'll be right back. | promise.”



Cora jumped to a standing position. She started for the cabin, and someone stepped
out of the shadows, striking her on the side of the head with a heavy object. As her
legs buckled beneath her and she sagged to the ground, she looked up, staring in
confusion as her surroundings went black.
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It had been a quiet couple of weeks at the office. So quiet, I'd given my partners
Simone Bonet and Lilia Hunter, some time off until business picked back up again.
I’d enjoyed the quiet for a few days, but now | felt restless, waiting for a new
investigation to get my blood pumping again.

| was sitting at my desk, staring at Luka, my Samoyed, whose head was nestled atop
my feet as he snored away. The office door jingled, and Luka sprang up, staring at the
woman who'd just stepped through the door. She was tall with long, blond locks and
a curvy figure. She removed her mirrored sunglasses and glanced around the room,
smiling when her eyes met mine.

“Is this the Case Closed Detective Agency?’ she asked. “I didn’t see a sign out
front.”

The sign was above the door and would be hard to miss, a fact | decided not to
mention.

“Itis,” | said. “Can | help you?’

“I"m looking for Georgiana Germaine.”

| walked over and introduced myself. “I’'m Georgiana.”

We shook hands, and she said, “My mother is friends with your Aunt Laura. Laura

suggested | stop in to talk to you. I'm looking for information on someone from my
past.”



“l investigate homicides, but if you're looking to find someone, | can set up a
meeting for you with Lilia Hunter, one of my partners. She specializesin that kind of
thing.”

She shook her head, saying, “Oh, no. | don’t think you understand. The person | want
you to find ... well, | don't know how else to explain. About twenty years ago, my
best friends were murdered. The case was never solved, and | can no longer live with

that.”

The thought of a new murder to investigate shouldn’t have excited me as much as it
did, but | couldn’t deny the feeling of elation | was experiencing.

“Why don’t we have aseat?’ | suggested. “And you can tell me all about it.”

She walked over to my desk and sat down.

“What’s your name?’ | asked.

“Cora Callahan.”

Cora Callahan.

| knew her story well.

Everyone in Cambriadid.

The teenage murders were the biggest tragedy to ever happen in Cambria s quaint
town. Six kids who'd just graduated from high school had arranged to meet up at a
cabin for a fun weekend before they all went off to college. Within hours of their

arrival, five were murdered, and one, who was left for dead, managed to survive—the
very one sitting in front of me now.



“1 know your story,” | said. “What happened to you and your friends was before |
became a detective for the San Luis Obispo Police Department. It wasacold case I'd
always wanted to look into, but I’m sorry to say | never got the chance.”

Cora stared down at her hands, clenching them like she was trying to get them to stop
shaking. “For along time, | didn’t even like to think about what happened back then.
Every time| did, I'd just get frustrated. There’s so much | can’t remember about that
night.”

There' d been many rumors around town after the murders. Some believed Cora knew
a lot more than she was saying. Others thought the incident was so horrific, she'd

found away to block it out.

“Not long after the murders, you moved away,” | said. “1I’d heard you vowed never to
return. Are you living in Cambria again?’

“Not living—visiting.”

“For how long?’

She shrugged. “Hard to say. My father was just diagnosed with ... well, I’d rather not
go into the details of it right now. I'll just say he’'s not going to be around much
longer.”

“I"'m sorry.”

“Yeah, me too. I've been back for a few weeks now, and even though I’ve done
everything | can to make him my primary focus, | can't stop thinking about that night

at the cabin.”

| flipped my notepad open and grabbed a pen. “What can you tell me about it?’



“1 have these flashbacks, moments where | remember something | didn’t before, but
it'sall in piecesin my mind. | don’t know how elseto explain it.” She leaned back in
the chair. “The worst of it is, | can’'t separate fact from fiction. I'll recall something
vague, and | can’'t be certain whether | invented it in my mind or it's something that
happened.”

“Trauma has a way of playing tricks on our minds. | bet a lot of what you remember
has at least some basis in the truth.”

“Beforel getintoit, | guess | should make sure you' re willing to take the case.”

| waswilling al right, and | couldn’t wait to divein.

“Of course I'll take your case,” | said.

Cora breathed out a sigh of relief and said, “Good. Your aunt says you're the best.
She said you've solved every case you've ever had, even cases the police couldn’t
solve.”

| remained still for a minute, trying to decide how to respond to her comment. At the
time of the murders, my stepdad, Harvey, was one of the detectives who'd worked on
the case. | remembered him discussing the case with me. Not being able to solve it

before he retired had been one of hisbiggest regrets.

“Cold cases offer their own set of challenges,” | said. “But I, for one, love a
challenge.”

“I’m glad to hear it. What information do you need from me?’

| thought about the best way to get her to talk about the events from that night. “You
said you have fuzzy memories. Let's try and piece them all together like you're



telling it to mein astory form.”

She nodded, and it looked like she was about to speak. Then she clasped a hand to her
throat and said, “Sorry. My throat ... it'salittledry.”

| hopped up and walked over to the kitchenette, scouring the top shelf of the
refrigerator for options. “We have water, soda, kombucha. What suits you?’

“Water isfine.”

| grabbed her a bottle of water and a kombucha for myself, and | returned to my desk,
handing her the water as | sat down. She twisted the cap off, drank half of it down,
and then set the bottle on top of the desk.

“1t was supposed to be the best weekend of our lives, you know?’ she said. “I’d been
psyching myself up to tell Owen about my feelings for him. We'd lived next door to
each other since we were kids. I’d aways considered him a friend until our senior
year of high school.”

“What changed?’

“l don't know. Comments from my friends, | guess. They teased me, saying they
thought we had a thing for each other and wouldn’t admit it to ourselves. And then
one day, | realized they wereright.”

“Did you get the chance to tell him before ... what happened?’

“1 didn’'t. After hisfuneral, his sister reached out to me. She told me Owen told her he
wanted to ask me out on a date. It’'s too bad we never got a chance to see if we could
have been more than friends. It took me a long time to admit to myself that | had
feelings for him, and when | did, he was just ... taken from me in the worst possible



way. It doesn’t seem fair.”

“Itisn’'t,” | said. “1 know about your case. | seem to recall there were six of you at the
cabin that night.”

“Yeah, and | was the only survivor. It feels awful, you know, that they died, and here
| am, still living.”

“Your survival touched everyone in this town. When people found out you were
alive, it waslike a bright light shining through the darkness.”

“I’ve always worried the man who attacked me would come back for me one day.
I’ ve spent the last two decades looking over my shoulder, and I'm tired of it. I'm so
tired. It isn’'t any way to live.”

“No, itisn't,” | said. “I'll find the bastard, and together, we'll make sure he pays for
what he did.”
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My quip about how I'd “find the bastard” went over well. Cora cracked a dight
smile, and what’s more, she looked at me like she was feeling something she hadn’t
felt in along time—hope.

“Ill tell you everything | can remember about the night at the cabin,” she said, “As
long as you understand | can’'t always separate fact from fiction.”

“No problem. Leave what’ s fact and what’ s fiction to me.”

“All right. Where do you want me to start?’

“From the beginning, the moment the six of you arrived at the cabin.”

Cora crossed one leg over the other, closing her eyes a moment, thinking. “We were
so happy that day. Happy to be together. Happy we'd fooled our parents into thinking
we were at the beach and not at my grandmother’s cabin. It seemed like a perfect start
to a perfect weekend.”

Until it wasn't.

“Aubree and Jackson were dancing together in the living room,” Cora said. “Brynn
and Aidan were upstairs. | was sitting in my grandmother’s recliner, and Aubree said
something about not seeing Owen for awhile.”

“How long had it been since you'’ d seen him? Can you remember?”

“1I"m not sure. Jackson said Owen had gone outside to get something out of the car, so



| opened the front door and looked out, but | didn't see him anywhere. | started to
panic, and | decided to search the house. When | still couldn’t find him, the five of us
met in the living room, and Jackson and Aidan decided to search outside.”

“What happened next?’ | asked.

“When Jackson and Aidan didn’'t return to the cabin, we discussed calling our
parents.”

“And did you?’

Cora shook her head. “We should have. It was a mistake. | wish we would have
locked every door and every window and made those calls.”

“Please understand | am not judging your decision when | ask you this, but what kept
you from calling your parents?’

Cora pressed her head into her hands. “It was my fault. | made the decision. Aubree
was worried if we told our parents where we were, we'd all be grounded for the
summer, and we wouldn’t be able to see each other. | suggested I’d go and look for
theguys, and | said if | didn’t return in fifteen minutes, then we'd call.”

“Tell me what you remember happening after you left the cabin.”

“It was dark, hard to see anything. I’ d taken a flashlight and my grandmother’ s night
vision binoculars, but even then, it was still difficult.”

“What did you see and hear?’

“1 remember how quiet it was—too quiet. I’d been going to my grandmother’s cabin
ever since | was a kid, and it had never been as quiet as it was that night. It was



amost asif al the crittersin the forest had all run away. | decided to look through the
binoculars, and that’s when | thought | saw something move.”

“What did you think it was?’

“lI had no idea, at first. Part of me was scared. The other part was filled with
adrenaline. All | was focusing on was finding Owen and the others. So when | saw
movement, | just ... | ran toward it.”

“What did you find?’

“Jackson. He was on the ground. Blood was everywhere. It looked like he'd been hit
on the side of his head, but there was so much blood, it was hard to tell what was
going on.”

“Was he dive?’

“Y eah, and he was trying to talk to me, to tell me something ... warn me, | think.”
“Do you remember what he said?’

“1 remember his mouth moving, and me crouching down. | said something to him,
but I'm not sure what. | just remember how | felt, like | needed to get back to the
cabin, to Brynn and Aubree, and we all needed to get the hell out of there. At some
point, | remember standing. | looked toward the cabin and started running ... and then
... and then ... hewas there. He was right there in front of me.”

Corapressed a hand to her chest asif struggling to breathe.

“Take a few sips of water,” | said. “And please, take your time. If it's too much to
talk about, we can stop for now and pick this up again later.”



“No, | want to continue. | have to—for them. All these years of hiding, | should have
been stronger. | should have pushed to keep the investigation open until the killer was
found,and | ... | didn't.”

“You want my opinion? You’'re being too hard on yourself. You went through a lot
back then, and you've carried it with you all these years. It's understandable you'd
want to step back from society after what happened. | get it. I've taken a step back
myself before.”

“Yeah, well ... even if you have, it looks like you managed to get your life back
together. | haven't. I'm arecluse, only going out when | have no choice. | guess the
way | look at it is part of me died along with my friends that night. I’ve never found a
way to get myself back.”

“You're here,” | said. “I’d say it's a step in the right direction. There's no right or
wrong timeline on finding yourself again.”

She nodded and went quiet, and | waited, hoping she’d find a way to finish the
conversation she' d started. There was so much more | hoped to ask, but | didn’t want
to push—not too hard, not if she wasn’t ready.

Coratook afew more sips of water, seeming to come back to a state of normalcy, and
then she looked me dead in the eye and said, “The man, he was just there, you know?
He came out of nowhere. | remember he had something in his hand, but it was hard to
tell inthedark ... abaseball bat or a big piece of wood, maybe.”

“Did he say anything to you?”’
“Not before he hit me. But after, when | was lying on the ground, he crouched down

beside me, and | swear he whispered something in my ear. | figured he thought | was
dying. Maybe | was ... | don't know how | survived when everyone else didn’t. The



doctor told my parents the impact of the hit I’s taken wasn’t as hard as it was for the
others.”

| jotted a few notes down, read what I’ d written, and said, “ Going back to the man, is
there anything else you can remember about him?”

“One minute he was there, the next | was hit on the head, and | went down.” Cora
swept a few locks of hair to the side of her forehead, revealing a scar. “Nothing like
having a constant reminder of the worst night of my life.”

“Do you have any recollection of what happened after he hit you, other than the man
bending over you and speaking to you?’

“1 think | passed out. | don’t know how long | laid there, but at some point, | woke
up. | didn't move for a long time. | worried the man was still there somewhere,
watching me. After a while, | worked up the courage to stand, and | made my way
back to the cabin asfast as| could. | thought about Aubree and Brynn and hoped they
were alive, but when | opened the door and stepped inside, that’s when | ... when |
saw them, lying side by side on the floor in the living room. Dead.”
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“They were all dead,” Cora said. “Everyone but me.”

Nothing | could say would ease the pain she'd experienced then and was still
experiencing now, so | said the only thing | could think to say: “I’m sorry.”

Sorry didn’t fix things.

Sorry couldn’t change the past.

Sorry couldn’t ease her pain.

But it let her know | cared about what she’ d been through.

“1 till have nightmares about what happened that night,” Cora said. “| see Jackson,
and Brynn, and Aubree. My nightmares are so vivid. They take me back to that night,
and | find myself reliving what happened all over again.”

| crossed my arms, thinking about what it must have been like for her that night.
Terrified, lying on the ground, wondering if the killer was still lurking around
somewhere, waiting for the opportunity to strike again.

“What did you do after you found Aubree and Brynn?' | asked.

“1 ran to the kitchen and grabbed the sharpest knife | could find. Then | called my
parents. As | explained what happened, my mom became frantic. | couldn’t even

understand what she was saying at first. She put my dad on the phone, and he told me
my grandmother kept a pistol in the bottom drawer of her nightstand. He told me to



get it and to lock myself in my grandmother’s room, because it was the only room in
the cabin with a deadbolt.”

“Did you do it?’

She nodded. “I never even knew my grandmother owned a gun until my father told
me. I’d never liked guns, but | knew how to shoot.”

“How?’

“My family went camping a lot when | was in high school. My dad would save pop
bottles for our trips, so we could use them for target practice. He knew | didn't like
guns, but he encouraged me to learn how they worked anyway.”

“How far was the cabin from your parents house?’

“ About an hour. Waiting for my parents to show up was the longest hour of my life. |
remember sitting on my grandmother’s bed with the gun pointed at the door, worried
the killer would jiggle the door handle, break through the lock, and come for me a
second time. But he never did. | figured he thought he' d killed us all.”

A fortunate misudgment on his part that saved Cora' s life.

“If I remember right, your father called the police, and Harvey Kennison was the first
to arrive at the cabin,” | said. “He was one of the detectives who worked on your
case. He's also my stepfather now, though | presume you know that.”

“l do. Yeah, he got there a lot faster than | thought he would, about ten minutes
before my parents. When he got the call about what was happening, he was closer to
the cabin than they were.”



“Did he wait for backup before he entered the cabin?’

“l don't think so. | remember hearing a door slam downstairs, and then a man started
shouting my name. He said he was a detective with the San Luis Obispo Police
Department. | remember hearing his footsteps as he walked up the stairs, and then he
approached the door and knocked on it. He asked if | was inside the bedroom and if |
was al right.”

“What did you say?’

“I didn’t respond at first. How was | supposed to know if he was who he said he was
or if he was someone else? He let me know my parents were on their way along with
some of his fellow officers. He said it was okay for me to open the door, but first |
asked him to slide his badge under the door so | could prove he was telling the truth.”

“Did you let Harvey in after he verified hisidentity?’ | asked.

“l did. | threw my hands around him and started sobbing. It was the first time |
allowed myself to believe | was going to make it out of there alive.”

Coraclosed her eyes, taking a deep breath in.

“Thank you for explaining all of thisto me,” | said. “I know it’s not easy to talk about
such a painful memory.”

“It's not, but | know how important it is for you to have every detail | can
remember.”

Indeed.

“Who owns the cabin now?’ | asked.



“It's till in the family ... except we haven't been back there since the murders
happened.”

“Any ideawhere | can get my hands on akey?’

“I’'m sure my parents have one somewhere. I'll make a copy and get it to you right
away.”

“Harvey has mentioned your case to me a few times over the years. He's aways
regretted not solving the murders before he retired.”

“My mother told me he still stops by their house every once in awhileto ask how I'm
doing. It means alot to me.”

“Y eah, he's one of the good ones.”

| tapped my pen to the desk, thinking. “Who al knew about your plan to go to the
cabin that summer weekend?’

“No one except the six of us, as far as | know. We made a group decision not to tell
any of our other friends at school because we didn’t want anyone to be upset that they
weren't invited. Plus, we worried if we told anyone, our parents might find out we
lied to them.”

“Why did you lieto your parents?’

“Our parents didn’'t know the boys would be joining us for the weekend. They would
have never agreed to it otherwise.”

“Did any of you talk about the cabin trip in a public setting, somewhere people could
overhear?’



“1 didn’t, but | don’t know about the rest of our group.”

Word about their plans had leaked somehow.

“You mentioned the person who attacked you was a man,” | said. “I know it was
dark, but is there anything you can remember about him? Approximate age, height, or
any other relevant details?’

Cora considered the question for a moment. “I don’t know. | never saw his face. He
was wearing something over his head. Like a knitted hat, and the eye holes had been

cut out.”

“If you didn’t see his face, how can you be sure it was a man who attacked all of you
and not awoman?”’

Coratapped afinger to the top of the desk. “Hewastall ... and big.”

“When you say big?—"

“1 don’t mean overweight. He was more muscular than flabby.”

“Have you considered the man who attacked you may have been one of your
classmates?’

“The police asked me the same question. | sorta felt like it was an older man? But |
don’t know for sure. | wish | did. | sat through so many interviews the first year after
it happened, trying to remember anything | could to help them catch the guy. In the
end, it didn’t matter. Nothing | said made a difference.”

Given her age at the time, it could have been easy for her to assume the man was
much older. But she hadn’t seen his face. And even though she had a faint memory of



him speaking to her, she couldn’t recall what he' d said. He could have been anyone.

“Could you make me alist of any classmates the six of you may have had a problem
with back then?’

Cora leaned back in her chair. “It's been along time. I’'m not sure | can remember,
but I'll try.”

“Do you have a yearbook from your senior year of high school ?”

“1 think so. There are afew boxes of my thingsin my parents' garage. I'll go through
them and seeif | can find it.”

“If you do, I'd like you to flip through it tonight, see if you can jog your memory.
Make me alist of anyone you think | should talk to from your school days.”

“All right. Anything else?’

| thought about what other things | might want to ask before | cut her loose.

“One more thing. I'd like to know where everyone was located when they were
attacked,” | said. “I know Aubree and Brynn were inside the cabin, and Jackson was

outside, not far from where you were. Where were Owen and Aidan found?’

“The police found Owen around the side of the cabin. Aidan wasn't far from where |
found Jackson. If | would have walked a bit farther, | would have seen him too.”

“You were all attacked in the same manner ... blunt-force trauma, right?’

Corasniffled and nodded, wiping atear from her eye.



“The man who did this needs to be found this time,” she said. “Being back in town
takes me back to that night. In some ways, it feels like it all happened yesterday. |
don’t think I can handle dragging this all up again if there’ s not a different result.”

| leaned forward and took her hand in mine, looking her straight in the eye as | said,
“I’ll make you a promise, right here and now. I'll give this case everything I’ ve got. |
won't stop looking until | find him.”
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“Well, well ... what a pleasant surprise,” my mother said. “To what do we owe the
pleasure of your company?’

She'd said it with a hint of sarcasm and a smile, and with the perfect dramatic flair I'd
come to expect from her.

“Hi, Mom,” | said as | opened the screen door. “I’m sorry | missed family dinner last
night. Our flight was delayed.”

A week earlier, I'd been in New York City with my fiancé, Giovanni. We visited his
family and taken in the sights. Aside from it being the place where we both went to
college and where he'd proposed, I'd always felt a bond to the city, its food, and its
people. From the Staten Island Ferry to the bright lights in Times Square at night,
there was amagical element to the place, a place which felt unlike any other.

My mother moved a hand to her hip, narrowing her eyes but not saying a word, and
since uncomfortable silences had never suited me, | said, “Like | was saying before
... since | didn’t make Sunday dinner, | wanted to stop by and say hello today.”

Based on the look on her face, she hadn’'t believed aword I'd said.

“A vigit from you is always welcome, dear,” she said. “But | must say, | always know
when you're not telling the truth. Y ou’ ve never had much of a poker face. Ahh, well.
It's no matter. You're here now, and I’ve just put the kettle on. Care for a cup of

tea?’

“I"d love one.”



“Wonderful.” She swished ahand in my direction. “Now get on in here before you let
every fly in the neighborhood inside the house.”

| closed the door behind me and followed her to the kitchen, where | found Harvey,
sitting at the table filling in aword search.

He looked up at me and smiled. “Hello, Georgiana. Nice to see you. How’ s things at
the detective agency?’

| glanced at my mother, who'd leaned in my direction, awaiting an answer.

“Oh, you know ... things at work are humming along,” | said.

“Any new cases since | saw you last?’ he asked.

| shifted my attention from Harvey to my mother, and | bit my lip, trying to decide
how | was going to discuss the true reason for my visit. Ever since Harvey retired, my
mother didn’t like me discussing my murder investigations with him. She thought the
stress of such topics spiked his blood pressure. When he was chief of police, it had,
which was the reason he'd retired. Even so, he missed working on homicides, and he
never hesitated to offer hishelp.

“l ... yeah,” | said. “There’' s something | need to talk with Harvey about.”

“Out with it, Georgiana,” my mother said. “I’m guessing you have a new case. May
aswell get right to it and tell us what’s on your mind.”

| took a seat at the table, and Harvey pushed the word search to the side, giving me
his full attention.

Knowing my new case would strike a chord with Harvey, | took a deep breath in and



then said, “ Cora Callahan came to see me today.”

My mother, who was heading my way with cups of tea in each hand, gasped, and
said, “Am | to assume you're talking about the woman who was almost murdered
twenty some odd years ago?”’

“I am.”

“She’s returned after all these years, eh?’ she continued. “I cannot believe it. | never
thought she’ d show her face in thistown again.”

“Me either,” Harvey added. “It’s shocking, to be sure.”

“Her father isill,” | said. “I don’t think he’ll be alive much longer.”

“Oh, dear,” my mother said. “I’'m sorry to hear it. I'll stop in this week, seeif there's
anything | can do for Bette, her mother.”

“Y ou know Cora s mother?’

“We're in the same Pilates class, though she isn’'t as vigilant about attending as | am.
| bet she’s glad to have her daughter home.”

Harvey ran a hand along his jaw. “That investigation haunts me to this day, as you
well know, Georgiana. I’ ve never been able to reconcile the fact that it wasn't solved,
that | couldn’'t bring closure to all those families. They relied on me, and I’ ve aways
felt like | let them down.”

Knowing he felt the way he did ... well, it just made taking the case even more
satisfying for me. If | could solve it, it would help ease his regrets about never being
able to find the man the locals in town had named “the Cabin Killer.”



“You did your best, Harvey,” | said. “Maybe I'll get lucky and find something you
couldn’t before.”

“1 hope you'reright,” he said. “How can | help?’

“I"d like to talk to you about the interviews you had with Cora. What did she say back
then when you questioned her?’

His expression soured, and he leaned back in his chair, lacing his hands behind his
head. “ The young lady was a mess back then. Never seen anyone cry as much as she
did. Made it near impossible to get anywhere with my questions. Her recollection of
the events was all over the place.”

| thought my visit with Cora had gone well for afirst interview. She’ d been emotional
here and there, but | could also see how time and maturity helped her process what
she’ d experienced in the past.

“l get the feeling Cora has blocked out certain aspects about the night of the
murders,” | said. “She admitted to having nightmares she can’'t seem to shake, but
they’ re spotty and sometimes unclear, little stolen memories of a night she'd just as
soon forget.”

My mother, who'd been standing next to me, listening to the back-and-forth banter
I’d been having with Harvey, set the cups of tea down and took a seat next to me.
“Why did Cora come to see you this morning? What does she want from you?”

“Aunt Laurais friends with Bette.”

“I had no idea.”

“She stopped by the house the other day to see how Bette's been doing, and they got



to talking about the investigation and what a shame it was that the case had never
been solved. Coralearned | was a private investigator, and this morning, she came to
see me. She's hired me to reopen the case.”

My mother leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “ After all these years, why
do you think she wants to reopen old wounds? Seems a bit foolish to put herself
through it a second time.”

| didn’t find it foolish at all.

| thought it was brave.

Corawas facing the demons of her past head on.

“Cora s never gotten the closure she needs and deserves, and | expect she never will
until the man responsible for the murders is held accountable for his crimes,” | said.
“She’s lived her entire adult life looking over her shoulder, wondering where he is
now, and knowing he's out there, somewhere. In the back of her mind, she's aways
thought he’ d come back for her one day to finish what he started.”

“Must be awful, living in fear like that all thistime,” my mother said. “I cannot begin
to imagine what she’ s been through.”

Harvey ran a hand aong his jaw and said, “There were so many oddities about the
case. For starters, we never could establish a clear motive, or why someone would
murder a group of teenagers and then just disappear without a trace. What was the
reason? Why did he want all of them dead? I’ve asked myself these questions all
these years, and | still haven't been able to make any sense of it.”

“In my opinion, the motive behind the murders is personal in some way,” | said. “It
must be. | believe the killer knew the teens were going to be at the cabin that



weekend, which leads me to believe the murders were premeditated. For whatever
reason, he came for al of them. He wanted them all dead.”

“1 agree,” Harvey said. “| thought the same thing when | was investigating the case.”

“If we were dealing with a serial killer, even if he had a long cooling-off period, |
would have expected him to resurface at some point and kill again. And he hasn't.
Not in our county, at least.”

It further strengthened my assumption that while killing three or more people could
be considered serial killer behavior, the cabin murders had been different.

It led me to my next question.

“When you investigated the murders back then, was there anyone you interviewed or
came across whom you suspected may have been the killer, but you just couldn’t
proveit?’

“We talked to everyone, and | do mean everyone. Everyone was a
suspect—classmates, teachers, families—you name it. Y ou know how it is when you
start questioning people. The smallest flaw in anyone's story, and it's hard not to
think they’re guilty, even if there’s not enough proof. What we lacked was evidence.
We never had anything substantial enough to arrest any specific person.”

In cases like this, it was hard not to get ahead of myself—to solve the murder based
on afeeling that told me I'd found the killer, whether | had the proof to back it up or
not.

“l understand,” | said. “Still, 1’d like to pick your brain, discuss your thoughts and
feelings, anything you can remember.”



“I have no problem going over it with you. You know how personal it is to me, even
now. If there’s anything | can do to help your investigation, | want you to know, I'm
here for you, whatever you need.”

Good.

Because there was something | needed.

“I"d like to get my hands on the case file,” | said. “Since it's a cold case, | believe
Foley won't have a problem letting me look at it. When | leave here, I'll stop by the
department and seeif | can talk to him.”

Harvey offered a wry grin, scooted his chair back, and pushed himself to a standing
position. “No need. When | retired, | made copies of al my files. Figured they might
come in handy one day. Seemsto me, today’ s the day.”

“Now, just a second,” my mother said. “I think Harvey and | should talk about this
first.”

“Darlene, you know how much | respect your opinion,” Harvey said. “But this is
something | need to do. It'simportant to me. | hope you can respect that.”

My mother, who was almost never without a response, said nothing. She wasn’t used
to Harvey pushing back. She stared up at him, her expression changing from irritation
to one of care and understanding.

Harvey left the room, returning a few minutes later with a hefty case file. He set it
down on the table and said, “You let me know if you have questions about anything

you seein here. I’ ve been over this so many times, I’ ve committed it to memory.”

| took afew sips of tea, flipped the file folder open, and said, “It's been along time



since we discussed the case.”

Harvey tapped a finger on the table and nodded. “It has been. As to your question
before, there was one guy | leaned on alot harder than the others.”

“Who?’

“Danny Donovan. He was in his late twenties back then. He was renting a cabin not
far from Cora s grandmother’s place.”

“What made you consider him a suspect?”’

“He was an odd fellow. Reclusive. Fearful of law enforcement. We stopped by his
place to question him, and as soon as he opened the door | noticed he had a bandage
on his left index finger. | asked him about it, and he started shaking. Said he'd cut it
working on a piece of furniture, of all things. Refused to say much beyond that. If he
did do it, we couldn’t proveit.”

“Aside from Danny’s demeanor and the cut on his finger, was there anything else
about him that led you to believe he was guilty?’

Harvey bent down, flipped open the case file, and thumbed through it, pulling out a
photo of a bloody, dented metal bat. He pointed at it and said, “We believe this was
the murder weapon. And wouldn’t you know ... we found it less than one hundred
feet from the back of Danny’ s property.”
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| left my mother’s house and called Simone and Hunter, asking them to meet me at

the office to discuss the new case.

Hunter arrived on time, per usual, and Simone sauntered in about fifteen minutes late,
per her usual. She plopped down in a chair and said, “From what you told me over
the phone, it sounds like this case is going to be a juicy one. We haven't dealt with a
cold case like this since we started the agency.”

She wasright.
We hadn'’t.
And | was up to the challenge.

“We're dealing with both the past and the present on thisone,” | said. “ Solving a cold
case won't be easy, but I'm confident we can do it.”

“Well ... I, for one, can’t wait,” Simone said. “This is the first homicide case we've
had in months. I’ ve been dying for something like thisto come our way.”

Dying may not have been the most appropriate way to describe her excitement, but |
could relate.

| spent the next several minutes sharing what | knew about the case so far. While
Simone's enthusiasm grew the longer | spoke, Hunter remained tight-lipped, not
saying aword, even after 1’d finished talking.



| turned toward her and said, “How are you feeling about all of this, Hunter?’

She kicked her Birkenstocks to the side and Ieaned back on the sofa, thinking.

“I'm glad you took the case,” she said. “I’'m always up for helping people get the
closure they need to move on. It'sjust ... | guess | can’t stop thinking about what it
must have felt like to be the sole survivor. | mean, can you imagine the guilt you'd
feel to live after your friends have been murdered?’

“Cora s been through alot,” | said. “It makes taking this case even more meaningful
and important. We have to solveit.”

Hunter nodded. “Y eah, we do, and we will. | say we find this creep and nail him to
the wall.”

Simone and | exchanged surprised glances. Given the anxiety Hunter often had with
cases like these, she worked behind the scenes, gathering information for us to follow
up on. It wasn't often she made bold statements like the one she'd just made. | found
it refreshing.

“I'm glad we're dl in agreement,” | said.

“Where do you want to start?’ Hunter asked.

“I"d like us al to go over the case file Harvey gave me. Three pairs of eyes are
always better than one. | might see or think of something you two don’t, and vice
versa. In the meantime, I’ ve asked Cora to go through her old high school yearbook
and to point out anyone who may have had a problem with her or her friends. There's
also this Danny Donovan character Harvey told me about today.”

“Who's he?’ Simone asked.



“He lived near the cabin during the time the murders took place. When Harvey
questioned him, he said Danny acted weird and shied away from saying too much.
And get this—they found a metal bat, which they believed to be the murder weapon,
not far from Danny’ s property.”

“ Sounds suspicious to me,” Simone said.

“Yeah, but they couldn’t prove he did it. I’ll go through the case file tonight and
make copies to pass off to the two of you.”

“Isthere anything | can do before then?’ Hunter asked.

“You can find out where Danny Donovan is living now. 1'd like to question him.”
“What about me?’ Simone asked. “What can | do?’

“1 want you to look into the victims families,” | said. “l1 want to know everything
about them—their backgrounds, what they were like as parents, what they were like
as citizens of Cambria, what they’re like now ... that kind of thing.”

“I'monit,” Simone said.

“And | know it’'sbeen along time,” | said, “but | want to go out to the cabin and get a
feel for the place, check out where each victim was found. You know, just poke
around, see if anything speaks to me. Cora told me her family hasn’'t been out to the

cabin since the night of the murders. She's going to get me a key.”

“l bet it wasn’t easy for Corato come to you today,” Hunter said. “Must have brought
up al kinds of unwanted feelings.”

“I'm sure it did, and that’s why we're going to give this case everything we've got.



Even though Harvey did al he could on the original investigation, I’'m sure the
victims families feel somewhat let down by law enforcement. Let's make sure it
doesn’'t happen again, and let’s make sure Coraisn’t looking over her shoulder for the
rest of her life. These families need closure, and we' re going to be the ones to give it

to them.”
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San Luis Obispo Chief of Police Rex Foley leaned back in his office chair and laced
his fingers behind his head, cocking his head to the side as he said, “So, let me get
this straight. Y ou were hired this morning to investigate a cold case, and you decided
you'’ d drop by today to inform me just so I’ m aware of it.”

“Right,” | said. “This case is twenty years old, which is long before the time you
came to work for the department.”

He narrowed his eyes. “What do you want, Georgiana?’

“What do you mean?’

“l don't believe for a second that you drove over here to tell me you're working a
cold case. Y ou could have spared yourself the visit and given me acall. And yet, here

you are.”

“l figured you'd hear about the case sooner rather than later, since my mother is
aware of it. We both know it’simpossible for her to keep anything to herself.”

Foley snorted a laugh and said, “Would it surprise you if | said | aready know about
this new case of yours?’

It would not.
Foley was engaged to my sister, Phoebe, and given she and my mother spoke on the

phone most days, | should have expected it wouldn’t be long before news reached
him. Still, it had been a mere two hours since I'd left my mother’s house. She'd



managed to spill the teain record time. | didn’t know what | felt more?—

irritated or impressed. | supposed it was a bit of both.

“All right, fine,” | said. “I stopped by because I'd like to see what was taken into
evidence during the investigation.”

He laughed, shaking his head. “I thought as much. If you still worked as a detective
for the department, | wouldn’t have any problem with your request. Y ou don’t.”

“Oh, comeon. It'sacold case. What' s the big deal ? | have a copy of the casefile.”

Foley raised a brow. “How?’

“Harvey made a copy before he retired. And before you say anything, I'm coming
clean about where | got it because you know what it feels like to have a case you
can't solve. This one' s haunted him for years. If | can solve it, it would be awin for
everyone, the department and the families alike.”

“If we could solve it, you mean.”

| crossed my arms, glaring at him. “1 don’t follow.”

Foley lifted a finger and then picked up the phone. He made a call and asked the
person on the other end of the line to come to his office. Less than a minute later,
Detective Amos Whitlock stepped into the room. He noticed me sitting across from
Foley and awide grin crossed his face.

Whitlock looked me up and down over his black, thick-rimmed glasses and said,
“Well, hello, Georgiana. Wonderful to see you. Fine day we're having today, isn't it?
Lovethe outfit. It's’40s era, if I’'m not mistaken.”



“You'reright, it is’40sinspired.”

Today | was dressed in a fitted, black, A-line skirt and a white blouse. Whitlock,
who'd just turned seventy-one, was dressed just as sharp in a pair of black pants, a
black turtleneck, a brown corduroy jacket, and shiny pointed black shoes.

Whitlock had come out of retirement about a year ago, when he learned the
department was struggling to find a detective to replace Foley, who'd been promoted
to chief of police. Whitlock had a long history of police work and had even worked
alongside Harvey and my father. Since his return, we'd crossed paths on a couple of
cases, and I’d come to enjoy the time we spent together.

Whitlock took a seat next to me and exchanged glances with Foley.

| wasn’t sure why, but | was starting to feel uncomfortable.

“By the way you two are acting, | feel as though I’ ve been left out of something,” |
said. “Would one of you careto fill mein?’

“l can explain,” Foley began.

Whitlock raised afinger. “If you don’t mind, allow me.”

Foley muttered a few words under his breath, which | couldn’t make out, but it was
clear he did mind. Even so, he gave Whitlock the nod to go ahead.

Whitlock turned and faced me. “When | came out of retirement to work for the
department again, | must admit my reasons were twofold. | knew you’'d started your
own detective agency, Georgiana, and | thought it might give us a chance to rub
elbows every so often. You remind me a lot of your father, as you know, and I've
missed him these many years since he passed away.”



Whitlock was building up to something, his second reason for returning. And even
though he hadn’'t admitted it yet, I’d figured it out—it was the reason the three of us
were now gathered in his office.

“You worked with Harvey on the murder investigation all those years ago, didn’t
you—the one where Cora Callahan was the sole survivor?’

“That’sright.”

“And I’m guessing you’ ve reopened the case.”

“Right again. | never told you this, but it was one of the conditions | set before |
became a detective again. We agreed when | wasn't busy working on another case, |
could take another crack at thisoneto seeif | could find anything new.”

“Does Harvey know?’

Whitlock shook his head. “I’m not trying to keep it from him. | didn’t want to say a
word until | found a new lead. No sense getting his hopes up without a fresh angle,
after all, something to crack the case wide open. And right now, | have nothing.”

| sat in silence for amoment, taking it all in.

“Are you aware that Cora hired me this morning?’ | asked.

“I’m just learning about it now.”

“Does she know you' re looking into the murders again?’

“Y es, she does.”



| wondered why she hadn’t mentioned it to me.

“What about the victims' families?’ | asked. “Do they know?’

“Some do, some don’t. | haven't been back on it for long.”

| shook my head, looking at Foley as | said, “We have an interesting predicament,
don’t we? I’ ve already accepted her case. What happens now?’

“Depends. How do you feel about it now that you know Whitlock is already working
the case?”’

| didn’t know.

| hadn’t had time to processiit.

“1 need to talk to Cora, to find out why she hired me when she knows the case has
been reopened by the police department.”

Whitlock placed a hand on my arm. “Way | see it, two heads are better than one, as
they say. You and | ... we work well together, don't we? | have no problem with us
both investigating the case on our respective ends and seeing what we can come up
with this time around.”

“1 understand what you' re saying, but | don’t abide by the same set of rules that you
do. It's one reason | quit this job and opened the detective agency. More loopholes.
Lessred tape.”

“You do you,” Whitlock said. “I’ll do me. | don’t see why it needs to change things.
Do you?’



But it did change things.

It changed everything.
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| stood on the Callahans doorstep, trying to keep my temper in check as Cora gave
me a nervous look, a look that told me she might aready know the reason for my
impromptu visit.

“Weneed to talk,” | said.

“About what?’

“1f I’m going to take your case, | need to be able to trust you.”

“You can trust me.”

“lI need to know you're telling me everything, including the fact that Detective
Whitlock reopened the case.”

“l ... yeah. | should have told you.”
“Why didn’'t you?’

Cora glanced over her shoulder and then stepped outside, pulling the door closed
behind her.

“l ... l wasgoing to tell you,” shesaid, “and then | ... well, | guess | started worrying
about what would happen if | did.”

| moved a hand to my hip. “What did you think would happen?’



“| thought you might not take the case if you knew Detective Whitlock had decided
to investigate the murders again. No offense, but he didn’t catch the guy before, so |
don’t have alot of faith in him solving it now.”

Her reasoning was rational, but | still wasn’t amused to find out | was the last person
to know about it.

| blew out along sigh and said, “From here on out, | need to know everything you
know. Okay? If you can’t do that, | can’t continue working the case.”

Cora tossed her hands in the air. “Look, | have enough to deal with right now with
my dad, among other things. I’m not going to stand here being lectured by you. Work
on the case or don’t. | don't care.”

But she did care.

| could tell just by looking at her.

She opened the front door and then slammed it shut, leaving me to wonder whether |
was still working the case or not. | didn't feel like I'd come on too strong by
approaching her about Whitlock, but maybe | had. | thought about knocking on the
door and resolving the situation, but it had been along day. | was ready to go home
and sit in the hot tub, with a good book and a glass of wine.

With that in mind, | walked to my car.

Tomorrow was a new day.

I’d resolve my issues with Corathen.

As | reached my car, Aunt Laura pulled to a stop behind me. She took one look at me



and leapt out of her Mercedes with a grocery bag in one hand and a can of Coke in
the other.

Making her way over to mein along, flowy, bohemian-style dress, she said, “Having
abad day, are we?’

“A frustrating day is more like it. | was just heading home. I’'m thinking hot tub,
wine, and alittle mindless reading.”

“Sounds like a wonderful plan,” she said. “Before you go, want to tell me what has
you so frustrated?’

| stood there, trying to decide where to begin. “Did you tell Corato hire me?’
“Suredid.”

“1’m assuming you know Whitlock has reopened the case,” | said.

“Sure do.”

“Are the two of you still dating?’

“Not dating. More like enjoying each other’s company from time to time.”

“Ohhkay.”

She smacked me on the shoulder and said, “Don’'t look so surprised. I’'m a modern
woman. | don’t care to live with anyone again, though I'm sure he'd be up for it if |

were. | enjoy his company just as much as | enjoy my alone time. And there you have
it.”



Given her free-spirited nature, | should have expected as much.

“If you knew Whitlock reopened the case, why did you tell Corato come see me?”’
Aunt Laura s mouth opened, but as | waited for her to say something, she turned, her
attention diverting from me to the silhouette of Cora peeking out the kitchen window
at us.

“Look at her,” Aunt Laura said. “She’s like a frightened bunny in a hunter’s trap.
Scared of her own shadow. Y ou met with her today. Y ou must have seen it, heard the
fear in her voice.”

“1 did. | know how hard it isfor her to be in Cambria again.”

“Harder than either one of us can imagine.”

Aunt Laurawas right.

No one would ever understand what Cora had gone through, what she was still going
through.

“The question you should be asking yourself, kiddo, is what motivated her to meet
with you this morning. Couldn’t have been easy. And yet, she went outside of her
comfort zone and pushed herself to do it.”

| paused a moment, thinking back to my conversation with Cora. The more | thought
about it, the more things were starting to make sense.

“Whitlock and Harvey conducted the initial investigation,” | said. “And neither were
able to solve it. I'm guessing Whitlock came over, excited to let her family know he
was looking into the case again. But what faith would she have that things would be



any different thistime? In fact, she just told me those same words.”

Aunt Lauramoved a hand to her hip. “She’ d have little faith, wouldn’t you say?’

“If anything, | bet she's nervous about what will happen now that he's stirring it al
back up again.”

“1 should say so. Think about it. She returned home to spend time with her father, and
the first thing that happened when she arrived was her mother sitting her down to tell
her Whitlock had reopened the case.”

| thought about how 1’d feel if | wasin her position.

Coradeserved better, most of all from me.

“1 imagine Cora' s wondering if the killer is still lurking around here. She's probably
asking herself how he will respond to the news that the case has been reopened. And
what’s more, what if he discovers she's returned to town after all these years to look
after her ailing father? Will he come after her?”’

Aunt Laura smiled, wagging afinger at me. “There she is—there’s my brilliant sleuth
of aniece.”

“1 was rude to her just now. | feel likeajerk.”

“We all fedl like jerks from time to time. It’s human to err and so on. What mattersis
what you do about it now.” Aunt Laura looped her arm around mine, and we started
for the front door. “No use fretting over what's aready passed. Come aong, and all
will be made right.”
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While Aunt Laura chatted with Cora' s mother in the living room, | excused myself
and found Cora standing in the kitchen, rinsing off a few dishes in the sink. She
glanced over her shoulder at me, turned the faucet off, and dried her hands on a tea
towel.

“1 was hoping we could talk,” | said.

She shrugged but said nothing.

“I'm sorry, Cora,” | said. “I should have taken the time to look at things from your
perspective, and | didn't. When | left the police station, | suppose | felt a bit
humiliated because they knew something | didn’'t, and it bothered me. Still, |

shouldn’'t have let it get to me the way | did. It waswrong.”

“There’s no need to apologize,” Cora said. “I should have been honest with you. It's
al right.”

“No, it isn't. Working with you on this case isn’t just about me being able to trust
you, it's about you being able to trust me, and you can trust me. You can trust me

with anything.”

Cora leaned against the counter and said, “I know. Your aunt’s told me a lot about
you since |’ ve been back in town. | knew coming to you was the right decision.”

“Good. I'd like to begin again if that’s okay.”

“In that spirit, | have something for you. It took a fair amount of searching, but |



found a key to the cabin. Follow me.”

We walked down the hallway and into a bedroom. Looking around, it was like I'd
just stepped into atime warp. The walls were painted two different shades of purple,
a sharp contrast to the bright orange and hot-pink striped comforter on the bed. The
darker of the two walls was plastered with photos torn out of magazines of popular
actors and singers from the early 2000s—David Boreanaz, Luke Perry, and Francis
Capra. On the opposite wall was a large Gilmore Girls poster.

Cora shot me a shy smile. “I know. It’s like atime warp. Aside from boxing up afew
of my things, my parents didn’t change much in this room after | left town.”

“Where did you go, if you don’t mind me asking?’

“1 have an uncle who lives in Spain. He has a casita he rents out sometimes, and he
invited me to stay with his family for as long as | needed. | took him up on his offer
and studied abroad for a while. One year turned into two, which turned into several
years—the best years of my life. | suppose they were the best because over there, |
felt far enough from this place to feel safe.”

“What made you decide to return?’

“1 missed my parents. They couldn’t afford to visit more than once ayear, and astime
passed, it became harder and harder to be so far away.”

She sat on the bed, and | took a seat beside her. “How long have you been back?’
“Guess it was 2009 or so. | moved to Lone Pine. In my first week there, | met a

woman named Lelah. A couple of months later, we moved in together, and we've
been roommates for the last ten years.”



I’d heard of it before, but I’ d never been.

“Lone Pine' sin California, right?’ | asked.

Coranodded. “It’s afive-hour drive from here, which makes it easy for my parents to
visit. Well, it was easy before my dad becameiill.”

She went silent, and | waited, remembering how she’ d hesitated when mentioning her
father’sillness at my office.

| didn’t want to push.

“My dad’'sin the hospital,” she said. “He ... ahh, he has late-stage pancreatic cancer.
| guess he's known for several months, but my parents didn’t know how to tell me.
Doctor thinks he has three, maybe four months to live, a most. Anyway, let's talk
about something else, okay?’

“Okay, sure.”

| thought about the best way to segue away from the topic of her father, and | uttered
the first thing that came to mind.

“How did you meet your roommate, Lelah?’ | asked.

“At a self-defense class. She was the instructor. She's one of the toughest women I’ ve
ever met. |I've learned so much from her.” Cora pushed up from the bed and walked
over to her nightstand, where she removed a key, which was dangling from a
rainbow-colored wrist coil. “ Thiswas my key to the cabin. It wasthe ... uhh ... key |
had the night | ... you know, the key | had with me that night. It's been buried in this
drawer of junk ever since.”



She handed it to me, and | slid the key into my handbag.

“Do your parents know |I'm planning to go to the cabin to have a look around?’ |
asked.

“Yes, and they’re fine with it. They have too much on their minds to be bothered with
anything other than what my father’s going through right now. | was passing by their
bedroom the other day, and | overheard my father telling my mother his one wish
before he passes away is for this case to be solved. It's one of the main reasons |
decided to hire you.”

“1 will do everything I can to make that happen.”

“1 have to say, when | left your office this morning, | felt different, like a weight had
been lifted. For the first time, | found myself thinking about what it would be like to
move past the guilt I’ ve carried from that horrible night. | can imagine myself living a
normal life.”

The guilt I’ ve carried—a phrase | found interesting.

Cora had expressed guilt earlier over being the lone survivor of the attacks that night.
But was there something more, an additional feeling of guilt she had not revealed to

me yet?

“Before | take off, | thought I'd ask if there’s anything else you’ ve thought of that |
might need to know,” | said. “If thereis, now isthe time.”

Cora walked over to a small bookcase near the closet and removed her high school
yearbook from the bottom shelf.

“Have you had a chanceto look at it yet?’ | asked.



“I’ve started. What |’ ve seen so far has brought back alot of memories I’ ve forgotten
about. | know you asked me to look at my classmates to see who you should talk to,
but I’m not sure | can get through it.”

“Is there anything in particular that you found triggering or want to talk about?’

Cora sat down on the bed, flipping through several pages of the yearbook. She
stopped, pointing a a photo of a teen boy. In the photo, he was in a classroom,
stirring a pot of soup.

“Thisis Xander Thornton,” Corasaid. “We were in culinary class together.”

| leaned in to get a closer look. What struck me first was the sheer size of the kid.
Xander wasn't just big—he was professional-football player big, which set my mind
ablaze. He would have had no problem wielding a bat—or any other object for that
matter.

“Xander'sabig guy,” | said.

“No onein our school came anywhere closeto hissize.”

“He doesn't even look like a high-schooler. If | saw this photo and had no other
context, I’d guess he was in his mid-twenties.”

“He was older than we were, | think. There were rumors back then that he'd been
held back more than once. | don’'t know if the rumors were true, though. We were in
the same grade, but we didn’t grow up together. He moved to Cambria when he was
in high school.”

“|s there something you want to tell me about him?”’



Cora nodded. “He was picked on alot in school, which, given his size, isasurprise, |
know. If he had defended himself, no one would have stood a chance against him.”

“Who picked on him?’

“A few of the guys on the football team. Some of their girlfriends went along with it
too.”

| shook my head and said, “Why did they pick on him?’

“Hewasn't likeus ... hewasdifferent.”

“Different in what way?’

“He just seemed a bit ... | don’t know. Slow, | guess. Knowing what | know now, he
may have been on the spectrum or maybe even had a mental health issue.”

“What did the footballers do to him?’ | asked.

She swallowed hard, turning away from me as she whispered, “They called him
names and told him he was stupid. They’d do things like flick him in the back of the
head when they passed him in the hall.”

It disgusted me to hear about how he'd been treated.

Bullying was never okay, no matter what rationalization a person used.

“Did any of your friends who were at the cabin that night take part in the bullying?’ |
asked.

Corawent quiet for amoment, which gave me my answer.



Her eyes welled up with tears as she said, “I want you to know, | never said anything
mean to him, not one disparaging thing. Aidan and Jackson were the ringleaders.
They teased him the most, and | suppose Brynn and Aubree went right along with it.
My friends ... they weren't bad people, you know? | mean, the way Xander was
treated was wrong, of course. We were stupid teenagers, doing stupid things.”

Her passive response wasn'’t enough.

It didn’t excuse how they’ d treated him.

Harm was inflicted, harm that may have impacted Xander’s life in such a way that
he' d plotted revenge—revenge on all of them.

“What about Owen, your next-door neighbor?’ | asked. “Did he pick on Xander
too?”’

“Oh, no. Owen was the nicest, gentlest person I’ve ever known. One time, Aidan and
Owen were walking together down the hall between classes. They passed by Xander,
who was carrying a pile of books and papers. Aidan reached out and smacked it right
out of Xander’'s hands. Everything went flying. Aidan laughed and kept on walking,
but Owen stopped and helped Xander pick it all up.”

While Owen may have been more sympathetic than his fellow classmates when it
came to Xander, the fact remained he was still friends with those who'd bullied the
poor kid, as was Cora.

Helping Xander pick up books was one thing.

Standing up for him was another.

And by the sounds of it, no one stepped in to stop what was going on.



“1 need to ask you a serious question, Cora.”

“Y ou want to know whether | think Xander could be responsible for the murders.”

“You must suspect him, or you wouldn’t be pointing him out to me or telling the
story you just did.”

Cora’'s expression soured. “I didn’'t think he did it back then, but now ... I'm not
sure.”

“Why? What’ s changed?’

“1 still haven't told you everything. The bullying ... it wasjust part of it.”

The bullying was part of it.

| braced for what was to come.

“What do you mean?’ | asked.

“Xander used to call us on the phone.”

“I’m sorry, I'm not following.”

Cora snapped the yearbook closed and said, “He used to call afew of us girls. When
we' d answer, he' d breathe this awful, heavy breathing like he was out of breath, and
then he’ d whisper our names over and over again.”

“Did anyone tell the police about the phone calls?’

“| don't know. | didn’t.”



“Did the caller say anything else, other than your name?’

1 No."

“When did the calls begin?’ | asked.

“ Around the middle of our senior year.”

“If he didn’t say anything, how did you know Xander was responsible for making the
calls?

“For months, we didn’t know who was doing it. We assumed it was Xander, but we
didn’t know for sure. We figured it out after a call he made to Aubree.”

“What happened?’

“ She confronted him.”

“In what way?’ | asked.

“During the call, Aubree chalenged him to reveal himself, to tell her who he was and
why he was calling. She said if he didn’'t, she'd never take another one of his calls
again, and she' d make sure none of the other girls would either.”

“How did Xander respond?”’

“He didn’t say a word at first, and then he asked her if she wanted to play a word
game. She said yes. He told her he would give her aclue.”

“What was the clue?’



“He said he was near the exit. Or at least, that’s what she thought he'd said. After
they hung up, she called me. She told me about it, and | stewed on it for a while.
Then | realized if you take the letters in Xander’s name and scramble them you get
the word ‘near.””

“What about the exit?’

“l don’t think he was saying ‘the exit.’ | think he was saying DX. Scramble NEAR
and D and X, and you get Xander. Once we put it all together, we were sure he was
the one making the calls. Aubree told Jackson. He told Aidan and ...”

Corahung her head, going quiet.

“And what?’ | asked. “What did they do?’

She dapped a hand against her mouth, speaking through her fingers. “It wasn’t good.
| didn’t know. | didn’t know it was going to go that far.”

The guilt I’ ve carried.

| was about to learn the true meaning behind those words.

“Whatever happened back then, no matter how awful it was, | need to know,” | said.
“1t’ s important.”

One minute went by.

| placed a hand on her shoulder, giving it alight squeeze.

Coralooked up at me and said, “All right. Aidan and Jackson invited Xander to hang
out with them one night at the park. They told him they were sorry about how they’d



treated him in the past, and they wanted to make up for it.”

“I’m assuming Xander went?’

“He did, and we knew he would. If anything, | always got the impression Xander
wanted to be accepted by the rest of us.”

“What happened at the park?”’

“They were nice to him at first. They'd taken a bottle of vodka from Aidan’s dad’s
liquor cabinet, and the guys were laughing and doing shots together. Except, Aidan
and Jackson were pouring themselves a single and not taking the whole shot. They
were giving Xander doubles. After giving Xander a few shots, he was drunk, and |
mean, blackout drunk. | don’t think he’d ever had liquor before. He passed out.”

“What happened next?’

“Aidan and Jackson thought it would be funny to strip Xander’s clothes off, down to
his underwear, and they did. They leaned him against atree and tied a rope around his
waist. Then they dangled a piece of paper from his neck, a note that said he was a
stalker and a pervert. The next morning, ajogger found Xander. He called the police.
And that’ s not even the saddest part. Even after all they did to him, Xander refused to
tell anyone who'd done it.”

Thinking of what Xander had been put through, it wasn’t hard to imagine the elation
he must have felt to get an invitation to hang out with a couple of the most popular
boys in school. Only to arrive and have his hopes dashed when he was stripped down
to histighty-whities and left for al to see. It was the ultimate humiliation.

“Aside from Aidan and Jackson, who else was at the park that night?’ | asked.



“Brynn and Aubree ... and me.”

And there it was—Cora srolein al of it.

Cora may have not assisted in what had happened that night, but she was there. She
was there, and she did nothing.

“l1 would do anything to take it back now, to stand up for him,” she said. “I'm so
ashamed.”

“We've all done things we're ashamed about. What matters is that we learn from our
wrongdoings and strive to do better.”

| handed her afew tissues, and she blotted her eyes.

Cora scooted back on the bed so she could lean against the headboard, saying, “I
wanted to go back to the park after we left to untie him.”

“Why didn’t you?’

“l worried about how angry he'd be and what might happen if we were aone
together.”

“1 know it wasn’t easy for you to tell me what you just did. Thank you for telling me
the truth. | have another question. Did you tell the police your friends were
responsible for what happened to Xander at the park, after the murders happened, |
mean?”’

She shook her head. “1 know it was a mistake. | was ashamed about my rolein it all.
Ashamed or not, | was scared, but it shouldn’t have stopped me from telling the truth.
It's the reason I'm telling you now. | meant it when | said | thought Xander was



innocent back then.”

“Seems to me he had a clear motive. Why didn’t you consider him a suspect?’

“l was in the hospital during the funerals. | heard he showed up at every single one,
and he cried at all of them. He cried like he'd lost his closest friends.”
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| sat in the hot tub with aglass of bubbly in hand, reflecting on the day. It wasn’t long
before Giovanni joined me. He scooted next to me, putting his arm around me.
“What's on your mind? | can see the wheels spinning.”

| took a deep breath in, nestled into him, and said, “It was along day. | took on a new
homicide case today. It's a cold case, one Harvey worked on back when he was a
detective. | feel a lot of pressure to solve it, not just for the families who've been
waiting for closure al these years, but for Harvey. | know how much solving this
case would mean to him.”

“Tell me about it.”

| filled Giovanni in on what | knew so far.

When | finished, he said, “You'reright. It is different than the other cases you've had
since you started the detective agency. Given Harvey’s personal connection, what are
your thoughts on involving him in some way?’

I’d had the same idea ever since | left my mother’s house. | couldn’t stop thinking
about the look in Harvey’s eye as he discussed the case with me. It was like I’d just
thrown him abone. | had no doubt he was eager to be my sidekick if | wanted one.
There was just one sizable hurdle in the way.

“l want to involve him,” | said. “Given the fact my mother pushed Harvey to retire as

chief of police after his heart attack, I’ m not sure what she’ d say about me asking him
to help with the case. | feel like she might pitch afit over it.”



“She might, but isn’t it his decision to make?’

We exchanged glances and burst out laughing.

“This is my mother you're talking about,” | said. “Since when does Harvey have a
say about anything? He can’t tie his shoes without her permission.”

“Harvey has his moments. Y our mother does too. I've seen it. She may give him a
hard time, but | expect part of it has to do with the loss of your father. It may have
been a long time ago, but it was the biggest loss of her life. She's protective of
Harvey, and al of you. It’s because she cares.”

“She cares all right, enough to put a tracker on my car last year.”

He gave me a sgueeze and said, “Think about it from her perspective. You put
yourself at risk every single day when you take on a murder case.”

He was right.

Whenever | had cases like this, my mother checked in on me a lot more than usual.
And that was saying something.

“1 know my line of work isn’t easy for her,” | said.

“It isn't, and | don't expect it ever will be. On several occasions, your mother has
expressed her feelings to me on the matter on several occasions. And yet, even
though she worries, she's proud of you and the peace and resolution you bring to
families each time you solve a case. She has a soft spot for your line of work, and |
expect she knows how important the cold case isto Harvey.”

Giovanni sat up, reaching for the bottle of prosecco | had chilling.



As he refilled my glass, | said, “You're right. It's worth a conversation. Harvey
knows this case inside and out, as does Whitlock, | expect. If anyone can help me
track the murderer down, it’s those two. It’s not about me, after all. It’s about solving
the case.”

| heard a dinging sound, an indication that a vehicle was at the front gate. | glanced at
the clock hanging on the wall. It was half past eight in the evening. Not too late for
visitors, but | wasn't expecting anyone.

“Are you expecting someone?’ | asked.

“l am not. Areyou?’

11 NO_”

“Better check and see who's here, then.”

He hopped out of the hot tub, wrapped a towel around his waist, and reached for his
phone to view the feed from our security camera. Then he looked back at me with a
big grin on hisface.

“Whoisit?’ | asked.

“There are a couple of gentlemen parked out front whose ears must be ringing.”

A minute later, Giovanni showed Harvey and Whitlock inside. | toweled off and
changed into vintage loungewear made of rayon—and a coral color | loved. Entering

the living room, | greeted both men, and then took a seat on the couch.

“1 assume the two of you are here to talk to me about the Callahan girl’s case,” | said.



“Right you are,” Whitlock said. “Before we go down that road, can | pivot and
address our meeting in Foley’s office today? As soon as | learned Cora hired you to
investigate the murders, I'd wanted to speak to you. It just so happens you stopped
into the police station before | had a chance.”

“| was surprised to learn you' d reopened the case,” | said. “Asyou well know, but it's
fine.”

Whitlock crossed one leg over the other. “Is it fine? When you left, | got the feeling
you were upset, which is the last thing | wanted to happen. We've had a good
working relationship ever since | started back at the department, wouldn’'t you say?
This case isimportant to me, but so are you.”

“It's true | was irritated when | |€eft the police department. | drove to Cora' s parents
house, and we talked. Since then, I've had time to view everything from a different
perspective. | know how invested the two of you were in this case and how hard it
must have been when you weren’t able to solve it. Bottom line, I’'m not opposed to
working together with you on it.”

Harvey clapped his hands together, beaming with happiness as he said, “I’'m glad to
hear it. When you stopped by today and said you were taking Cora's case, | didn’t
think the day could get any better. But then Whitlock popped in and let me know he'd
reopened the case as well. With the two of you on it, | can’t sit around doing nothing.
| want to be part of it.”

“1 appreciate your enthusiasm,” | said. “I’m just wondering if you’' ve spoken to Mom
about it.”

“l ... ehh, | have not. Leave it to me. I’'m sure once | explain my feelings to Darlene,
she'll understand.”



Whitlock looked over at me, and it appeared he was thinking what | was thinking.
While I'd aways admired Harvey’s positive outlook on life, speaking to my mother
was not going to be as easy as he hoped.

“You need to tell her as soon asyou can,” | said. “By tomorrow morning, I’d say.”

Harvey nodded, saying, “| agree, | agree.”

“If we work together on this case, what does that look like to you both?’ | asked.
“What do you have in mind?’

Whitlock shot me awink and said, “We're here to ask what you have in mind. Don’'t
want to step on any toes, or fingers, or feelings, if you know what | mean.”

| leaned back, thinking about the best way to move forward without getting in each
other’sway. “I’m the most comfortable when | work on my own.”

“We'rewell aware,” Whitlock said. “ And we respect your methods, of course.”
“What matters most is communicating with each other. The last several cases I've
investigated have been alongside the police department, so | say we keep doing what
we' ve been doing. We'll share what we discover with you, and you do the same.”
“Works for me,” Whitlock said.

“Metoo,” Harvey said. “What’ s your plan for tomorrow?’

“I"d like to interview a couple of the men who were related to the case back then.

And | see no reason for us to speak to the same people unless we believe one of them
isaviable suspect.”



“Divide and conquer,” Whitlock said. “I like it. We'll cover more ground that way.
Who are the lucky fellows?’

“The first is Danny Donovan. Since the murder weapon was found close to the
property line of the cabin he was renting, I'd like to question him. | want to seeif his
story isthe same or if it has changed over time.”

“And the second fellow?’ Whitlock asked.

“Xander Thornton.”

Harvey rubbed a hand along his jaw, thinking. “Xander Thornton. So familiar. Why
does his name ring a bell?’

Whitlock snapped hisfingers and said, “I remember! He' sthe tree kid.”

“Thetree kid?’ Harvey asked.

“Yeah,” Whitlock said. “Remember the high school kid who was tied to the tree at
the park? Had a note wrapped around his neck, something about him being a stalker,

if I remember right.”

Harvey’'s eyes lit up. “Oh, yeah. | remember now. He refused to give the police any
names. We couldn’t understand it. Why are you interested in him, Georgiana?’

“I had an enlightening conversation with Cora this evening,” | said. “She made a
confession, something she’'s been keeping to herself for along time.”

Harvey learned forward and said, “Go on.”

“Aidan and Jackson used to bully Xander at school. They are the ones who got



Xander drunk and tied him to the tree.”

“No, way,” Harvey said, slapping his thigh. “Why are we just hearing of this now?
Why would she keep such an important detail to herself?”

“Cora was at the park the night it happened. So were Brynn and Aubree. They may
not have taken part, but they didn’t stop Aidan and Jackson from doing what they did
either.”

“It never made any sense to us. Why tie him to the tree in the first place?’

“Cora, Brynn, and Aubree were all receiving prank calls at the time. Someone they
assumed was a fellow classmate would breathe heavily into the phone while saying
their names. During one of those calls, Aubree pushed the caller to reveal himself.”
“Did he?’ Harvey asked.

“In away. The caller offered a scrambled version of his name.”

Harvey and Whitlock stared at me in confusion. | explained what the prank caller had
said and why Cora believed the caller had identified himself as Xander.

“Ever since Coratold me the story, it's been on my mind alot,” | said. “Just because
the girls assumed Xander was the one making those calls, doesn't mean they were
right.”

“How s0?’
“Asfar as| know, Xander never admitted to it. Anyone could have passed themselves

off as Xander. Someone could have been trying to set him up or place the blame on
him to shift it away from themselves. | assume most of their classmates knew Xander



was being bullied, which makes him an easy target.”

Harvey rubbed his chin, appearing to give my comments some consideration.

“1 like your way of thinking,” Whitlock said. “Out of the box, just like your father
used to do. Never taking things at face value as they seem, but always digging deeper

and wider to root out the facts.”

There was no higher compliment than being compared to my father, who | believed
had been one of the best detectives of histime.

“As soon as | have addresses for Danny and Xander, 1'll be speaking to them, and I'll
let you know when | do,” | said. “In the meantime, | need to look over the rest of the
case file, which I’ ve decided to save until tomorrow morning. | don’t have the mental
capacity to focus on it tonight. What’ s your plan?’

“1 suppose Harvey needs to speak to the missus,” Whitlock said. “Then 1'd like to
speak to Silas about testing some of the items we still have in evidence. We' re hoping

he can find something we weren’t able to before.”

Silas Crowe was the county’s medical examiner and a close friend. If anyone could
find away to breathe new life into the case with a piece of old evidence it was him.

“Good idea,” | said. “Forensics has come along way in twenty years.”

“Well, it's getting late,” Harvey said. “| best get on home before | get a phone call
inquiring as to my whereabouts.”

In truth, | was surprised my mother hadn’t already called.

They stood, and Harvey turned toward me, alook of concern on hisface. “ Sometimes



| feel you're better at talking to your mother than | am.”

| felt for him, but it was something he needed to do on his own.

“You'll dojust fine,” | said. “Good luck. I'll speak to you both in the morning.”
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| was sitting behind my desk in my office, talking to Simone and Hunter about the
previous day’s events. | shared the big reveal—what Cora had said about her
classmates bullying Xander. We discussed that somber news for a while, and then |
explained the agreement I’ d made with Whitlock and Harvey about teaming up on the
case.

When | finished, Simone jumped right in, saying, “I didn’t see that coming.”

“Me either,” Hunter said.

“We' ve worked with Whitlock on cases before,” | said. “Seems like we never work
homicide cases these days without the police department being involved somehow.

Which makes sense, as much as | hateit.”

“And here | thought because it's a cold case, we'd be working this one alone,”
Simone said. “1 see your point though. They were the original detectives on the case.”

“Including them isn’t abad idea,” Hunter added. “| bet Harvey’s excited to be back in
the game after his retirement a couple of years ago.”

All morning I'd wondered if he'd spoken to my mother yet. If so, | wondered how
she'd reacted about his interest in putting his detective hat back on for one last
Investigation.

“Let’s talk about today’s agenda,” | said. “Hunter, have you had any luck locating
Danny Donovan?”’



She reached into her bag, pulled out a piece of paper, and handed it to me. “It wasn’t
easy, but | found him. He's still in the area, living in a mobile home park in San
Simeon.”

San Simeon was fifteen minutes from Cambria, which was good news.

| did Danny’s address into my handbag and said, “I'll seeif | can speak to him after
we finish up here. Then I’ll head out to Cora s grandmother’s cabin. | was told they
haven’t been there since the murders.”

“I’ll seewhat | can find on Xander while you're gone,” Hunter said.

“And I’'ll be speaking with the victims' families,” Simone said.

The agency’s front door opened, and in walked awoman | wasn't sure | was ready to
see this early in the morning.

“Y 00-hoo, Georgiana, are you here?’

“I"'m in my office, Mom.”

Simone leaned toward me and whispered, “Ehh, I’'m thinking we should go, leave
you to talk to your mother alone.”

| shot Simone awink and said, “Abandon me if you must.”
Hunter and Simone wasted no time exiting my office, and my mother sauntered in.
She closed the door behind her, set a plate of quiche covered in plastic wrap on my

desk, and plopped down on achair in front of me.

“1 see you're out and about early today,” | said. “ Thanks for the quiche.”



“You have abig case ahead of you. | figured you'd enjoy afew dlices of one of your
favorite breakfast dishes.”

We stared at each other for a moment, and | contemplated what to say next.

| assumed Harvey had spoken to her, and that was the real reason she’'d stopped by
my office unannounced.

“How’ s your morning been going?’ | asked.

My mother raised abrow. “Asif you don’'t know.”

“1"m guessing you and Harvey have talked.”

She brushed a few crumbs off her shirtdeeve. “Yes, dear. | know all about his desire
to beinvolved in the case.”

“And?’

My mother clasped her hands together, setting them on her lap as she said, “I believe
we've come to an arrangement.”

| was amost afraid to ask.

“What kind of arrangement?”’

“One where | tag along.”

Tag along?

Shecan't mean ...



“You'’re not saying you’ re going to tag along with me, areyou?’ | asked.

As soon as I'd blurted out the words, | realized my approach could have been much
more genteel.

Too late now.

My mother swished a hand through the air. “Heaven’ s no, child. | mean, don’t get me
wrong, | would tag along with you in a heartbeat. Think of the fun we' d have. Mother
and daughter, sleuthing together, catching the bad guy. | know you though, and |

know you’d never alow it.”

The disappointment on her face was loud and clear, but she was right. Having her
along wouldn’t be agood idea.

“When you say you' re going to tag along, what do you mean?’

“Harvey made a strong case in favor of him assisting with this case, and | understand
what it meansto him. After all, it was his case. Including him is the right thing to do.”

11 I agr%.ﬂ

“Would you also agree that stressful situations take atoll on him?”

“I would.”

“1 can’'t bear to see him have another heart attack. His first one was ... well, scary. |
have no interest in arepeat, and | said as much to Whitlock this morning.”

“What did Whitlock have to say?’



“He asked if we could come to a compromise. We both gave it some thought, and
Whitlock asked how | would feel about tagging along here and there whenever they
were doing anything Whitlock thought might be harder on Harvey than he'd care to
admit.”

The thought of three senior citizens parading around town, trying to solve a twenty-
year-old murder spree was part comical and part concerning. | had enough on my
mind without worrying over what would happen if they found themselves in a
dangerous predicament. But as | thought about how annoyed | felt when my mom
fussed about my safety during my casework, | knew | was doing the exact same thing
to her right now. It wasn't fair. If | could do it, so could she. The three of them
together were the toughest senior citizen trio | knew. But I'd keep that to myself for
now.

“I’m waiting,” my mother said.

“For what?”’

“For you to say something. I’m sure you have an opinion about my proposal. | can
seeit on your face. You don't like the idea, do you?’

“1 need to give it some thought before sharing my opinion.”

“We'll be fine. I'm still going to the shooting range from time to time. And I'm
happy to report I'm the best in my class, or so I’ ve been told.”

| clasped my hands together, resting them on top of my desk. “Does Foley know
about all of this?’

“Hewill. HE' s my next stop.”



“What if he doesn't like the idea?’

“Doesn’t like it? He's engaged to your sister, due to marry her next month. Do you
think he has the nerve to say no to me, given I’'m his future mother-in-law? | should

say not.”

“1t sounds like you have everything all figured out.”

“Yes, yes. It's well in hand.” She pushed herself out of the chair. “Anyhoo, | just
wanted to stop in and say how excited | am to be working together.”

“Butwe'renot ...”

| considered finishing the sentence and stopped myself.

“We're not what, dear?” my mother asked, eyebrow raised so high it just about
disappeared into her hairline.

“Thanks again for the quiche. Let me know how it goes with Foley.”

My mother stood, shaking her head as she walked out the door, saying, “No need. I'm
sure it will all go as expected. I’ [l leave you now. Back to work ... toodal oo!”
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The mobile home park where Danny lived in was full of campers, trailers, and tiny
homes, all varying in size. While clean, the address numbers, which had once been
stenciled on the curb in black paint in front of each residence, were faded to the point
of being unreadable. L ocating which lot was Danny’ s was not easy.

As | puttered my way around the park, | saw an older woman eyeing me. Her long,
gray hair was swept back into a ponytail, and she was doing circles around the park
on an agua-colored adult-size trike with a white metal basket on the back. On her
third lap, she pulled to a stop beside my car, using her knuckles to tap on the window.
| put my window down, and she said, “ Are you looking for someone?’

“Danny Donovan,” | said. “He'sin Lot 48. Do you know him?’

“Sure do. What do you want with Danny?’

| thought about how best to answer the question and decided to keep it simple. “It's
personal.”

“Personal in what way?’
Keeping it simple didn’t seem to be working.
“1’d appreciateit if you could point out his place of residence,” | said.

She tapped a finger on the bike’'s handlebar and looked me up and down. “You're
about the furthest thing from Danny’s type, driving around here in your vintage



Jaguar and fancy attire. I’'m guessing you' re not here for agood time. If you want me
to tell you where he lives, I’'m going to need more to go on.”

My patience was wearing thin.

“I'm Georgiana Germaine,” | said. “I’m a private detective. | just need to ask Danny
afew questions.”

“A private eye, eh? What's he done?’

“Nothing. Are you going to tell me which placeis hisor not?’

She moved a hand to her hip. “No, | don’t believe | will.”

“Fine. There are plenty of other residents who live around here. I'll ask someone

else.

| started to put the window up, but she stuck her bony arm in to stop me.

“Now, wait just a second,” she said.

“Why should |7’

“My name is Dorothy. Danny is my brother.”

“Your brother? Why didn’t you say as much in the first place?’

“Danny doesn’'t get alot of visitors, not ones who look like you, at any rate. | suppose

| can be overprotective at times, but why shouldn’'t | be? You've gone out of your
way to tell me nothing about why you want to question him.”



| was stunned.

| sat there as | tried to contemplate the best way forward.

Did | tell the truth?

Did | tell apartia truth?

Would it even matter whether | told the truth or not?

“As his older sister, | have a right to know why you want to speak to him,” she
pressed. “He doesn’'t like visitors much, and he doesn’t like talking to people he
doesn’t know. | guess what I’'m saying is, if you don’'t have a good reason for being
here, you can just turn your car around and head right on out of here.”

“How long have you lived in the area?’ | asked.

“What' s that got to do with anything?’

“If you answer my question, I'll tell you.”

“All my life. | was born in Cambria. We moved around a bit. Lived in this mobile
home park for the last ten years. Why?”

“Do you remember the teenagers who were murdered twenty years ago?’
“Who doesn’t? Made national news. All sorts of people were hanging around town
during that time. The Feds even got involved. Not that them being here made one bit

of difference. The case was never solved.”

“It wasn't, but I’'m hoping it will be now. The case has been reopened.”



Dorothy gasped, pressing a hand to her chest. “Why?”’

“The victims' parents deserve to know why their children were murdered. I’ m hoping
to solve the case and bring closure to everyone involved.”

“1 think it'samarvelous idea. Whose idea was it to reinvestigate?’

In the interest of protecting Cora and the fact she was back in town, | said, “One of
the original detectives who worked on the case came out of retirement about a year
ago. He asked the chief if he could look into it again, and since there are no other
homicide investigations going on right now, his request was granted.”

“l see. How do you fit into the mix?’

“My agency has agreed to consult on the case.”

It wasn't the full truth, but it seemed convincing enough.

“ And this pertains to my brother how?’ she asked.

“Your brother was living in a cabin close to the crime scene.”

“1 remember. Detectives spoke with him afew times. Don’t think he was much help.”

“I"'m hoping if | talk to him he might recall something now that he didn’'t back then,
something to help us solve the case thistime.”

Dorothy went quiet for a moment and then said, “I don’'t think he'll agree to talk to
you, but | suppose it’s worth a try. I’ ve thought about those poor kids a lot over the
years, and |I've wondered how their families are doing. | imagine it's hard to go on
living when you've lost a child.”



It was.

A fact | knew all too well.

“Do you live with your brother?’ | asked.

“Oh, no. We could never share the same space. We tried it once before. It didn’t
work. I'm aminimalist, and he's ... well, a hoarder. A clean hoarder, but a hoarder
al the same. He lives a few doors down from me, which is the perfect arrangement.
We both enjoy our personal space, but we do get together for dinner and that sort of
thing.”

She gestured for meto follow her. “Let’s go. I'll take you to his place.”

| drove around the corner, parking in front of a newer fifth-wheel attached to alarge
pickup truck. Danny may have been a hoarder, but the exterior of his place was well
kept. There was a flower garden out front, and | didn’t spot asingle weed in sight.
Dorothy hopped off her bike, and we walked together to the front door. She knocked,
and we waited. Danny opened the door, beer in hand. He took one glance at me, and
his eyes widened. He looked to be in his mid-sixties, and he had salt-and-pepper hair,
which was dlicked back. He was an attractive man, though a bit on the rugged side.
Addressing his sister, he said, “Who'’ sthis, Dorothy... afriend of yours?’

“Nope, we just met. She's here to see you.”

He took a step back, set his beer on a nearby table, crossed his arms, and said,
“Why?’

“You remember those poor dears who died some twenty years ago?’ Dorothy asked.



“The ones who were murdered at the cabin?’

“What about them?’ he grunted.

“The case was never solved.”

“I'm aware.”

“1t’ sa shame, don’t you think?’

“Get to the point, Sis.”

She lifted her chin in my direction. “This here is Georgiana Germaine. She's a private
eye, and she's just informed me that the cabin murder case has been reopened. Can
you believe it ... after all these years? Maybe there's a chance it'll be solved this

time. Imagine what peace it would bring to the families.”

Danny bent over at the waist, placing both hands on his legs as he struggled to catch
his breath.

“Danny, are you all right?’ Dorothy asked.

“1 ... yeah, I’'m fine. What does any of this have to do with me?’

Since it appeared he had no interest in addressing me, | cut in. “I have been asked to
assist with the case. | understand you used to live in a cabin close to where the
teenagers were murdered.”

“What of it?’

“Do you remember the conversations you had with the detectives back then?’



“Nope. And even if | did, why would | want to talk about it again? It didn't have
anything to do with me.”

“You might not fedl like you have any information to share,” | said, “but sometimes
the smallest thing leads us in a direction that changes everything. I’'m not asking for
much of your time. Just afew minutes.”

“Yeah, well ... I’'m busy.”

“No, you're not,” Dorothy said. “You're retired, and by the looks of it, all you have
going today are a bunch of reruns and a six-pack of beer.”

“You don't get it. The way they treated me, like | had information | wasn’'t sharing.
Nothing | said satisfied them back then, and it won't satisfy them now. So, like | said
... I'mbusy.”

Danny attempted to close the door, and | pressed a hand against it.

“A metal bat was found not far from the cabin you were renting at the time,” | said.
“Right at the edge of the property. Do you have any idea how it got there? Did you
See anyone suspicious in the area at the time or hear anything unusual on the day of
the murders?’

Danny reached for a set of keys, which were hanging on a hook on the wall.

At first, | thought he was holding them out to me, until | noticed something dangling
from the keyring. As | stood there, contemplating what he was about to do next, my

eyes began to burn, the bubbling sensation blinding me.

| stumbled back, reaching for my gun.



But it was too late.

The damage had already been done.
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Dorothy cursed at her brother, and then she brought me inside the fifth-wheel. She
helped me to the sofa, and | sat down. | heard her shuffle away from me, and when
she returned, she said she had a wet washcloth. She placed it over my eyes, telling me
to hold it there while | waited for my vision to return.

A second before Danny pepper-sprayed me in the face, I'd jerked my head back. It
didn’t save me, but it kept me from getting a full dose of the spray. Still, my eyesight
was minimal, at best. It would be some time before | could see well enough to get

myself out of there.

While | sat there, helpless, contemplating my situation, Danny and Dorothy were in
the kitchen, arguing over what had just happened.

“What in the hell iswrong with you, Danny?’ Dorothy asked.

“Me? Y ou’ re the one who brought a cop to my doorstep.”

“She’s not a cop. She's a private eye. Who she is or what she is doesn’t matter. What
matters is you maced her in the face, you moron. Do you know how much trouble
you'rein?’

“You don’'t understand,” Danny said. “I can’t go through thisagain. | won’t.”

“You can’'t go through what again?’

“When the murders happened ... well, let’ sjust say there are things | never told you.”



“I’'m listening.”

“The cops didn’t question me once. They questioned me several times.”

“Why?’

“1 expect it’'s because they needed someone to pin the murders on, and | looked just
as good as anyone. Once they found the bat at the back of the property, they started
pressing me harder, asking the same questions over and over again.”

“I’m sure they were just trying to be thorough.”

“No, they were looking for someone to blame back then—and they still are,” Danny
said. “It sure as hell isn’'t going to be me.”

“You've got it al wrong,” Dorothy said. “Georgiana didn’t come here to accuse you
of anything. She came here because she has questions she was hoping to get
answered.”

“I"m not buying it. | bet she would have told you anything to get to me.”

“1 believe her, and what you did ... it wasn't right.”

“You have no ideawhat | was put through back then. Y ou’ ve never been in a position
where cops will say anything to trip you up, hoping you make a mistake and hang

yourself. | wasinterrogated like | was acriminal, plain and simple.”

“You're being paranoid, Danny. You've always been paranoid. If you didn't do
anything wrong, you have nothing to fear.”

“If I'm paranoid, you're na?ve. Y ou believe anything anyone tells you.”



“Either way, you assaulted a woman, which makes you look guilty, like you are
hiding something even if you're not. You've taken what could have been a simple
conversation between two people and blown it way out of proportion.”

It went quiet, and then | heard what sounded like someone pacing back and forth.

“Do you think | don’t know what I’ve done,” Danny said. “I didn't meanto ... | just
... When she started grilling me with her questions, | panicked.”

“You did alot more than panic.”

“1f the police are looking into the murders again, they’ I question me too. And if they
decide to place the blame on me this time, it won't matter if I’'m innocent. | don't
have the kind of money to hire a good enough lawyer to defend me, and that’s how

most innocent people get imprisoned.”

Dorothy let out aloose, long sigh. “1 know you don’t have faith in the justice system.
Maybe it's al the conspiracy theories you' ve let yourself believe over the years.”

“They’re not theories. My eyes are open. It’'s everyone else in society who chooses to
go through life with theirs shut. Sheep! An entire society of sheep.”

“1 don’t suppose anything | say will make much of a difference.”

“It won’'t.”

“Well then, what now?’

“1’m getting out of here,” Danny said.

“Seems like an extreme thing to do under the circumstances. Where will you go?’



“1 don’t know. | can tell you one thing—I’ m getting as far from here as possible.”

The sound of heavy footsteps passed by me, heading toward the back of the trailer.

“1 apologize for my brother,” Dorothy said in my ear. “Don’t worry. I'll be with you
until all of thisis cleared up. You're going to be fine. I’ [l make sure of it.”

| had so many things | wanted to say, but until my eyes cleared up, nhow wasn’t the
time, so | said, “Thank you, Dorothy.”

She shuffled away from me, moving in the same direction Danny had gone a minute
earlier. | heard what sounded like a dliding door being closed and then whispers
between the siblings. | leaned to the side, trying to make out what they were saying,
but | couldn’t.

| removed the cloth from my eyes and noticed | was starting to see things—fragments
of objects around the room. It gave me enough confidence to reach back and pick my
cell phone out of my pocket. | cupped it in front of me, leaning over as | pressed what
| hoped was the number 1.

Holding the phone to my ear, | waited for the call to be answered.

When it was, | uttered a single word, “Help.”
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I’d always been a tough, independent woman. A woman who didn’t always work
well with others, even though | cherished the relationships | had with Simone and
Hunter. We worked well as a team, in part because they knew how | operated, and
they respected it.

And though | preferred being on my own during murder investigations, | no longer
went out without a backup plan. Today’s backup plan came in the form of the Find
My app on my phone, which shared my exact location with Giovanni.

| suppose | could have called Simone or even Whitlock to come to my aid, but there
were times when a heavier hand was warranted—a hand that didn’t always answer to
the law in the same ways others did.

Ever since Giovanni and | met in college, | learned he didn’t come from an average
Italian family. His family was ... in a word, connected. Nowadays, Giovanni’s sister
ran the family business, bringing it into the present in a more legitimate, though still
profitable way. But family was family and protecting one another mattered above all
else.

The fact Danny was packing a bag concerned me. | had questions. And | was
determined to have them answered. If it meant leaning on Danny a bit harder after
what he' d done to me, | was prepared to do it.

In my opinion, he deserved it.

What had been fervent whispers between brother and sister in the back room had
morphed into an audible discussion | could hear.



“Please, Danny, don't go,” Dorothy pleaded. “Talk to Georgiana. If you apologize,
I’m sure she'd be willing to put all of this behind us and start again.”

“She’s not going to forgive me for what | did,” Danny said. “ She'll have me arrested.
The copswill say | assaulted her, and I'll be locked up. End of story.”

“Allow me to talk to her, at least. You were scared. You did what you did without
thinking. It's not like you shot the woman. You pepper-sprayed her. There's no
permanent damage, now is there?’

“She'll regain her sight any time now. | need to go.”

As their banter continued, the camper’s front door opened, and someone stepped
inside.

| felt ahand on my leg, followed by Giovanni’svoicein my ear.

“l am here, caramia. What' s happened?’

“1 was pepper-sprayed,” | whispered.

“By whom?”’

For a moment, all was quiet, and | wondered if Danny and Dorothy had clued in to
the fact we were no longer alone. | tipped my head to the right, indicating the
direction Giovanni needed to go. He kissed my forehead and backed away, his voice
commanding as he said, “My name is Giovanni Luciana. I’'m armed, and | expect you
to do as | say if you don’'t wish to be fired upon. You have five seconds to show

yourself. Fail to do so, and | will use whatever force necessary to drag you out.”

“Please, don’'t shoot,” Dorothy said. “It’'s not what you think. I’'m coming out. I'll



explain everything if you give me a chance.”
With each passing moment, my vision continued to improve. | turned to see Dorothy
diding the door at the back of the camper open, her hands raised as she walked

toward Giovanni.

“It's not her you want,” | said. “It's her brother, Danny. She's innocent. She was
trying to help me.”

Addressing Dorothy, he said, “What’ s your name?’

“Dorothy.”

“All right, Dorothy. 1'd like you to take a seat next to Georgiana.”

“Of course. Can | just say something? My brother’s not a bad person. Please, don’t
hurt him. He made a mistake. As you can see, we' ve been looking after Georgiana,
staying with her until she could see again.”

Her voice trembled, and | felt a smidgen of sympathy for the woman.

Giovanni said nothing, his focus on the dliding door to the back room. | heard what
sounded like something, or someone, hitting the ground outside.

Danny must have tried to escape out a window.

Stupid.

As Giovanni rushed toward the back of the camper, | heard a scuffle happening
outside. The camper’s front door opened again, and Danny was shoved inside.



Behind him, Giovanni’s main security detail offered Giovanni a smile as he said,
“Thought you might want this one returned to you.”

“Thank you, Santino,” Giovanni said. “| can take it from here.”

Santino nodded and closed the door.

Giovanni turned toward Danny, using his gun to gesture at the kitchen table as he
said, “Now then, take a seat, and we'll all have acivilized conversation.”

Danny was reluctant at first, but he did as Giovanni requested.

“Who are you?’ Danny asked. “Y ou don’t look like a cop.”

“I"'m not a cop. I'm far worse, trust me. Now, before we decide what to do with the
two of you, | wish to know what happened here.”

Dorothy opened her mouth and Giovanni shook his head. “I don’t want to hear from
you. | want to hear from Georgiana.”

“Sorry,” Dorothy said. “I get ahead of myself sometimes.”

| spent the next few minutes detailing what had happened since | arrived. | ended
with the main event and the fact that Danny was planning to leave town.

Giovanni took a moment to take it al in and then said, “What would you like to do
now?’

“1 have some questions for Danny. I'm not leaving until they’ re answered.”

| turned, addressing Danny. “I'll make you a deal. You answer my questions,



honestly, and | won't press charges. Don’'t answer them, and | will.”

“l ... I don't know,” Danny said.

“You used pepper spray in a non-self-defense situation, which is considered a
misdemeanor or a felony charge in this state. You could be facing a fine and a
possible prison sentence of anywhere between sixteen months and three years.”

Danny considered his options and said, “How do | know you' re not lying?’

“Hearing your conversation with Dorothy minutes ago, | get the impression you have
problems trusting the police. You seem to think everyone is out to get you. They're

not.

“How would you know?”’

“The men who questioned you after the murders took place—I know them ... well.
And | can tell you without a doubt that if they had believed you'd committed the
murders back then, they would have kept on questioning you until you confessed.
The case meant alot to them. All they’ re trying to do now is solve it. Same with me.”

Danny leaned back in the chair, shaking his head as he said, “ There was no reason for
them to keep coming at me like they did. My story was the same the first time | told it
asit was al the other times.”

| could feel heat flooding my cheeks. | was about to lose my temper, and it was all |
could dotorenitin.

“Is that so?’ | shot back. Your story may have been the same, but why do | get the
feeling you left something out? Oh, | know why. There’s no point in running unless
you did.”



“1 don’t know what you' re talking about.”

“If you want to keep lying to Georgiana,” Giovanni said, “I can get the police on the
phone right now. I’'ll have them herein no time.”

“What makes you think I’m not telling the truth?’” Danny asked.

“Thelook in your eyes when you learned who | am and why I'm here,” | said. “ There
was rea fear in your eyes, the kind of fear | see when a person has something to
hide.”

“1 didn’t murder anyone.”

“1 might be inclined to believe you,” | said. “If you tell me the truth.”

Danny swished a hand through the air. “Y ou'd say anything, | bet, if it means getting
what you want.”

“l don't say anything | don’t mean. It's not who | am. | don’'t expect you to believe
me, but it’ s true.”

“Itistrue,” Giovanni said. “You can trust her, and you should.”

“Yeah, well, | don’t believe either one of you.”

| wasn't getting anywhere.

| went quiet for a moment, thinking of another way | could get through to him.

Maybe | needed to go back to the beginning, to his original statement, see how he'd
react when | questioned him about what he’ d said to the police.



“1 had a chance to look over your original statement this morning,” | said. “I wanted
to review it so | knew what questions to ask you today.”

“Y eah, so? What about it?’

“On the day of the murders, you said you were at your place, working on a wooden
chair to sell a your booth at the farmers’ market the following weekend.”

“Asfar as| recal, yes.”

“In the notes it says Harvey, who would have introduced himself to you as Detective
Harvey Kennison, went to the farmer’s market the next weekend to see if you were
there. You weren't. In fact, you' d shut down your booth and didn’t return to it for
over ayear. Why?’

“If you think about it, it's obvious. | was shaken by what happened.”

“Shaken by the deaths of teenagers you' d never met before? Shutting down your
booth for as long as you did seems like a strong reaction, if you ask me. As you'd
said, the crime had nothing to do with you.”

“1 didn’t need to meet them to be affected by it. The fact it happened so close to my
place was hard for me to take.”

“S0 hard you moved out of the cabin you were renting and in with your sister for a
while.”

“My brother moved in with me because he was struggling to pay the rent,” Dorothy
added. “And as for the booth, he wasn't selling enough furniture to keep it going, so
he took a break. Got ajob that paid the bills.”



Danny frowned at Dorothy. “I don’t need you stepping in, Sis. | can answer questions
myself.”

“I’m just trying to help.”

“You're not helping,” Danny said.

Dorothy dropped her chin into her hand and looked away, muttering something about
never being appreciated.

“You should treat your sister with more respect,” Giovanni said. “The way | see it,
she’' strying to help.”

He was right.

Stll ...

“Let’stry and stay on track,” | said. “Had you ever seen or met any of the teenagers
before they were murdered?’

Danny tapped afinger to the chair, averting eye contact as he said, “I ... no.

“l need you to look at me,” | said. “Look me in the eye and tell me you never saw or
spoke to the teenagers that day.”

“1 don’t know what you' re getting at.”

It was about to be made clear.

“There are several tells people give when they’re lying. One of them is avoiding eye
contact. With some of my questions, you' ve looked at me. With others, you looked



away. You' ve also been hedging your statements.”

“Hedging my ... what now?’

“When a person is hiding something, to avoid being upfront or truthful, they’ll hedge
their statements. In this instance, you began your answer to one question by saying
‘as far as | recall,” and then the next question | asked, you answered with, ‘if you
think about it,” both signs you' re avoiding whatever it isyou’ d rather not say.”

Danny began tapping the arm of the chair again, but for the first time, his demeanor
wasn't a defensive one, which told me | was spot-on.

He was about to crack.

Given Danny’s current anxiousness, | asked Giovanni to step outside with Santino.
He was reluctant, but he agreed. Once he was out the door, Dorothy leaned forward,
her voice soft and low as she addressed her brother. “If you didn't do anything
wrong, and you are keeping something to yourself, there’s no reason not to tell the
truth now. If there's anything you can say to help the detectives on this case, help
them put it torest at long last ... Please, Danny, won't you?—"

“Thereisn't.”

| reached into my bag, pulled out an envelope, and walked over to the table. One by
one, | pulled photos out, lining them up side by side on the table in front of him.
“Brynn Wilson, Aubree Roberts, Aidan Williams, Jackson Nichols, Owen Sherwood,
and Cora Callahan, the only one to survive. Thisis what they looked like before they
were attacked. Care to see what they looked like after? | have those photos with me
too.”

Danny shook his head, his confession unraveling at long last. “I did see ... | saw ...



her.
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Danny stabbed a finger over Cora's picture and then swiped his hand across all six
photos. They flew off the table, fluttering to the floor. | bent down to scoop them up,
placed them back inside my bag, and | sat down next to him.

“What did you mean when you said you saw her?’ | asked.

“The day those kids died, | was working on the chair, just like | said,” Danny began.
“1 was planning to sell it the next weekend at the farmers market. All of that istrue.”

It just wasn’t the entire truth.
“What did you leave out of your story?’ | asked.

He pressed his hands together. “1 used to make furniture out of the wood | found in
the area around the cabin. It’'s the reason | rented the cabin in the first place. It was
isolated and quiet, which | also liked. Anyway, | was finishing up the chair, and |
realized | didn’t have the right size twig to finish the last part along the back.”

“Did you |leave the cabin to get what you needed?’

“Not at first. It was getting dark out, and I’ ve never liked being outside after dusk.
Too easy to get yourself turned around in those woods. But as | stood there, staring at
the chair, knowing it was so close to being finished, | just wanted to get it done. |
decided if | hurried, | might be able to find what | needed. | grabbed a flashlight, and
| headed out.”

In his previous statement, Danny had said he' d never left the cabin on the day of the



murders, which seemed like an odd thing to lie about. If he was being honest with me
now, there was no reason not to tell the police what he'd just told me. It didn’t
implicate him in anything.

Which meant ... there was something el se—something that might implicate him.

“What happened after you left the cabin?’ | asked.

“1’d gathered up three good pieces of wood. | figured one of them would get the job
done. Problem was, it took me a lot longer to find them than | thought it would. So
there was that. Then, when | was headed back to the cabin, | tripped. Thought it was a
log at first. The three pieces of wood went flying out of my hands. It wasn't until |
stood back up and shined my flashlight that | noticed | hadn’t tripped over alog at all.
I’d tripped over awoman.”

“What did you do next?’

“1 bent down and tried shaking her. She didn’t stir. Seemed like she’ d injured herself,
like she' d tripped and maybe hit her head on something and then passed out.”

Dorothy joined us at the table and placed her hand on her brother’s arm. “Please don’t
tell me you left the poor girl there.”

Danny’ s breathing began to change.
“Listen, we're not here to judge,” | assured him. “You were in a confusing situation.
I’'m sure it was difficult for you to decide what to do. | just want to know what

happened.”

He nodded and said, “I shined the flashlight around the area, but there was nothing
there, nothing to explain how she ended up on the ground. | turned the light back on



her, looking over her body, and | saw blood. She was bleeding from the back of her
head, but then | redlized, if she'd tripped over something, she would have hit
something falling forward. There had to be another explanation.”

| was glad he was talking, athough he was unnerved about what he'd said so far. If |
was going to keep him talking, | needed to be gentle, ease the truth out of him.

“You said shedidn’'t respond,” | said.

“Correct.”

“Did you know whether she was alive?’

“l tried to ... you know, check her pulse. She didn’t have one as far as | could tell. |
had no idea who she was or where she’d come from. And | didn’t have a phone back
then, so there was no one | could even call for help.”

“Y ou could have driven into town,” Dorothy said.

| wasn't sure what Dorothy hoped to accomplish with her not-so-well-thought-out
comments, but all she was doing was pushing Danny to stop talking.

“It would be confusing to know what to do,” | said. “I imagine I’d feel the same.”

| wouldn’t feel the same, but right now, | needed him to feel like | sympathized with
the situation he had encountered.

“A minute passed, maybe two, and | decided to leave the girl and figure it all out
when | got home,” he said. “I walked about twenty feet, and | found another kid. A
guy this time. It looked like he’'d been whacked in the head a lot harder than the girl
had been. Blood was everywhere.”



Now we were getting somewhere.

“What else, Danny?’

“l heard something, what sounded like a woman screaming somewhere in the
distance. | listened for a minute, but | couldn’t figure out what direction it was
coming from. | panicked. Someone else was in those woods, someone who was up to
no good.”

Cora had said that she’d found Jackson right before she was attacked, leading me to
believe they were the two people Danny came across that evening.

As for the screaming he'd heard, that could have come from Brynn or Aubree, in the
last moments of their lives.

“ After you found a second injured person, what did you do then?’ | asked.

Danny hung his hand, shaking it back and forth and saying, “I ran. | ran as fast as |
could back to my place. When | got there, | bolted the door, turned all the lights out,
and | hid under the stairs all night with an axe in my hand, and my eyes glued to the
front door.”

“Did you hear or see anything else during the night?’

“Not athing. Not one thing. It was the quietest night I'd ever had out there. The next
morning, | got in my truck, and | drove aong the dirt road that led to some of the
nearby cabins. | didn't get far before | saw cops had swarmed Millie Callahan's
place. | thought they’d figured out what had gone on up there, and | wanted no part of
it. | turned right back on around and got the hell out of there.”

“Just to be sure, you've never told any of this part of the story to the police before



today, right?’ | asked.

1 N ope.ﬂ

We dl sat in silence for a moment, taking in everything that had been said. Even
Dorothy was speechless. Here was her brother who'd found innocent victims of a
crime, and for fear of hisown life, anong other reasons, he left them there.

“1 know what you're all thinking,” Danny said. “I’'m a coward. You think | should
have been a hero, done more than | did. When | think back to the screaming | heard, |
often wonder if | had the chance to save someone. | don’t know. But | could have
tried.”

“Why didn’'t you?’ Dorothy asked.

“I’ve thought a lot about it over the years. The fear | felt was stronger than anything
I’ ve ever experienced before. | was terrified, worried someone would come after me
like they’ d gone after them. He was still out there. He could have been anyone.”

“S0 you did nothing,” Dorothy said.

Danny bucked out of his chair and jabbed a finger at his sister as he shouted, “ Shut
up! Just shut up! You have no idea what you're going to do in a situation like that
until you're in it. Besides, it's not like | saw anything that would have made a
difference. If | had, it would be different.”

“Why tell meall of thisnow?’ | asked.
He paused a moment, then said, “It’s not easy keeping something like thisin for as

long as | have. It's taken a heavy toll. When | realized Cora was alive when | found
her, and the guilt I’ ve endured over that fact alone is amost too painful to bear.”



| thought back to the panicked look in his eyes when he’'d opened the door and
Dorothy explained who | was and why | was there.

“The way you reacted when | started questioning you earlier makes a lot more sense
tome” | said.

“Think about it. The case had gone cold, and | thought it would stay that way. Then
you show up here with your questions, and | learn the case has been reopened.”

“And forensic evidence has come along way since then.”

He pointed at me and said, “You got it. What if | left something behind when |
tripped over Cora. A hair, or | don't know ... anything. | don’'t see how | could have,
but there’ sthislittle part of me that’s saying, ‘What if you did?”

Being at the crime scene right after the murders happened made him a viable suspect.
If it turned out Silas was able to place him there through a piece of old evidence
brought in for reexamination, | understood why Danny wanted to get out of town.

“l1 meant what | said before, about not pressing charges,” | said.

Danny looked at Giovanni and then me. “I’m sorry. | never meant to hurt you.”

“Y ou need to go down to the police station and tell them what you just told me.”
“What are they going to do when they find out | lied?’

Good guestion.

| supposed it depended on what they thought when he gave them a new statement,
and whether they chose to believeit.



“l don't know,” | said. “I’ll go to the department with you and talk with Chief Foley.
I’ll go over the conversation we had today, and | won’t mention the part about you
pepper-spraying me in the face.”

Not yet, anyway.

“Why would you leave it out?” Danny asked. “Y ou don’'t even know me.”

“1 gave you my word. | need to ask ... is there anything more, anything you haven’t
said?’

“No, you know everything now.”

“Good.”

| rose from my seat, blinking a few times to relubricate my eyes, which hadn’t
stopped stinging all the way yet.

“Wait,” Danny said, and | turned back to him.

“What isit?

“What if | tell them everything | just told you and they don’t believe me? What if
they think | lied then and I’'m lying now?”’

“l know it's hard, Danny,” | said. “But have a little faith in the justice system, and
believe me when | say they’'re not interested in catching the wrong guy. They're
interested in catching the right guy, and if the right guy isn’t you, there’s no need to
worry. Now, I’m done here.”

And with that, | walked out the door.
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| was sitting in Foley’s office, waiting for Whitlock to finish questioning Danny.
Foley was sitting across from me, his brow raised as he said, “What’s going on with
your eyes? They're all red.”

“1"ve been rubbing them—alot,” | said.

It was the truth.

| had been rubbing them alot.

It just wasn’t the whole truth.

“l don’'t know if you've looked in the mirror much today, but it looks like you're
developing some sort of infection,” he said. “Might want to think about getting it
looked at.”

“If the redness doesn’t go away, | will.”

Foley looked past me at Giovanni, who was sitting out in the hall, chatting with
Dorothy. She'd insisted on coming along as a show of support for her brother.

“You ... ehh, decide you want alittle company today?’ Foley asked.
Until now, | hadn’t given any thought to how | would explain Giovanni’s presence.

“He ... ahh, didn’t have anything going on today, so | thought I’ d bring him along.”



Foley stared at me for a moment.

It was obvious he didn't believe me, but | wouldn't be offering any further
explanation.

He laced his hands together on top of his desk and said, “ So, what’ s with the guy you
just brought in? What'’ s his story?’

“Danny rented and lived in a cabin close to where the teens were killed. He was
guestioned back then, but today | found out he omitted a few things from the story he
originally told police.”

“Why?’

“He's the type of person who thinks everyone has it out for him. And given he
doesn’t have much faith in law enforcement, he says he was scared to tell the truth.”

“What is the truth?’

“In Danny’s origina statement, he said he’d never seen any of the teens before, but
he had. The night they were murdered, he was in the forest. It was getting dark, and
as he was heading back to his cabin, he tripped over Cora's body. He claims he
thought she was dead. He walked a little farther and found one of the boys. | believe
it was Jackson.”

“And Danny didn’t report any of it?’
| shook my head. “He went back to his cabin, locked the door, and spent the night

worrying a madman was going around murdering people in the area, and he was
next.”



“A madman was going around murdering people in his area. Seems a bit strange to
withhold something as big as that, whether you' re afan of the law or not.”

“According to him, he thought the cops would find a way to convict him for the
murders if he spoke up. He said it wasn't unusual for innocent people to be
incarcerated, and he didn’t want to be one of those cases.”

Foley bounced a pencil off his desk, thinking. “Why tell the truth now?’

“Let’sjust say | was good at convincing him it was the right thing to do.”

“What do you think about his new story? You think he's being honest, or is the guy
still lying?’

“1 believe he came across the teens like he said. Beyond that, | don’'t know what to
think. After he admitted the truth, he seemed relieved to get it off his chest after all

thistime. Doesn’'t mean he’ sinnocent though.”

“Right. No matter how you look at it, he withheld evidence, he lied to the police. He
broke the law. We could still charge him.”

“1 know. Y ou don’t have to charge him though. Not yet. Right?’

Foley raised a brow. “Why do you care?’

“lI don’'t know. | shouldn't, but | do. The point is for us to solve the case. His
information might help. | guess there's something to be said for his confession, even

if itisalittlelate.”

“A little? | wouldn’t call two decades a little anything. Maybe an honest confession
back then wouldn’t have made a difference in the case, but what if it had?”’



“1 don’t see how it would have changed anything. | could be wrong. Have you spoken
to my mother today?’

His eyes narrowed. “| see what you' re doing.”

| was changing the subject, because if | didn't, | got the impression we would go
"round and ’round about Danny, and | didn’t see the point.

“Well, have you?’ | pressed.

“l don't have any interest in discussing Darlene right now, or her ridiculous
expectations.”

“Whitlock and Harvey came to see me last night to let me know they’re planning to
work the case together. | noticed Harvey isn’t around, though.”

“No, heis not. If Whitlock wants to run around town with Harvey on his own time,
fine. | understand Harvey’'s investment in this case, but he's retired. He doesn't
belong here at the department, questioning people.”

| was disappointed.

| thought Foley would have been more open to the idea of allowing them to work
together. Harvey wasn't asking to help investigate just any murder. He was asking to
investigate an old case—one where he had alot of skin in the game.

“Have you told Harvey how you fedl?’ | asked.

“1 have, and he understands. It's your mother who's taking issue with my decision.

It's one thing to have Harvey step in and assist Whitlock. It's another to have your
mother think it’s all right to insert herself where she doesn’t belong.”



“You have to admit, it is a bit funny to think of those three driving around town,
trying to solve the murders.”

Foley shook his head and said, “Oh, | have thought about it. Had a good laugh as
soon as Whitlock informed me of their ridiculous plan.”

“Who knows? Maybe they’ll surprise us al. Perhaps you should reconsider your
position.”

“Noted. What do you have going on for the rest of the day?”’

“Cora gave me a key to her grandmother’s cabin. I’m going to drive out and have a
look around. She said they haven't been out there since the murders took place. |
have no idea what to expect, but I’'m up for anything. I’'m just hoping something will
come of it.”
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Before leaving the police department, I'd pulled Whitlock to the side to discuss his
interview with Danny. Whitlock expressed disappointment that Danny had changed
his story, but he was glad to hear what we hoped was the truth this time around. Then
he excused himself so he could relay the details of the interview to Foley, who wasin
two minds about how to handle Danny.

As Giovanni and | drove up to the cabin, Whitlock called to inform me they’d agreed
not to charge Danny but gave him strict instructions not to leave town.

The winding road to the crime scene offered frequent scenic views of the surrounding
area. The sun had just begun its descent, dipping behind the mountains as it offered a
soft glow to the start of the evening.

We pulled up to the cabin, and | sat for a moment with the window open, taking in
the tranquility—a sharp contrast to what had happened here all those years ago.

When we stepped out of the car, Giovanni stayed in the background, understanding
my need to immerse myself in the here and now—and even more important—to the
there and then.

In the distance, birds chirped and crickets began their nightly songs. The cabin was
surrounded by a variety of trees—oaks, redwoods, and pines, each offering a
picturesque, peaceful feeling—a feeling like nothing bad had ever happened there,
even though it had.

| took in alungful of fresh forest air and turned toward Giovanni.



“It's so calm and tranquil,” | said. “And yet, | can almost feel their spirits all around
me.”

Giovanni raised afinger and said, “If you don’t seek death, you won't die.”

“What?’

“It's a Chinese proverb. I've always taken it to mean if you don’t seek out trouble,
trouble won't find you. Thinking about what took place here, I'm not sure | believe it
to be true. They came here to celebrate life, an end of an era following high school
graduation and the beginning of a new, bright future. They didn’t invite death. Death

invited itself.”

| wanted to believe he was right, that they were, in fact, innocent. | wanted to believe
they hadn’t brought their own deaths on themselves in some way.

My thoughts turned toward Xander. Earlier, Hunter had texted me his home address.
He still lived in Cambria. | planned on paying him avisit in the morning.

| wondered what he’ d have to say about his old classmates.

After al thistime, what did he think of them now?

Giovanni wrapped his arm around me. “What would you like to do first?’

| retrieved the case file I'd set on the passenger seat, flipping it open and searching
through the pages until | came to the one | was looking for—a handwritten map

showing the exact location where the teens were found.

“We'relosing daylight,” | said. “I figure we have alittle over an hour to look around.
I’d like to go to the places where Aidan, Jackson, and Owen were found.”



Giovanni looked at the map. The areas the teens were found had been circled. Owen
was the closest to the cabin, less than twenty feet away from the cabin’s front steps,
which made sense. He'd gone out to his car to retrieve something, a task that should
have taken him no more than a minute or two.

“Owen was the first one to be attacked,” | said. “I believe it happened right after he
opened the car door. According to the police report, blood was found inside the car
on the driver’s seat, and there was also a bloody fingerprint on the window. Both the
blood from the seat and the fingerprint were a match to Owen. But he didn’t die here
at the car, where he was assaulted.”

“What do you mean?’

“Owen was struck twice. The police report states there were distinct dirt marks
leading to the side of the cabin, a side that has no windows. Owen must have been
dragged there from the car. | assume it's because the killer wanted to get him out of
the way to a place where he couldn’t be seen from the cabin’s front windows.”

| walked to the area where the police had found Owen. There wasn’t much to see.
Twenty years ago, there had been a flower garden on this side of the house. Now it
was overgrown with weeds. All that remained of the garden were a few empty terra
cotta pots and a rusted, red wheelbarrow, which was tipped on its side.

“It’ s so different now than it was in the pictures I’ ve seen,” | said.

“Time changes everything.”

Indeed.

| glanced back at the map. “Next up is Jackson.”



| pivoted, heading in the opposite direction. Giovanni followed. We hadn’'t made it
far when | stopped.

“I’m not sure I’'m leading usto the right spot,” | said.

“Let me have alook at the map,” Giovanni said.

| handed it to him. While he looked it over, | cupped a hand over my forehead like a
visor, turning all the way around as | looked for clues as to where we' d find the place
the police had found Jackson.

| grabbed Giovanni’s arm. “Wait a minute. | see what |ooks like a memorial of some
kind. Over there.”

| took off toward a large wooden cross that had been nailed to a tree. Once painted
white, the harsh winter weather had not been kind, picking away at the wood-grain
layers of the cross, which caused it to split and pesl.

In front of the cross, a variety of fake flowers had been stuck into the ground. They,
too, looked old, as did all the other trinkets that had been left there, save for one
thing—afootball. It was in pristine condition.

Giovanni joined me, bending down to examine the mementos that had been placed to
honor young Jackson’s life. Weathered photos, a football jersey bearing his number,

and a beaded necklace in the school colors, among other things.

“The cabin may not have been occupied all these years, but someone’'s been out
here,” he said.

“I"m assuming it’ s Jackson’ s family.”



“The football’ s new.”

“1 thought the same thing,” | said. “This month marks the twentieth anniversary of
their deaths. Maybe someone from his family brought the football in remembrance.”

Giovanni glanced at the cross and then turned toward the cabin. “How far was
Jackson from the third kid they found?’

“ Aidan was discovered fifteen feet away from here. If it wasn’t dark at the time Cora
found Jackson, I'm sure she would have also seen Aidan. She said as much. In the
notes from the case file, Harvey mentioned they thought Aidan might have put up a
fight against his attacker. It leads me to believe Jackson was attacked first, but he was
unsuccessful. It'samiracle Coramade it out aive.”

“She’s alucky woman.”

| wasn’t so sure Corawould agree.

“ Aidan was the only victim to have skin under his fingernails, hence the reason they
think he’'d fought back,” | said. “Skin cells can get trapped beneath fingernails, so
scrapings were taken and tested with the available DNA technology at the time. None

of the testing went anywhere, though.”

“It’s possible the killer wasn’t in the criminal database twenty years ago, but perhaps
heis now.”

| was hopeful he might be.

“1 need to talk to Silas,” | said. “But | imagine it's going to be a while before he has
any test results.”



| looked around.

Darkness was fast approaching, and with it, the visibility was all but gone.

“Let’s head back to the cabin,” | said. “Since Cora's family abandoned this place, |
imagine there won't be any electricity. Good thing we brought our own source of
light.”

I’d had enough foresight to put a work light that attached to atripod in the car when |
left the office that morning. I’ d also grabbed a couple of high-powered flashlights.

We trekked back to the car, removing what we needed, and made our way up the
cabin steps.

| reached in my pocket to pull out the key Cora had given me, but Giovanni stopped
me, saying, “We don’'t need it. The door is open.”

| looked at where he was pointing. The door was a couple of inches gjar.

“Huh,” | said. “How strange.”

| used my foot to ease the door open. The tripod with the work light was in my left
hand, and aflashlight in theright. | set the tripod down and turned both lights on.

Looking around, the first thing | noticed was the dust. Every inch of the cabin was
caked init. Old furniture was scattered around, none of it covered or preserved in any
way. We' d stepped back into a place that had been frozen in time, a place full of
memories, including the last few moments of the teens’ lives.

“The dust is so thick, and the air is stale, I'm finding it hard to breathe,” | said. “I
wish we'd come earlier in the day. If there is something to see here, I'm worried |



won't seeit.”

“We can always return tomorrow.”

| didn’t want to make the drive again tomorrow, but if | had to, | would.

“Let’sdo aquick walkthrough, and then we'll leave,” | said.

We made our way through the kitchen, crossed the dining room, and entered the
living room, where the bloodstains from Brynn and Aubree’s murders were still
visible. Standing there was surreal. | thought about how scared they must have been

and how alone they must have felt at the end.

A stereo sat on the fireplace mantel. Next to it was a stack of CDs—50 Cent, Avril
Lavigne, Eminem, and Toby Keith, among others.

“How are you doing?’ Giovanni asked.

“1t’s always hard to witness the place where someone died. My feelings are all over
the place. | can imagine the excitement they al felt when they first arrived, oblivious
of what was to come. It's a shame. They were all too young to have their lives

stripped away at the hands of a psycho.”

A wave of emotion came over me, and | swallowed hard, pushing it down. | was here
to do ajob. What | needed now was to focus.

“Let’s head upstairs,” | said. “I had a chance to take alook at Cora sinitial statement
on the way here. She detailed who stayed in what room.”

We focused our flashlights on the stairs and made our ascent.



The first room we entered was Owen’s. A coat and a pair of socks were sitting on the
bed. Hiking boots on the floor. In the ensuite bathroom, | found a pack of gum, a
comb, and men’s hair gel. Signs of life in a place that had seen too much death.

We moved across the hall, entering the room Brynn and Aidan had stayed in. It, too,
appeared to have remained untouched. Aside from the unmade bed, there were no
signs of Brynn and Aidan ever being there. Whatever they had with them that day, it

wasn’'t here any longer.

| skipped over Aubree and Jackson’s room and focused on the grandmother’ s room,
the same room Cora had locked herself in while waiting for the police.

The door squeaked as | pushed it opened.

| steadied my flashlight, peered into the room, and gasped.

“What isit?’ Giovanni asked. “What do you see?’

| moved the flashlight from left to right and clarity came in the form of words written
on thewall in thick red marker:

WELCOME BACK, CORA

GONE BUT NOT FORGOTTEN
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| yanked my phone out of my pocket, desperate to make a call, but | had no cell
service. Giovanni didn’t either.

“We need to get out of here and get back to town,” | said.

“Y ou're worried about Cora,” he said.

| nodded.

“The first thing | thought when | saw the writing on the wall was how much | wanted

it to be a prank,” | said. “I figured it could have been the work of a bunch of high
school kids who heard about this place and think it’s haunted. Y ou know how rumors

go.ll
“All too well.”
“My instinct tellsmeit wasn't, though.”

“Y ou think the killer knows Corais back in town.”

“l do, and it makes me think he's close by. Close enough to keep tabs on what's
going on around here. Cora and her family need to be made aware of what we found.”

Giovanni agreed, and we raced downstairs, blowing past the tripod without stopping
to grab it. There was something much more important we needed to be holding right
NOW—our guns.



We headed back to town, my eyes making frequent contact with my phone to see if |
had service yet. Six excruciating minutes later, | did, and | gave Coraacall. It rang
severa times and went to voicemail.

“No luck?’” Giovanni asked.

“She’s not answering.”

| drummed my fingers along the armrest, trying to decide what to do next, and then |
got anidea. | called Aunt Laura. Given she was friends with Cora' s mother, Ginger, |
figured she could give me her number.

The phone rang once ...

Twice. ...

Threetimes ...

And then, “Hello, kiddo. How’ s your day been?’

“I ... uhh ... it'sbeen crazy.”

“You sound like you're out of breath. |s everything okay?’

“No, it'snot.”

“Careto talk about it?’

Not right now.

| had more pressing matters on my mind.



“I'm in the car with Giovanni,” | said. “We just came from Millie Callahan’s cabin.
I’ ve been trying to reach Cora, and she's not answering her phone. Can you give me
her mother’ s number?’

“She’s not home right now. She's at the grocery store. But you'rein luck. I'm already
at their house, waiting for Ginger to return. | made dinner for them tonight. Anyway,
Cord's car is in the driveway, though. | haven't talked to her yet, but I’'m guessing
she’sin her room. I'll walk down the hall and see, and then | can give you the phone,
so you can talk to her. Hold on a second.”

| heard the sound of footsteps shuffling down the hall.

There was a knock, and then, “Cora, dear. It's Laura. | have Georgiana on the phone.
She'd like to speak with you.”

| waited.

It was quiet for amoment, and then Aunt Laura said, “How odd.”

“What's odd?’ | asked.

“Cora hasn’t acknowledged me, and she’s not coming to the door. What would you
like me to do?’

The uneasiness stirring inside me was growing wWorse.

“Don’'t wait for her to come to the door,” | said. “Check and seeif she' sin her room.”

“She might be asleep. How about | check the rest of the house first before | enter her
room without permission, though?”’



“All right.”

A few minutes passed, and there was no sign of Cora.

“I’m heading back to her room now,” Aunt Laurasaid. “Careto tell me what on earth
Isgoing on?’

| took a deep breath in and said, “When we were at the cabin, we saw an ominous
message written a message in red marker on Millie's bedroom wall. | believe the
person responsible for the murders twenty years ago knows Corais back in town.”
“Oh, dear. I’m entering her room as we speak.”

A door was opened, and Aunt Laura said, “Cora, are you here?’

“Is she there?’

“1 don’t think so. Let me check the bathroom.”

After a brief pause, Aunt Laura said, “She's not in the bathroom either. It doesn't
make sense. She didn’'t go with Ginger to the store, and like | said, her car isin the
driveway, so ...”

“Look around the bedroom. Tell me what you see.”

“Let'ssee ... I've just walked over to her bed. There's an open yearbook on top of
Cora's pillow, and, oh, even more strange. Her cell phone is here. | can’t imagine

Cora leaving home without it.”

Therewas aloud gasp, and | said, “What isit? What’ s happening?’



“The window’s open, which wouldn’t alarm me, except the screen is missing. I'm
sorry to say | don't know where Cora is, Gigi. But | can tell you one thing for
certain—she' s not here.”
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As Giovanni and | pulled to astop in front of the Callahans' house, | identified a few
cars parked outside: Foley’s truck, Whitlock’s car, and a patrol car. We rushed to the
front door, and as we walked inside, Whitlock was there waiting for me.

“l ... we got here as fast as we could,” | said. “Have you heard anything from Cora?
Do you know what’ s going on?’

Whitlock placed a hand on my shoulder. “We haven't heard from her. Why don’t you
take a breath? Looks like you need it.”

| did.

| pressed a hand to my chest, feeling the quickened pace of my heartbeat. | closed my
eyes, focusing on my breathing. What happened in the past couldn’t be changed, and
| was no use to Coraif | couldn’t keep my anxiety in check. My focus belonged in the
present.

| reopened my eyes, and Whitlock said, “Feel better?’

“A little,” | said. “What can you tell me?’

“Not much. There is one thing, though. There’'s a note tucked beneath one of the
windshield wipers on Cora's car. Said something like: *Welcome back. Gone but not

forgotten.””

The same words written on Millie' s bedroom wall.



“We've been through the house, inside and out,” Whitlock said. “Officers Higgins
and Decker are canvassing the area, knocking on doors. Other than the note, there's
no other information to report.”

“l don't even want to think about what may have happened to her. After what Cora's
been through, to come back to town all these years later only to relive her worst
nightmare ... it' s>—"

“Hey, | understand how you feel, but there’s no use jumping to conclusions until we
have a better idea of what happened here. Silas is on his way to dust her room, the
window, and the area around it for prints.”

Down the hall, | heard my name being called.

Whitlock and | followed the voice to Cora s bedroom, where Foley was waiting.

He pointed at me and said, “Before you say anything, we' re doing everything we can
to locate her.”

“l know you are. It's my fault. | feel like I’ ve failled her. | was supposed to keep her
safe. | shouldn’t have assumed she would be.”

“Look, thisisn’'t about fault. No one' s to blame. It’s been along time. None of us had
any way of knowing the perpetrator might still be in the area, let alone if he was still
aive.”

| threw my handsinto the air, saying, “Well, we know now.”

“Let’s concentrate our efforts on the facts. Getting all worked up isn’t going to bring
her home safely. Right now, our sole focus is on making a plan and finding her.”



Finding her before it wastoo late ... if it wasn't already.

Thoughts flashed through my mind ...

Coradead in aditch somewhere.

Corabeing captured and tortured.

No matter what direction my thoughts went in, it wasn’t good.

“1 was supposed to be the person she could rely on,” | said. “When she came to see
me, she said it was the first time in along time that she felt like she could see a future
for herself, afuture where she could put the past behind her.”

“You couldn’t have known the murderer was still out there until you saw the message
left at the cabin,” Foley said. “There' s been no other contact since the murders took

place.”

Somewhere inside the house, | heard a wailing sound, the sound of a woman in
turmoil.

“1 imagine Ginger isn’t taking thiswell,” | said.
Whitlock and Foley exchanged worried glances.
“She is not,” Whitlock said. “I’ve tried to question her about Cora’'s comings and
goings today, but she's not interested in talking to us. Your aunt is with her now, and
she knows we need our questions answered. We're hoping she might get

somewhere.”

| didn’t blame Ginger for not feeling like talking to the police.



At this point, | was sure she felt let down by all of us.

“Let’s get back to doing what we do best, shall we,” Foley said.

| reached in my pocket, took out my phone, and pulled up a photo. “Thisis abit dark,
but | thought you' d want a visual of the writing on the wall at the cabin. Guess it's

the same message that was left on Cora' s car.”

| turned my phone around, and Foley and Whitlock bent down to take a closer 1ook.
In unison, they repeated the phrase left on Millie’ s bedroom wall.

“Y ep, same exact words,” Foley said.

“Everything in the cabin looked like it hadn’'t been touched in twenty years,” | said.
“Except for thiswriting. It looked fresh, like the message had just been written on the
wall.”

“Isthere any electricity inside the cabin?’

| shook my head. “We were out there at dusk, and we had to use flashlights to look
around.”

“I"ll have Whitlock stop by there tomorrow.”

In the distance, | heard, “Y oohoo, where is everyone?’

Foley rolled his eyes and said, “I don’t think | have it in me to deal with your mother
right now.”

“Let me seeif | can cut her off at the pass,” | said.



Foley placed a hand on my arm and said, “| appreciate you. More than you know.”

| found Harvey and my mother in the living room, standing beside Giovanni.

“Can someone please tell me what is going on?’ my mother huffed. “We're supposed
to be part of this investigation, and no one is telling us anything. Well, that is to say,
Whitlock reached out to Harvey to say Corais missing. What | want to know is, how
did this happen?’

My mother wasn't part of the investigation, no matter how much she wanted to be—a
fact | had no intention of arguing with her about now. | didn’t want to discuss what
we' d seen at the cabin either, but | assumed she already knew, which meant there
wasn't any way around it. If she didn’t hear it from me, she’d hear it from someone

else.

“Earlier, at Millie's cabin, | discovered someone had left a message on the wall,” |
said. “ The same message was on a note found on Cora' s car.”

My mother turned toward me. “Yes, yes, | heard. When you say a message, what do
you mean, athreat?’

13 Y$.”

“Well, don’t keep usin suspense. What did it say?”’

| told her.

“As soon as | read the message, | tried to get in touch with Cora, and then | learned
shewasmissing,” | said.

“Missing for how long?’



“l don't know. Whitlock tried speaking to Ginger about what Cora's been up to
today. She wasn’t in the mood to talk.”

My mother dlid her handbag off her shoulder, handed it to Harvey, and rolled up her
sleeves. “Where is she? Give me five minutes with the woman. I’ll have her singing
likealark.”

| shook my head. “You can't. She’s in her bedroom with Aunt Laura right now, and
she’'s not doing well. The last thing she needs is to be questioned. I'm not saying she
won't be. I'm saying she isn't ready yet, and we need to respect that. The more we
show her some respect, the better chance we have of her telling us what she knows.”

“Timeiswasting, Georgiana. Y ou know that better than anyone.”

“l do. | also know Aunt Laura, and she's aware of what we want to know. Let’'s give
her a chance to seeif she can get Ginger to open up.”

My mother crossed her arms and said, “How long do you expect us to wait? Doesn’t
Ginger understand we have questions because we're trying to help?’

Harvey cut in, no doubt attempting to alleviate my mother’s concerns. “Let’s give
Laura achance at least.”

His attempt to calm my mother down did not go as expected.

“If we're of no use here, then why are we here?” my mother stated. “1 don’'t see the
point.”

Giovanni, who had a talent of getting through to my mother in a way no one else
could, took histurn at calming her.



“Darlene, | was thinking of going for a drive. There's nothing to do here. Not right
now. If you care to join me, I'll tell you all about our visit to the cabin today. | think
you'll find it fascinating.”

In truth, fascinating wasn't anywhere near the right word to describe what we'd seen.
But | hoped his suggestion worked.

My mother shot me alook, then Harvey, back to Giovanni. “I would love to join you.
Thank you, Giovanni, for making me fedl like a part of it all. No one else seems to

”

care.
| let the passive-aggressive comment slide and said nothing.

She took back her purse from Harvey and turned, leaving the room without saying
another word. Giovanni planted a kiss on my forehead, and | wrapped my arms

around him, whispering, “ Thank you.”

Once they were outside, Harvey took a seat on the couch, leaning back like he wanted
to melt into it.

“1 need your advice, Georgiana,” he said.

“Of course. How can | help?’

“l don't know what to do. Your mother ... she's becoming too involved. Makes me
want to step back, let you and Whitlock finish the investigation. If we keep going like
this, I'm not sure | can handleit.”

“Do you want to take a step back?’

“lI don't. It's just ... ever since she offered her ‘help,” my blood pressure has gone



way up.”

“|s she aware?’

He scoffed. “Not a bit. She thinks being involved in the case will somehow help me.
It's not. It's making things worse.”

“Have you tried talking to her about it?’

“Not yet. I’m not sure how she'll take it.”

“It's worth a conversation. You know how important your health is to her, and she
respects honesty, even if it's hard for her to take.”

“Working on this case again is exciting. | have a good feeling about it, afeeling like
we're going to solve it this time. | thought we could do it together, but now, | don’'t
see how we can.”

There had to be away to make it all work—a way for Harvey to take a step back but
still feel involved, while at the same time, encouraging my mother to let Harvey and
Whitlock investigate on their own.

Then, it came to me.

“l haveanidea,” | said.

“Wonderful.”

“What if we kept you in the loop through text messages? You' d know everything
going on, and you could message us when you have something to add.”



He rubbed his hands together and said, “Hmm, could work. It's worth a try, |
suppose. Anything to get Darlene back to her regular schedule. She's been all over
me, and we' re just getting started.”

“It’ s settled, then.”

| was about to suggest we check in on Foley and Whitlock before my mother returned
when | heard the front door open.

“They couldn’t be back so soon,” Harvey said. “Could they?’

“No, Giovanni will keep her out as long as he can. | bet it's Silas. He was on his way
over to dust for prints.”

| looked up, expecting to see Silas walk into the room and slapped a hand against my
mouth, blinking once and then a second time to be sure what | was witnessing was
real.

“Cora?’ | said. “Where have you been?’

She raised a brow, as if confused. “Hey, guys. What's with all the cars parked
outside? |'s something going on?’
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What followed after everyone learned Cora was safe was a joyous reunion between
mother and daughter, a mother whose biggest fear had been that her daughter had
been abducted by the Cabin Killer.

As we gathered around to celebrate Cora's return, my mind was brimming with
unanswered questions:

Where had Cora been all this time?

Why had she left the house without her cell phone?

Why was the screen missing from her bedroom window?
| needed answers to make everything make sense.

And right now, it didn’t.

As much as | wanted to question Cora, | shelved my curiosity, deciding I’d wait until
everything calmed down, and | was able to speak to her alone.

Time passed, and one by one, those who' d gathered at Ginger’ s house began to leave.
As Foley made his exit, he told Ginger he' d assign officers to it across the street in a
patrol car in shifts for as long as it was needed. It came as a welcome relief. Ginger

and Corawould sleep better knowing they were being looked after.

Aunt Laura said her goodbyes, and a few minutes later, Ginger retired to bed, leaving



Coraand | aloneto talk.

“l don’'t know about you, but after what just happened, | could use a glass of wine,”
Corasaid. “Careto join me?’

| nodded, and we walked to the kitchen. Cora removed a couple of glasses from the
cabinet and poured a pinot noir into each.

| dlid onto a barstool, and Cora set a glass in front of me and said, “I’m sorry for
making everyone worry. | had no idea leaving the house would cause so many
problems.”

“Y ou have nothing to be sorry about. Y ou’re safe. Nothing el se matters.”

“l didn’t realize how much trouble it would cause if | didn’t tell you my plans. | was
focused on how much | needed a moment to myself. | promise not to leave the house
again without taking my cell phone with me.”

“How are you feeling about the note left on your car?’

“When Chief Foley mentioned it after | got home, part of me wanted to leave. The
other part of me istired of running from my past. If | run, the killer wins, again. He
doesn’'t get towin ... not thistime.”

Corawas taking a stand.

| was impressed.

“1 heard you talking to Whitlock earlier,” | said. “But | only caught bits and pieces of
the conversation. | have so many questions.”



“Ask me anything.”

“Why did you leave?’

Coratook a sip of her wine and said, “I was in my room earlier, looking through the
yearbook again. | came across a photo of the six of us, and | started to feel
overwhelmed.”

“Isthat why you decided to leave the house?’

“Yeah, | needed to clear my head and get away from it all for a minute. Between the
new investigation and my father’sillness, it’s been alot to take in, you know?’

“1 do. Why did you leave your phone behind?’

“l wanted to be alone with my thoughts. When | left, | didn't plan on being gone
long. | lost track of time.”

“Do you feel better now?’

Cora nodded. “A lot better. As | walked through the neighborhood, | realized how
much I’ve missed this town. Sure, it holds a lot of bad memories, but it also holds
some of my best onestoo.”

“Where did you go?’

“There's a park about a mile from here. When Owen was alive, we'd walk over to it
sometimes to hang out, catch up on things. | aways thought of the park as ‘our

place,” and | realized | hadn’t been back there since he died.”

“How did it feel to be there again?’



“A lot more comfortable than | thought it would be. Before | left the house, | started
thinking about a place | could go where | knew I'd feel a sense of peace. | was
looking at a photo of Owen, and | wished | could talk to him again. A memory came
back about a time we were at the park together, and | realized it was the one place |
connected to him most.”

“Did you feel connected to him when you were there just now?”’
“Inaway ... I, I'm sureyou'll think I'm crazy for admitting this, but | talked to him
tonight. | sat on the same park bench we used to sit on together, and | spoke to him as

though he was sitting right next to me.”

“l don’t think it sounds crazy at al,” | said. “You miss him in the same way | miss
my daughter.”

“You have a daughter?’

“l had a daughter. She died when she was a toddler, and we buried her next to my
father. | visit their graves every week, and | talk to them both.”

Coratook another sip of wine and said, “What do you think happens after we die? Do
you think the spirits of those we love are still around, watching over us and what

becomes of our lives?’

“l want to believe they are. If not al the time, when we need them most. | believe
we're all connected—the living and the dead.”

“Can | confess something to you?”’

“Sure.”



“As | was leaving the park tonight, | told Owen | loved him. | said I'd aways loved
him. | also said | was sorry he was taken before we had the chance to start our love
story together.”

“What you said ... it’s beautiful.”

We sat for a time, enjoying the wine, and unwinding from the heaviness of the day.
Given the knowledge the killer had reached out to her in a personal way, | was
impressed with how she was handling it. The nervousness she'd had the day before
was gone. For now, at |east.

“l have another question for you,” | said. “What happened to the screen on your
window?’

“The cops wondered the same thing. This morning, a bird smacked right into the
window with such force, it dented some of the metal around the screen. | removed the
screen and put it in the trunk of my car. | was going to drive to the hardware store and
get it replaced, but the day got away from me.”

“Isthe bird okay?’

“Oh, yeah. | went out to check on the little guy. He was sitting on the grass. | thought
he'd hurt himself, but | think he was just stunned. After a couple of minutes, he

flapped hiswings and flew away like nothing had ever happened.”

“I'm a big fan of birds,” | said. “It makes me a nerd, | suppose, but | don't care.
Something about watching them brings me peace.”

“Have you aways been into birds?’

| smiled and said, “Ever since my father died. | haven't told many people this, but



sometimes when | think of him, a bird appears and just hovers around, not close
enough for me to touch, but close enough.”

“Isit the same kind of bird every timeor ... 7

“Different birds, but the behavior isthe same.”

Corareached for the bottle of wine and turned toward me. “Want a refill?”’

“I"'m all right. | should head out soon. But you go right ahead.”

She shrugged, poured a second glass for herself, and then sat there, staring at it.
Something was bothering her.

“Areyou al right?’ | asked.

“There’' s so much going through my mind right now.”

“Careto share?’m agood listener.”

“When | found out about the message left at the cabin and on my car window, |
wanted to believe it was a joke, you know? | wanted to believe he' s not around here,
that he doesn't care about what happened to me anymore. | wanted to believe
someone else wrote it—not him. Do you think it’s possible?’

It was a question I’ d been debating myself.

“My gut saysyes, hewroteit,” | said.

Corabit down on her lip, going quiet for atime.



“I’'m alot stronger of a person now than | was in the past,” she said. “I also know my
way around a gun. There's strength in that.”

“Is the writing on the wall and in the note the only thing that’s bothering you, or is
there something else?’

“1 ... I want to talk to you about someone. I'll be right back.”

Coraleft the room, returning with the yearbook in hand.

She set it down in front of me on the kitchen counter and flipped it open, thumbing
through pages until she got to the one she wanted. “It's amazing the things I've
remembered as |’ ve looked through some of this book.”

“What stood out to you the most?”’

She pressed afinger against a black-and-white photo and said, “Him.”

| squinted, taking a good look at the boy in question. He was dressed in faded jeans
and awhite long-sleeved shirt with agray T-shirt over it.

“Who ishe?’ | asked.

“His name is Ty Conroy. He was in our graduating class. His father was our biology
teacher.”

“How well did you know him?’
“Not as well as Jackson did. Toward the end of the school year, Jackson started

stressing out about not passing the final biology exam. Jackson’s stepdad was ... ahh,
let's just say he was aways hard on Jackson, and not just when it came to his



grades.”

“Hard in what way?’

“l never saw any signs Jackson was being abused, you know, in a physical way, but
Aubree did. She saw bruises on one of his shoulders and back.”

“Did Aubree ask him about it?’

“Yeah. As soon as she did, Jackson changed the subject. She thought he was upset
with her for asking, so | don’t think she ever brought it up again.”

If Jackson’s stepfather was abusing him, the fact Jackson had been known to be a
bully at school made alot more sense to me now.

His stepfather took out his anger on Jackson.

Jackson, in turn, took his anger out on someone else—someone he could vent his
frustration on—instead of venting it on his stepfather.

“What do you know about Jackson's stepdad?’ | asked.

“I saw him a few times at football games. He was a big guy, a lot bigger than
Jackson. Everything about him gave off bad vibes.”

“In what way?’

Cora paused a moment, like she was thinking about how to describe him to me.

“He aways seemed ... well, mean,” she said. “If Jackson was being abused, | doubt
his mother knew. Back then she was working alot at the family business.”



“And the stepdad, what did he do for ajob?’

“From the stuff Jackson told us about him, it sounded like before his stepdad got
together with his mom, he was always in between jobs, or getting fired from a job not
long after starting it. Once he met Jackson’s mom, he started working for the family
business too.”

“What type of business?’

“A car dealership.”

| glanced back at the photo of Ty, wondering what the connection was between Ty
and Jackson. There must have been one. Why else would Cora have shown me a
photo of him and then start talking about Jackson?

“I’'m assuming the story you just told me about Jackson’s stepdad relates to Ty in
someway,” | said.

Cora nodded. “Ty was the type of person who'd do anything to hang out with guys
like Jackson. About a week before final exams, Jackson told Ty he was worried he
wasn't going to pass his biology test. If hisfinal grade wasn’t an A or aB, his stepdad
threatened not to alow Jackson access to the funds his mother had set aside for him
for college.”

“Did he get agood grade?’
“He did, but it wasn't because he studied hard for the test. Ty gave Jackson a copy of
his dad’s test a few days before the exam. | guess Ty’s dad had used the same final

exam for years.”

“ Aside from Jackson, did anyone el se see the test before the exam?’



Cora hung her head and said, “Yes. A couple of nights before the exam, we were all
hanging out in my backyard, talking about the camping trip. Jackson told me about
the test, and then he passed it around. At the time, | remember thinking it was too
good to betrue. | didn’t believe it was the actual test.”

“Wasit?

“Yeah, word for word. I'll never forget the day we took the exam. We were all
looking around at each other, shocked. Thing is, when Ty gave Jackson a copy of the
test, he made Jackson promise not to show it to anyone else.”

“And Jackson broke his promise by showing it to al of you. How many of you saw
the test?’

Coralooked to the side, thinking. “ Jackson, Aidan, Brynn, Aubree, me.”

“What about Owen?’

“He refused to look at it. He said he was uncomfortable about it and would rather
take his chances. But he was always a whiz in school, a straight-A student. He didn’t
need to look at it.”

“And you?’

“l only saw the first page of the test before the actual exam. As| was looking at it, |
realized the questions were in line with what we'd learned that year. It made me feel
weird. | knew it was wrong, so after | looked over the first several questions, | handed

the test back to Jackson.”

| leaned forward, crossing my arms over the kitchen counter. “Did anyone ever find
out they cheated?’



“Yep, the day after the test, Jackson, Aidan, Brynn, and Aubree were called into the
principal’s office. Ty’s dad was there, and he told the principa he thought the four of
them had cheated. They all scored one hundred percent on the test, which was stupid
of them to do. It made the fact they’ d cheated obvious.”

“Did Ty’ s dad know how they’ d cheated?’

“Not at first, and they didn’t admit it either, not until their parents were called.”

“What happened then?’ | asked.

“When Jackson’s stepdad showed up, he outed all of them. He said he remembered
seeing a copy of the test in Jackson’s bedroom. His stepdad thought it was a practice
test at the time, something to help the students get ready for the real test.”

“ After Jackson’s stepdad admitted to seeing the test, did they admit they’ d cheated?’
“Not while they were in the principal’ s office. The next day, when the principal got to
his office, there was an anonymous note stuck in the doorjamb. The note revealed Ty
had been the one to share the answers to his father’ stest with Jackson.”

It was a sad story.

All Ty wanted was to be accepted, just like Xander.

It was possible he thought helping Jackson would somehow create a friendship
between them. | doubted it would have, whether the truth of what he’ d done came out

or not.

“What happened after the truth got out about the test?’ | asked.



“Ty was suspended. His father was humiliated, and ... well, he resigned. That’s not
the worst of it, though. His father committed suicide. When Ty returned to school, he
wasn't the same kid he'd been before. He was angry, full of rage over what
happened.”

“Did Ty confront Jackson about it?’

“He sure did. | was at my locker before first period started, and | heard two guys
yelling. | looked over and saw Ty shove Jackson into the lockers. He wrapped a hand
around Jackson's neck and started choking him. Took a couple of minutes for
teachersto break it up.”

“What happened afterward?’

Coraglanced at me and said, “After they pulled Ty off Jackson, Ty spit in Jackson’s
face, and he said he’' d make him pay. He'd make us all pay.”
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| woke in the middle of the night, realizing | was no longer in the comfort of my own
bed. | was outside, lying on an uncomfortable wooden bench. It was night, but a
streetlamp overhead shone so bright it was almost blinding. | held a hand in front of
my face, trying to shield myself from its glare, and | pushed myself to a sitting
position.

A wool blanket slipped off my body, puddling on the ground in front of me. As the
warmth of the blanket left my body, | started shivering. | ran my hands up and down
my goose-fleshed arms, but it did little to ward off the crisp chill of the night air. |
was dressed in the same nightie I'd worn to bed, a light pink, chiffon floor-length
gown. No wonder | was freezing.

| sat a minute in silence, trying to figure out where | was and how | got there. As |
looked around, trying to familiarize myself with my surroundings, | noticed the bench
| was sitting on was inside a park.

Which park ... | wasn't sure.

It was unfamiliar to me, and | didn’t recall ever having been there before.

Several feet away from me was alarge circular play areafilled with sand. It contained
a swing set, a seesaw, and a handful of other things for kids to play on. As| took in
the scenery around me, | noticed a flicker of movement behind a tree about twenty

feet away from where | was sitting.

| leaned forward, squinting.



When | saw no other signs of movement, | wondered if my eyes had deceived me.
Perhaps | was alone, after all. Still ... | needed to be sure.

“|s someone there?’ | asked.

No response.

And then another flicker of movement.

| wasn't alone.

“Look, | know someone is there, standing behind the tree,” | said. “ Step out into the
light so | can see you.”

A young man poked his head out from behind the tree and smiled. He began walking
toward me, his hands shoved inside of his pockets. Once he was within a few feet of
the bench, he lifted a hand and said, “Hi, I'm sorry | didn’'t say anything before. |
hope you don't think | wastrying to frighten you. | wasn't.”

“1 didn’t think you were.”

“Good.”

“Why were you over there, hiding behind atree?’

“I was waiting for you to wake up.” He gestured toward the bench with his hand. “Is
ital right if I sit down?”’

| nodded, and he took a seat.

As soon as he sat down, | got agood look at him, and | realized I’ d seen him before.



“You're Owen, aren't you?’ | asked. “I recognize you from the picture in your,
ahh?>—"

“My obituary in the newspaper?’

| was going to say case file, but he got the idea.

“1 suppose | was Owen, along time ago,” he said.

| looked him up and down and noticed he was dressed in the same clothes he' d been
wearing in the photos taken at the crime scene. The back of his head was misshapen
and covered in dried blood—blood that had also stained his shirt, his pants, and even
his skin. For all the similarities I’d seen between the crime-scene photos and the
young man sitting next to me, there was one obvious difference.

Around his neck, he wore agold chain.

In the photos in the case file, he wasn’'t wearing one.

| was sure of it.

“Where did you get the gold chain you’ re wearing?’ | asked.

“Football coach. We all have them. Well, all the star players on the team did.”

“Star players, including Aidan and Jackson?’

“Yup.”

“Were Aidan and Jackson wearing their chains that night at the cabin too?’



Owen shrugged. “I don’t know. Can’'t remember. Why am | here?’

“1 suppose you' re here because we'rein adream. My dream. | believe thisis the park
Cora was telling me about earlier tonight. She told me she used to come here with

you.
“Yeah, guess you could say this park was our place. We came here a bunch of times.
Been a while since I've been back. Been a while since I've visited lots of places.
Suppose you could say I’'minlimbo. We dll are.”

“When you say we, are you referring to Aidan, Jackson, Brynn, and Aubree?’

“Yup.”

“Are they here too?’

Owen looked around. “Don’'t think so.”

“Can you communicate with them? Can you tell them you're here, ask them to join
us?’

Owen shook his head. “Doesn’'t work that way.”

“How does it work, then?’

“1 don’t know, to be honest. Sometimes they’re just around. Other times, | don't see
them for days, months even.”

| leaned down and picked up the blanket, spreading it over my legs. “Are you in
limbo because your murders haven't been solved?’



“l don't know. Maybe. Seems we're al stuck in this town. Tried going somewhere
else. Doesn’'t work.”

“Where can you go?’

“Here. My house. Places in town. The cabin.”

| leaned back, trying to decide what direction to go in next. Given | wasin adream, |
wasn't even sure it mattered.

“Do you remember what happened that night at the cabin?’ | asked.

Owen laced his hands behind his head. “ Sorta. The longer it's been since | died, the
more fragmented my memories are from that night. Most of the time | fed like |
don’t know what’ s true and what isn’t anymore.”

“The investigation into your murders has been reopened.”

He blinked at me, stunned by what 1’d just said. “After al thistime ... Why?”’

“Because your murders have never been solved, and they need to be. Are you aware
Cora s back in town?’

He grinned, remaining quiet for a time before he said, “| saw her today. She's older,
but ... the moment | laid eyes on her, | knew it was her.”

“You saw her here ... at the park, didn’t you?’

“Yeah, right where you're sitting. | would give anything to have been able to talk to
her. | tried, even though | knew it wouldn’t work.”



“I"d like to think she still felt your presence somehow. Her time at the park ... well, |
think it changed her. When | met her yesterday, she seemed a lot different than she
did tonight.”

“How do you know Cora?’
“My name is Georgiana Germaine,” | said. “I am a private investigator. Cora has
asked me to investigate the murders again. | talked to some of my friends over at the

police department about it, and | found out one of the original detectives who worked
the case before had asked to reopen it. Looks like we're all working together on this

one.

“Guess | don't understand why everyone is so interested after all thistime.”

“It's been hard on Cora. | don't think she'll ever feel safe until the person who
attacked you al is caught. Until then, | think a part of her will alwayslivein fear.”

Owen looked away and said, “I miss her.”

“She misses you.”

“|s she married? Kids?’

“No husband, no kids. Were you aware she had feelings for you?’

“Yeah, | thought as much. She confirmed it today when she was here, talking about
what it’s been like to go through life without me.”

Not knowing how long | had until I woke from the dream, | changed the subject. “I
know you said your memories have changed over the years, but I'd like to talk to you
about what you still remember about the night you died.”



“I'll try. What do you want to know?’

“You were the first one who was attacked. | believe it happened when you went out
to your car.”

“It did.”

“Tell me about the attack.”

He leaned forward and bent down, looking at the grass. “I was inside the cabin, and |
realized I'd left my glassesin the car. | went out to get them, opened the car door, and
leaned in to grab them. Next thing | know, | feel something, a pain in the back of my
head. Felt like I’ d been hit by a piece of wood or abat or something.”

“What did you do?’

“1 backed out of the car and tried turning around so | could see who hit me.”

“And did you? Were you able to get alook at the man who assaulted you?’

“Not a good look, no. My mind was kinda fuzzy after that. | remember thinking the
guy was taller than me. Bigger too. Before | could get a better look, he hit me again.”

“S0, you never saw his face?’
Owen shook his head. “It al happened so fast. | didn’t have time to shout or to warn
the others. There was no time for anything. He whacked me a second time, and | fell

to the ground.”

“Were you still conscious?’



“Must have been, for a minute, anyway. | remember him grabbing my feet and then
dragging me somewhere. | remember the smell of flowersin the air.”

“The police found you on the side of the cabin in Millie’'s flower garden. Did the man
say anything to you?’

“He started to, and then he stopped himself. | heard footsteps. It sounded like he was
walking away. | kept telling myself to get up, to find a way to get to the cabin before

he did. But I couldn’t. | just couldn’t.”

| turned toward Owen, looking him in the eye as | said, “What’s the last thing you
remember before you died?’

“1 knew | was dying, taking the last breaths I’ d ever take in thislife. | knew 1’d never
go home, never see my family again, my friends. | felt so alone, the most alone I've
ever felt in my life, and then | heard footsteps walking toward me, and someone
bending down ... bending down and whispering into my ear.”

“Whispering what?’

Owen took a deep breath in and looked over at me.

“Hesad ... ‘It didn’'t have to be thisway.””
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| woke the next morning, thinking about the dream. It was the most interactive dream
I’d ever had. And it felt different, maybe because it was more direct. There was more
communication, less confusion. And yet, much of it was still open to interpretation.

| was leaning up against my headboard, piecing through the dream, when Giovanni
walked in with a glass of orange juice and a plate of sourdough toast. He handed me

the glass, set the plate down on my nightstand, and slid in next to me.

“You were tossing and turning throughout the night,” he said. “How are you feeling
this morning?”’

“1 had an interesting dream.”

He raised a brow. “Was it one of those dreams—a dream trying to tell you
something?’

“Yes.

“Tell me about it.”

| grabbed a piece of toast, took a bite, and thought about how to explain what 1'd just
experienced. “Most dreams like these are hard for me to interpret. | fedl like people
speak in riddles, or give me bits and pieces, but not enough context to understand

what they want me to know.”

“How was this one different?’



“l was at a park not far from Cora's house, except it's a park I’ve never been to
before. Owen was there. He was standing behind a tree at first. He said he was
waiting for me to wake up. Then he walked over and sat beside me.”

“Owen is the kid who used to be Cora’ s neighbor, the one she fancied, right?”’

“Yes”

“What did he say?’

“He knew Cora was alive, and he knew he was dead. He was aware the other four
teens at the cabin were dead too. He made a comment about them being stuck here, in

limbo. Seems like they’ re unable to move on.”

“Why do you believe he came to you in your dream? Do you think he was trying to
give you a message or aclue about his murderer?’

“I"m not sure he was trying to do anything. It seemed like he just wanted to have a
conversation with me.”

“What did you talk about?’

“1 asked him to tell me what happened right before he died. He didn’t say much that |
didn’t already know. He acted like time had taken atoll, blurring his memories from
the events of that night.”

“Did he say anything useful to you?”’

“It wasn't what he said, it was something | observed. In the crime-scene photos,

Owen isn't wearing a chain around his neck. None of the young men are. In my
dream, he had a gold chain around his neck. | asked him where he got it, and he said



it was a gift from their football coach. All the star players had them.”

| pointed at avintage black satchel sitting on a chair on the opposite side of the room.

“Would you mind grabbing that for me?’ | asked.

Giovanni stood, retrieved the bag, and brought it over to me. | undid the flap, opened
it, and pulled out the case file. Grabbing the photos, | spread them out on the bed. In
the crime-scene photos, Aidan, Jackson, and Owen did not have a chain around their
necks.

“Maybe it's a clue, and maybe it isn’'t,” | said. “It’s worth talking to Whitlock and
Harvey, to be sure. | don't remember reading anything in the case file about missing
gold chains, but one of the parents could have mentioned it.”

My phone buzzed.

| grabbed it off the nightstand and looked at the time, realizing I’d slept in a lot later
than I’d planned. | needed to get up and get going. The buzzing sound was a text
message from Hunter, asking me if 1I'd gotten the address she'd sent over for
Xander’s place. | confirmed | had.

“What isit?’ Giovanni asked.

| took afew more bites of toast, drank the orange juice, and tossed the blankets to the
side, dliding out of bed.

“Hunter sent me Xander Thornton's address yesterday,” | said. “He's the kid who
was bullied in school. The good newsis, he' s not far. He lives in Cayucos.”
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| showered and dressed in one of my favorite vintage skirts—black, knee-length, and
pleated—a white, short-sleeved knit cardigan, and red and white, T-strap Mary Janes.

As | headed to the door, Luka circled around me, indicating his desire to be my
sidekick for the day. | bent down, giving him along scratch behind the ears as | said,
“Not this time, buddy. Soon, | promise.”

He gave me a look that indicated he wasn't pleased, and then he trotted off toward
Giovanni. He stopped halfway and turned back as if giving me a chance to change my
mind, and | amost did. But | expected today would be a busy one. Being my sidekick
would have to wait.

Cayucos was a short twenty-minute drive from Cambria. As | made my way toward
Xander's place, | ran through questions | wanted to ask him when | saw him in
person.

| wanted to know why he hadn’t turned Jackson and the others in after what they did
to him.

| wanted to know why he' d prank-called some of the young women he went to school
with back then.

And, | wanted to know why he'd cried at the funerals of high school kids who'd
treated him as poorly as they had.

Had his tears been an act to make him seem innocent?



Or had his emotions been real ?

| mulled those questions over as | turned onto his street.

Xander lived on a quiet cul-de-sac in a sage green house with awooden exterior and a
large back deck overlooking the ocean. The property alone had to have been worth a
half-million dollars, | guessed, which suggested Xander had come a long way since
high school.

| parked in the driveway behind a black Mercedes-Benz, walked to the front door,
pressed the doorbell, and waited. From inside the house, | heard music playing. Blues
music by the sounds of it.

A tall, broad-shouldered, brown-haired man answered the door, whistling to the tune
of B.B. King’'s “The Thrill is Gone.” He was barefoot and dressed in a black T-shirt
and black pants without a belt, which caused his pants to sag around his waist.

The man smiled at me and said, “Can | help you?’

“Are you Xander Thornton?’ | asked.

“1 sure am. Who might you be?’

“My name's Georgiana Germaine. I’m a private investigator, and | am looking into a
series of cold-case murders—murders I’m sure you’'ll remember.”

Xander ran a hand along his chin. “Lemme guess. Y ou're talking about the murders
out at Millie Callahan’s cabin.”

“ am.”



“1 heard Corawas back in town. Isit true?’

The comment was said in a matter-of-fact manner, like he didn’t mind me knowing
he was aware of her return. | wondered if he'd come to regret making such a
comment after | started questioning him.

“What makes you think Cora has returned home?’ | asked.

“A friend of mine told me, one of our old classmates. He saw Cora at the grocery
store a couple of days back. Said he didn’t recognize her at first, but when he got a bit
closer, he was sure it was Cora al right. He tried to strike up a conversation, but she
didn’t seem to have any interest, and she walked away while he was still talking.”

“1 wonder why.”

“1 wonder why myself. She was always a bit skittish. Suppose some things never
change. If you're a private investigator, I’'m guessing someone hired you to
investigate the murders. Mind telling me who?’

| did mind.

| minded alot.

It was information | wasn’t comfortable sharing—not yet.

“There are people in Cambria who still think about what happened that night at the
cabin,” | said. “People who are uncomfortable knowing the murders were never

solved, and the murderer hasn't faced justice.”

“People like Cora, for example?’



He' d smirked when he said it, like he already knew she had been the one to hire me.
“1"m not the only one trying to figure out what happened to those teens all those years
ago,” | said. “The detectives who worked on the case back then have just been given

the green light by the chief of police to reopen the investigation too.”

Xander crossed his arms and said, “ Took them long enough. When the police realized
they weren't getting anywhere with the case, they just gave up.”

“They didn’'t give up.”

“1 don’'t know what else you'd call it. Seems like they gave up to me.”

“What matters is we're looking into it again now. And this time, the person
responsible for those murders will get what’s coming to him.”

“What makes you so sure?’

| ignored his query and said, “I’m here because I’ d like to ask you a few questions?’

He leaned against the doorway, blinking at me but saying nothing. It was possible
getting him to play ball might prove to be harder than | thought.

| softened my approach and tried again.

“They’re routine questions,” | said. “I’ ve been trying to talk to anyone and everyone
who knew your classmates around the time the murders occurred.”

A moment of silence, and then, “The police suspected me of the murders. They
pegged me as one of their main suspects.”



“I know.”

“Then you understand why |I'm leery to speak to anyone.”

“I"ve looked over the file. You had an alibi the night the teens were murdered. Y our
father said you were with him all night.”

“1 always thought the police didn’'t believe him, even though this is supposed to be a
country where people are innocent until proven guilty. And yet, sometimes the cops
seem sure of a person’s guilt long before the case goes to court.”

“We all form opinions about each other. It's human nature.”

Xander tipped his head to the side, staring at me as he said, “Don’t get mewrong. I'm
alaw-abiding citizen. | believe in the system. | believe in law enforcement too. But |
can tell you one thing—when the long arm of the law is pointing a finger at you, it
sure doesn't feel good.”

“1’m not here to point fingers. I'm here to ask questions.”

“Yeah ... well, I'll tell you what | told them. | had nothing to do with the murders.
My dad was telling the truth. We were together when the murders took place.”

He sounded truthful, but Xander’ s father was no longer living.

There was no one to dispute his story.

| thought about the way Cora had described Xander to me, but the boy he was then
was alot different than the man he was now.

“If you' re innocent, there’ s no reason not to talk to me about the case, right?’



He shrugged. “| suppose not. Y ou seem like anice lady.”

| was sure there were those who wouldn’t agree with his term of endearment, but |
had my moments.

“So you'll talk to me, then?’ | asked.

Xander swished a hand through the air, swung the front door all the way open, and
said, “Comeonin.”

| followed him down a hallway. Staggered along the walls on both sides were a series
of photos in white wooden frames. Several of the photos were of a little girl at
various stages in her life. First as a baby, then a toddler, then a child. In the most
recent one, she looked to be around twelve years old. In the center of the wall was a
photo that was much larger than the rest. In it, Xander was smiling for the camera,
standing next to awoman and that same little girl.

Was the woman his wife, and the child his child?

I’d know soon enough.

We entered a sitting room, and Xander gestured for me to take a seat on a black
leather sofa. He sat across from me in a chair, folding his hands on top of each other
as he waited for me to say something.

| started off easy.

“The photo of you in the hallway,” | said. “Are the other two in the picture your wife
and daughter?’

Xander cleared his throat, his attention switching from meto alarge, leaf-shaped tray,



filled with fake fruit, resting on the coffee table between us.

“My wife and daughter, yes. My wife ... she ... ahh, she died last year in a car
accident. This weekend marks ayear since she left us.”

| recalled an incident | remembered seeing on the news a year before. A woman had
died after a drunk driver ran a red light, plowing right through the front of her car.
Was his wife the one who' d died that night?

“lI didn’t know about your wife,” | said. “Did she die after being hit by a drunk
driver?’

“Sure did.” He bent his head toward the leaf-shaped tray. “My wife had a pottery
studio. Made all kinds of things. Sold them at craft festivals. People came from all
over Americato buy the things she made.”

“1’m sorry about what happened to her,” | said.

“Yeah, me too. Feel lost without her, you know? She was the glue, the one person
who made everything okay in this life. And she was a far better parent than I'll ever
be to our daughter, Lila. I'm doing my best, but most of the time, | feel like I'm
treading water, like I’'m not doing a good enough job. Nothing I’'ll ever do can

compare to how good of a parent my wife was when shewas aive.”

What he'd just said spoke volumes about him as a person, and | found myself seeing
him in adifferent light. He loved hiswife, and he loved his daughter.

But time had away of changing people.

Had it changed him too?



“The best parents | know feel the same way you're feeling now,” | said. “I like to
think it makes them better parents. Not because they’ re perfect, but because they care
enough to be better, the best version of themselves for their children.”

“| dothebest | can.”

| crossed a leg over the other and said, “If you don’t mind me asking, how is your
daughter coping with the loss of her mother?”

Xander blew out along, heavy breath. “As best as she can. She's quiet, doesn’t say a

|ot.

“Was she always quiet?’

“Lilawas aball of wild energy before my wife passed away.”

“ Perhaps she needs time to process what happened.”

“1 get the impression you' re speaking from experience.”

“My niece lost her father afew years ago. She was seven at the time.”

Xander raised a brow. “How’ s she doing now?’

“Better. Therapy helped her get through it. Do you have any help or support system
around?’

“My brother is going through a divorce. | told him he could move in with us. Lila's
always been close to him, so having him here has been a positive change in her life.”

As he was talking, another man entered the room. He was dressed like Xander in a



white T-shirt and black pants, but he was slenderer in build. In his hand he held a
sandwich wrapped inside a paper towel. He looked at Xander and said, “Here's the
sandwich you asked me to make for?—"

The man'’s attention shifted from Xander to me, and then he said, “ Oh, hello.”

“Hello,” | said.

“Thisis my brother, Marcus, the one | wastelling you about,” Xander said.

| introduced myself and explained the reason why | was there.

Marcus nodded and sat in a chair next to his brother, running a hand through his
thick, black hair as he said, “I’ ve often wondered if the investigation would ever start

up again. Shame it was never solved.”

“Giorgiana s confident she'll find the person who’s responsible for the murders this
time around,” Xander said.

“Don’'t see why not,” Marcus said. “You ever seen Cold Case Files on TV? Been off
the air for awhile now, but it’s fascinating stuff. With all the advances in forensics, |
bet alot of cold cases could be solved. Y ou been a private eye for awhile?’

“I’ve been in law enforcement for along time. | used to be a detective for the San
Luis Obispo Police Department. | left the position a few years back and opened my
own private investigation agency with a couple of friends. They're aso former
detectives.”

“What made you decide to look into the case?’ Marcus asked.

“I was hired.”



As much as | was enjoying the vigor of our conversation, my objective was to
guestion Xander, not to be questioned myself.

“Marcus, are you older or younger than Xander?’ | asked.

“I’m one year older.”

“Y ou must have been in high school at the same time, then.”

“For ayear,” Xander said. “| was a sophomore when my brother was a senior.”

The math wasn’'t adding up, and then | remembered Cora saying Xander may have
been held back a grade or two.

“Y ou were in the eleventh grade when you moved to Cambria, right?’ | asked.

“Yes, ma am,” Xander sad.

“Where did you live before?’

“Colorado. Our dad got laid off, and my uncle hired him as a salesperson in his
furniture shop in town. We' ve been in the area ever since.”

“And your mother?’

Xander cleared his throat and said, “We don’t know.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

“She took off with another guy when we were kids. We were raised by our father.”



Interesting.

| sat there a moment, thinking about Cora's observation about Xander and mental
iliness. If he did suffer, he seemed normal now. Nothing in his demeanor suggested
he struggled with mental issues—not yet, anyway.

“1"d like to talk about your classmates who died at the cabin,” | said.

“What about them?’ Xander asked.

“1 heard they picked on you at school.”

He shrugged and said, “It was high school. Everyone gets picked on or messed with
at some point, don’t they? Even you, | bet.”

Not me.

| was as tough back then as | was now.

And | had brothers—older brothers—who were protective of their sisters.

No one dared to mess with me.

“You don’'t seem affected by the way you were treated back then, Xander,” | said.

“I"'m not. It's not worth it to carry ill feelings about past experiences through your
life. The only one you end up hurting is yourself.”

Wise words.

“He wasn't picked on too much,” Marcus said. “Just a bit of harmless teasing among



his peers, from what | can remember.”

A bit of harmless teasing?

When it came to bullying, we seemed to have differing opinions on what was
harmless and what wasn'’t.

“How is getting your brother drunk, tying him to atree, and putting a sign around his
neck suggesting he's a stalker and a pervert harmless teasing?’

Xander’s face went red.

| couldn’t tell if it was because he was embarrassed, or because his anger had flared
up, or both.

Marcus stared at me, his expression one of confusion.

“I"m not sure what you're talking about,” Marcus said. “You must be mistaken. My
brother was never tied to atreein apark. If he was, | would have known about it.”

| looked at Xander and said, “Is there anything you want to say?”’

“There s nothing to say,” Marcus said, “except ... you' ve got the wrong guy.”
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The three of us sat in silence for atime, and | waited for Xander to tell his brother
what happened to him when he was in high school. But Xander didn’t seem interested
in talking or in clearing up the confusion. He stared at the floor, somber and grim,
like he wanted the conversation to end, but | saw no way forward until we tackled the
demons from his past.

Marcus made afew more attempts to get Xander to talk. When his efforts didn’t yield
aresult, he shifted the conversation back my way.

“Who told you my brother was tied to a tree when he was in high school?” Marcus
asked.

“Who told me doesn’'t matter,” | said. “What matters is that the story is true. Your
brother was bullied by severa of hisfellow classmates.”

“Who would have done such a thing? And why? What did my brother do to warrant
that kind of treatment?’

“The ringleader and his friends were the same teens who were murdered,” | said.
“They picked on your brother at school sometimes. They teased him, berated him,
pretended like they wanted to be his friend, even though they didn’t. They lured him
to the park, got him drunk, stripped him down to his underwear, and then hung asign
around his neck.”

Marcus looked at Xander. “Iswhat she's saying true? Tell me.”

Without looking up, Xander nodded and said, “Let’ s not do this right now, okay?’



“Uhh ... we'redoing it,” Marcus said. “I want to know what happened that day in the
park.”

“Why? It’sin the past. It doesn’t matter now.”

“It does matter,” Marcus said. “1 don’t understand why you never told me.”

The fact Marcus knew nothing about the extent to which his brother had been treated
in high school came as a surprise.

What else didn’t he know?

Marcus shook his head, leaning back in the chair as he huffed out an irritated, “Come
on, Xander. Talk to me. | need to know why this is the first time I’'m hearing this
story.”

Xander looked up, and | leaned toward him, curious to know what he was about to
say.

“Dad thought it was best not to talk about it, so we didn’t,” Xander said. “You
remember how Dad was about this stuff. He didn’t like drama, didn’t like to admit
that | wasn't liked or accepted in school. He wanted us both to be tough. To complain
about anything, no matter how big or small, was seen as a sign of weakness. To show
emotion of any kind was ... well, unacceptable.”

“Dad was an avoider, yes,” Marcus said. “He hated talking about feelings, about
anything that mattered. I’'m not him. You could have come to me. | would have
listened. | would have been there for you.”

“You d moved to Visalia, and you were busy with your own life. Besides, it wasn't
like | wanted to admit what they did to me. | wasn't proud of it.”



“Why did they treat you that way?’

Xander glanced in my direction, studying my face like he was trying to decide if |
knew the entire story or just bits and pieces of it.

Did | know about the prank calls the girls thought he’d made, the heavy breathing,
the word game he’ d played with Aubree? Rather than keep him in suspense, | decided
to shed light on what I’ d been told.

“1 know about the phone calls you made, Xander,” | said.

“What phone calls?’ Marcus asked.

Xander buried his head in his hands.

For such a strong, brawny man, he appeared fragile and weak to me now, much more
like the boy Cora had described.

Frustrated, Marcus pressed his brother for information, saying, “What phone calls?’

Xander lowered hisvoice. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Say something,” Marcus said, arms splayed. “Because right now, | don’'t understand
any of it.”

“I'm not in the right frame of mind to have this conversation,” Xander said. “I'm
going through alot right now. | don’t want to drag my past into it, all right? | can't. |

just ... I can't.”

Marcus faced me and said, “You can. Can’t you?”’



| supposed most people in my current predicament would have felt awkward to be put
into a position like the one Marcus had just put me in. But since Xander remained
quiet and hadn’t piped up with an objection about me filling in the gaps, | decided to
accommodate his brother’ s request.

“In Xander's senior year of high school, some of his female classmates started
receiving prank phone cals,” | said. “The mae who made the calls waited for the
girls to answer, and then he breathed heavily into the phone while saying the girls
names.”

“That’sit? No threats or anything?’

“Not asfar as| know.”

“Why do you assume my brother isto blame?’

“During one of the calls, he played a word game with the young woman on the other
end of the line. She believed the caller gave her a scrambled version of his name,
which turned out to be Xander.”

“Did Xander ever admit to making the calls?’

“No,” | said. “Not to my knowledge.”

“Unless he comes right out and says he did it, I’ d bet he didn’t. Seems to me the word
game was just another way for the school bullies to blame one more thing on my

brother.”

“Given we're sitting here with your brother, it seems like an easy thing to clear up,
wouldn’t you say?’



We turned our attention to Xander, and | said, “If you made those calls, now’s the
time to set the record straight.”

Xander remained quiet.

| figured he wasn'’t going to speak on the matter, but then he looked up, his tear-filled
eyes full of remorse, and said, “I never meant to hurt anyone.”

“You never meant to hurt anyone,” Marcus repeated. “What are you saying?’

“I'msaying ... it wasme. | did it. | made those calls.”

Marcus shot out of his chair, pacing the room as he chastised his brother. “Why in the
world would you do such athing?’

“l ... I don’t know. | was bored, and | liked hearing the sound of their voices. | liked
knowing they were giving their attention to me.”

“They weren't giving their attention to you,” Marcus said. “Not willingly. They were

scared.

Xander shrugged. “1 made a mistake.”

Marcus shook his head, looking over at me and saying, “I’'m sorry. | think it's best if
you go now. | need to speak to my brother in private.”

| respected Marcus's position, but | had more guestions—questions it seemed |
wasn't getting answered today.

Marcus walked me out of the room, his expression one of dismay and confusion.



He opened the front door and said, “This doesn’t change anything. My brother may
have made some inappropriate phone calls because he was seeking attention. It
doesn’t make him akiller.”

| walked to the car wondering who Marcus was trying to convince about Xander’'s
innocence more—me ... or himself?
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Simone and Hunter were sitting on the sofa, laughing, when | walked into the office.
| sat beside them, brow raised. “What’ s so funny?’

“Simone just told me ajoke,” Hunter said. “Want to hear it?”’

“Sure.”

“What name would a detective use if she decided to open areal estate business?’

| gave the question some thought.

Nothing came to mind at first.

And then ...

“I’m guessing it has something to do with a play on the word homes,” | said. “You
know, asin Sherlock Holmes.”

Hunter shook her head and said, “ Shoot, you're no fun.”
“Why? Because | guessed it right?’
“Close enough—the real estate business would be called Holmes Homes.”

Corny, but cute.



| moved the conversation in a more serious direction.

“Simone, have you spoken to the victims' families?’ | asked.

“l was just going to message you about what 1’ve found out,” Simone said. “Brynn
and Aubree's parents no longer live in the area. Brynn's parents are in Texas, and
Aubree’ s moved to North Carolina.”

“Did you talk to them?’

“l spoke to Brynn's mother on the phone. She made it clear they've left their
daughter’s murder in the past. They want no involvement in our investigation. She
asked me not to call again, and then she hung up on me.”

| understood Brynn’'s mother’ s reaction to Simone’s call.

Dredging up the painful past would prove too hard for some to bear, a pain they
wouldn’t want to go through a second time.

“What about Aubree's parents?’ | asked. “Did you speak to them?”

“They divorced about a year after Aubree was murdered. | left a couple of messages
for her mother. She hasn't returned my calls. Her father talked to me, but he said
nothing of significance. He doesn't believe he could be of any help with our
investigation.”

Tough crowd.

But not unexpected.

“Seems like you struck out with the girls parents,” | said. “What about Aidan,



Jackson, and Owen? Do their families still live in the area?”

“Not in Cambria, but close enough. They’re al in the central coast. I've met with al
three of the boys' parents. Which family visit do you want to hear about first?’

Based on what | knew about them so far, Jackson had seemed to be the orchestrator
when it came to stirring up trouble. He also had a controlling stepfather whose
negative influence could have been the reason for Jackson’ s rebellious behavior.

| started out easy.

“Tell me about Owen,” | said. “Everything | know about him leads me to believe he
was a good person, someone who could be relied upon. I' [l bet he was a good support
system to hisfriends, and in some cases, he acted as the voice of reason.”

“Everything you've heard is in line with what his parents told me,” Simone said. “I
wasn't at their house five minutes before they whipped out his baby books. And when
| say baby books, they have abook for each year of hislife.”

“How do they feel about us looking into the murders again?’

“Both parents are on board. His mother started crying when | mentioned it, and his
father said he hopes we catch the guy this time. Both parents are willing to assist usin
any way they can.”

“Sounds like they’ re good people.”

“Two of the nicest people I’ ve ever met. Super religious, too.”

“In what way?’



“Owen’s mother prays for the man who murdered their son. Even though she doesn’t
know who he is, she told me she's forgiven him in her heart. She believes it was the
only way she could accept what happened and move on.”

Simone raised a brow, exchanging a curious glance with Hunter.

“What isit?’ | asked.

“1t’ s nothing,” Simone said.

“It’ s something.”

“It'sjust ... you're doing the thing.”

“What thing?’

“The thing you do ... you know, with your fingers.”

Simone pointed at my hands, and | looked down.

“You rub your fingers for two reasons. One, when you're nervous. And two, when
there’s something you're keeping from everyone else. And you don’'t get nervous
often. So ... isthere anything you' d like to tell us?’

She was far more observant than | realized.

“I’m not keeping anything from the two of you,” | said. “What | mean to say is ...
yes, there’' s something | haven't mentioned, but it's not because I'm trying to keep it

to mysalf. It just happened last night.”

Simone and Hunter leaned in, smiling.



“Do tell,” Hunter said.

“Yes,” Simone added. “Please do.”

“lI had a dream last night,” | said. “And before you ask ... yes, it was that kind of
dream.”

“Ooh, tell usabout it,” Simone said. “Give us al the juicy details.”

“l was in the park. Owen was there. He said something about not being able to move
on from this life to the next.” | filled them in on the rest of the dream, ending with,
“What’ s important is, Owen looked just like he did in the crime-scene photos. He had
on the same clothing he was wearing when he died. His wounds were the same. But
there was one key difference. In my dream, he was wearing a chain around his neck.
In the photos in the case file, heisn’t wearing one.”

“Do you think it holds some significance?’ Simone asked.

“It might.”

“What did the chain look like?’

“It was gold and thick. Some of the boys on the football team received them from
their coach.”

“Huh,” Simone said. “Give me a second.”
She reached into one of her pant pockets, pulled out her cell phone, and clicked on

her photos. She began flipping through them, saying, “Nope. Nope. Not in this one
either.”



A few more swipes, and she smiled, turning the phone around as she pointed at a
photo of Owen, Aidan, and Jackson. They were all standing next to each other, armin
arm.

“Chains like these?’ Simone asked.

| bent down, narrowing my eyes as | took a good |ook.

“Yes,” | said. “Where did you get this photo?”

“Owen’s mother gave me a tour of his bedroom while | was there. They haven't
touched a single thing in it since he died. | snapped a bunch of photos he had pinned

to a corkboard above his dresser. This was one of them.”

Hunter piped up, saying, “Do you think they were wearing the chains the day they
died?

“l think it's possible,” | said.

“His mother said they wore them all the time,” Simone said.

“Given they weren’t in the crime-scene photos, it makes me wonder whether they had
them on that day. If so, it would mean someone removed them from around their

necks.”

“The girls wouldn’t have been wearing matching jewelry, I'd guess,” Simone said.
“Why take something from the boys and not the girls?’

“Maybe the killer took something from them as well.”

“If hedid, it's not in the casefile, and asfar as | know, none of the parents mentioned



anything about missing items.”

“Seria killers are known for keeping items from their victims as trophies,” Hunter
said. “But we're dealing with a mass murderer in my opinion, not a seria killer.
Serial killers almost always strike again, and this guy hasn’t, as far as we know.”

| gave Hunter’s comments some thought.

“1’m not sure why none of the parents mentioned a missing chain their sons may have
been wearing the day they died,” | said. “And we don’t know for sure whether any
items were taken from the girls or not. Maybe a memento was taken. As to your
comment about an item being removed as a trophy, | suppose it’s possible. But the
more | think about it, the more | believe there would have been another reason for
doing what he did.”

“A reason like ...?’

“If we consider what we know, they were al murdered in a brutal way. It's like
whoever killed the teens that day was angry. I’d even go so far asto say he felt hatred
toward them and even justified in what he did. Removing the chains could have been
because he felt they were unworthy of them.”

It was just a guess, mere speculation.

We didn't know if the chains were even worn by the boys that day.

“So what now?” Simone asked.

Now we get back to the topic at hand.

“Let’s set our theories to the side for a moment and discuss your visit with Aidan’s



parents, Simone.”

Simone rolled her eyes.

“That bad, eh?’ | said.

“Aidan’s parents are a piece of work,” she said.

“In what way?’

“In every way. Rich, hoity-toity types. They have six children, and to hear them talk
about Aidan ... it was amost like it wasn't a big deal to lose one kid when five of
their other kids are still alive. | don't mean to suggest they didn’t love him. I'm
saying they live their lives for the children they have left. The way they talk about
Aidan is amost like he never existed, like he's nothing more than a fleeting
memory.”

“How could a parent do such athing?’ Hunter asked.

| could think of areason why.

It made the loss of their son more bearable. For some people, pretending a loved one

never existed was a lot easier than living with the pain that came with knowing they
had no choice but to live the rest of their lives without their bel oved.

“What did Aidan’s parents say about him?’ | asked.

“Not much. They visit his grave once ayear on his birthday. Oh, and at Thanksgiving
dinner, they go around the table and honor his life with a memory, something they
remember about him. Other than those two days, they prefer not to discuss him at
al.”



Pretending they were fine didn't mean they were. Without processing their son's
death, they never would heal—not to the fullest extent.

“What do they think about the case being investigated again?’ | asked.

“They were ambivalent and didn’t seem to care either way. They wished us luck on
solving the case, but they believe the killer wasn't caught then and he won't be
caught now.”

And then there was one.

“We' ve got your visits with Aidan and Owen'’s parents out of theway,” | said. “Let’s
talk about Jackson.”

“Ahh, Jackson,” Simone said. “My visit with his mother and stepfather was
interesting, if not surprising. I'll start by saying this ... you saved the best for last.”
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“l learned a few more interesting details about Jackson last night when | spoke to
Cora,” | said. “It sounds like he had atroubled home life.”

“We know about how he treated Xander,” Hunter said. “Is there something else?’
“He cheated on his final biology exam.”

Hunter snickered alaugh. “A lot of kids cheat on exams.”

“The circumstances surrounding this instance are a bit more complicated. Jackson
cheated because if he didn’t pass the exam with a good enough grade, his stepfather
threatened to withhold the college money his mother had set aside for him.”

| shared the story Cora had told me, including the fallout afterward.

“If Jackson’s mother set aside money for his education, it should have been up to her
whether or not Jackson was given the money,” Hunter said. “Why did the stepdad get

involved?’

“Trust me,” Simone said. “You'd know if you met him. The stepdad’s a real piece of
work.”

“Tell usabout your visit with him,” | said.
Simone raised afinger. “I will, but first, | need coffee. Anyone else?’

“1 ... ahh, | need to get going,” Hunter said. “My sister’s in town. We're meeting for



lunch. I'll be back later. In the meantime, text me if you need me to do anything for
you, Georgiana, okay?’

“There is one thing. Look into Jackson’s stepdad. See what you can find out about

him.

“Will do.”

Simone headed to the kitchen to try out the fancy Breville coffeemaker I'd just
purchased for the office. She had a habit of stopping for coffee on her way into the
office each morning, which amost aways made her late on the days when |
scheduled a meeting between us. In a way, buying a machine for the office was
serving my own agenda, but it also came with its perks.

Simone and | reconvened on the sectional sofa a few minutes later, fresh-brewed
coffees in hand.

“Jackson’s stepfather, Ray, had nothing nice to say about him,” Simone said. “The
way he talked about Jackson was almost like he was glad Jackson was dead.”

“And hismother?’ | asked. “What did she have to say?’

“Her name is Valerie. She was quiet, didn’'t say much of anything the entire time |
was there. Ray did most of the talking.”

“Tell me about your conversation.”
Simone took a sip of her coffee and set her mug down on a coaster on the side table.

“It wasn't along visit, so | may as well start at the beginning and take you through it.
Ray answered the door before | even had a chance to knock.”



“What's he like?’

“Sharp dresser. He was wearing a gray tailored suit. It looked expensive.”

“How would you describe his physical appearance?’

“He's muscular. Looks like he works out afair bit.”

“How tall ishe?’

“Just over six feet, I'd guess.”

“What does he do for work?’ | asked. “Is he still working in the family business?’
“He is, and this is where it gets interesting. He's the COO of their high-end car
dealership. The dealership was opened by Vaerie's father, who had planned on
leaving it to Jackson after he retired. When Jackson died, the business was left to
Vderie ... though, based on Ray’s overbearing personality, | get the impression he's

the one running the show.”

| didn’'t even need to meet the guy to know his type—possessive, greedy, arrogant,
entitled.

“ After Ray greeted you at the door, what happened?’ | asked.

“I gave him my name, told him what | do, and | explained | was there because we're
taking another look at the case.”

“How did Ray react to the news that it’s being investigated again?’ | asked.

“He seemed confused at first. It took him a minute to grasp what I'd said. | let him



know | had a few questions, and | assured him they were nothing mgor. For a
minute, | thought he was going to refuse to speak to me, so | mentioned we were
talking to all the families. | thought adding that little tidbit would compel him to be
more of ateam player.”

“Did it work? Did he agree to talk to you?”’

“Under certain conditions. Before | was allowed to step foot inside the house, Ray
said he didn’t want me to say anything that might upset his wife, which is ... as you
know, an impossible request. | was there to talk about the murders. No matter how
you spin it, it's a heavy subject.”

“1I"m sure you found away.”

Simone shot me a wink. “We say what we need to say and do what we need to get
through the door, right?’

“Right.”

“1’m assuming you talked your way inside,” | said. “Then what?’

“Ray made a comment about not wanting us to talk inside the house because it was a
bit of a mess, which was weird because what | saw of it was immaculate. Everything
inits place.”

Some people didn’t like the idea of a stranger in their home, among their personal
things, in their persona space. Other people didn't welcome visitors inside because

there was something they were trying to hide.

Which one was Ray?



Neither, or abit of both?

“l followed him to the back yard, and he told me to take a seat at a patio table,”
Simone said. “He left me for a few minutes and returned with Valerie. She was
wearing alarge pair of sunglasses, which made sense. It was sunny out yesterday. But
she was dressed in a pair of sweatpants and an oversized sweater. | was sweating in
the thin T-shirt | had on.”

“Did she acknowledge you in any way?’

“She said hello. It was so faint, | amost didn’t hear it. After she sat down, she kept
tugging at the collar of her sweater, pulling it up like she was trying to cover her
neck.” Simone crossed her arms and added, “How do | put this ... she reminded me
of afrightened little mouse. She seemed nervous and avoidant.”

A woman trapped like a prisoner in her own home, perhaps.

In the time Simone described the beginning of her visit, several things she'd said
stood out to me:

Ray didn’t want Simone inside the house.

Why?

Valerie was going out of her way to cover herself up.

Why?

| thought about the bruises Aubree told Cora she’d seen on Jackson's shoulder and
back.



Had he been abused by Ray?

If so, had Valerie also suffered from abuse, and was she being abused now?

My mind was teeming with various possibilities.

Perhaps Ray hadn’t wanted Simone in the house because he worried she'd see signs
of hisviolent behavior. | imagined photos strategically placed on the wall, photos that
covered up the places where Ray had used hisfist to take out his aggression.

My mind wandered even further.

Was Valerie wearing sunglasses because it was sunny out? Or were the sunglasses in
place to conceal a shiner, and the clothes covering aimost every inch of her body to
hide bruises, signs she was a battered woman.

“Georgiana, are you listening to me?’” Simone asked.

Hearing my name snapped me back into reality.

“Sorry, | got a bit fixated on your description of Valerie,” | said. “Keep going. |
won't lose focus again.”

“1 was saying we talked about basic stuff at first. | figured it would be easier to talk
about the heavier stuff if | tried to get to know them and what their life has been like
over the last twenty years. That's how | learned about the car dealership and Ray’s
role in the company. In his words, he said the last twenty years have been the best of
hislife.”

“Did you believe him?”’



“| believe they may have been the best years of hislife, but | doubt it’s been the same
for her. Jackson was an only child. He was two years old when his parents divorced.
Ray and Valerie met about ten years later, and they’ ve been together ever since.”

That would make Jackson twelve years old when Ray entered their lives, and no
doubt changed the course of it forever.

“Once you got the initial conversation out of the way, were you able to talk about the
investigation?’ | asked.

Simone reached for her coffee. “For a few minutes. | asked if they had an opinion
about the person responsible for the cabin murders.”

“And what did they say?’

“Ray wasted no time throwing Xander’s name out, saying he always thought he was
to blame. He said the whole town knew Xander was a suspect. There were rumors
swirling around town about Xander and how he' d been teased at school by some of
the boys on the football team.”

“1 wonder if they knew about Xander being tied to the tree?’

“If they did, they didn’t mention it. They knew about the prank calls some of the girls
in school had been receiving.”

It was possible what had happened to Xander in the park wasn’t public knowledge.
He'd downplayed it after it happened, making me wonder if the police had also
decided to keep it quiet. It made sense. Had everyone in town known about the
incident, | had no doubt they would have pushed for Xander to be blamed for the
murders whether he had an alibi or not.



“Is there anything else | should know about your visit?’ | asked.

Simone gave the question some thought. “I asked if there were any details they may
have forgotten to mention during theinitial investigation. Ray said no.”

“You said Ray did most of thetalking. Did Valerie say anything?’

“l was just about to tell you ... toward the end of the conversation, Valerie asked Ray
to get her a glass of water. He was reluctant. | could tell he didn’t want to leave her
side, but he did. As soon as he was out of sight, | slipped her our business card and
told her to call us any time, for any reason. She thanked me.”

“Did she say anything else?’
“She said she loved her son, and that she missed him. She started to say something
else, but before she could get the words out, Ray was back with her glass of water.

Got himself one too. Nothing for me, though. Jerk.”

“He didn’t offer you anything because it would have given you a reason to stay
longer. Going off of what you said about him, | bet he wanted you out of there.”

“1 thought the same thing. As soon as he handed her the water, he said they had some
errands to run. | wasin and out in less than twenty minutes.”

Simone’s short visit deserved a followup, one | planned on doing myself. Even if it
didn’t further the case, | was concerned about Valerie' s odd behavior. | wanted to get
her alone and see what she might say when Ray wasn’t around.

“I"d like their address,” | said.

“Why?'Y ou thinking about stopping by?’



“It crossed my mind.”

Simone reached for her phone, pressed a few buttons, and said, “1 just sent it to you.
Oh, and there’s one more thing | want to add. After | left their house, | started
thinking about Valerie sfather. | wondered if he was still alive.”

“Ishe?

Simone nodded and said, “I had Hunter do a search for him. It was easy because it
turns out the house Ray and Valerie are living in is owned by him. His name is Hugo,
and he lives in a retirement community in San Luis Obispo. He was sharp as a whip
when | spoke to him.”

“What did you talk about?’

“I told him I'd just been to see Ray and Valerie to tak to them about the
investigation. He told me he doesn’t have much contact with his daughter.”

“Did he say why?’

“Hugo didn’'t give me much in the way of details, except to say the fallout between
him and Valerie was Ray’s doing. He mentioned something about Ray driving a
wedge between them. He said he missed his daughter, and he worried the car
dealership wasn’t being run by her like they had discussed when she took it over. He
said if he was younger, he wouldn’'t allow it, but he feels he's too old and too tired to
deal with the stress of it now.”

With Jackson dead, and Hugo pushed to the side, Ray had swooped in, taking over
the company and lining his pockets along the way. Greed was a good motive for
murder, but was it enough of a motive for a mass murder?



On the one hand, it didn’t seem realistic.

On the other, there were certain types of people who would do anything to get
ahead—including getting rid of anyone who stood in their way to get there.
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Ty Conroy had followed in his father’s footsteps, becoming a biology teacher at the
local high school, the same school his father had taught at twenty years earlier. |
arrived just as classes had ended for the day, and | found Ty in his classroom, tidying
up his desk.

Ty was atall man and heavyset, with a receding hairline he was struggling to hold on
to even though he' d aready lost the fight. His shirt, an ill-fitted, short-sleeved button-
up, had once been white but now it had a gray tinge to it like it had been washed with
aload of darks too many times. And while it appeared he'd tried tucking it into his
black trousers at some point earlier in the day, it had come halfway untucked, with
baggy areas flapping over the top of his pants.

He didn’'t see me when | first walked in, but | saw him, reaching into the top of his
desk drawer and pulling out a silver flask. He twisted off the cap, bent his head back,
and took along, hearty swig, wiping his mouth afterward as he breathed out the stress

of along school day.

He did the flask back into the drawer, closed it, and turned, startled to see me
standing there, eyeing him with curiosity.

| flashed him a big grin and said, “I feel like this is where I’'m supposed to say it's
five 0’ clock somewhere. | mean, not here ... but somewhere.”

Here it was three 0’ clock, not that it mattered.

School was out.



His students were gone.

Who was | to judge the man for taking a wee gulp of liquor if he needed one? | had
no idea what kind of day he'd had, or week, or year, for that matter.

“I'm ... uhh, sorry,” he said. “I didn’t see you comein.”

| swished a hand through the air. “It’s @l right. Take another swig if you need one.
Sip, sip away.”

| almost laughed after | said it, but he hadn’t so much as cracked a smile. He hadn’t
found my quip asfunny as| did, it seemed.

Ty moved a hand to his hip and asked, “Do | know you?’

“I don't think so0.”

“What are you doing here? |s there something | can do for you?”’

“I"m Georgiana Germaine, and I'm a?—"

“I'll stop you there. You're investigating the murders of my old classmates. I’'ve
heard. Everyone in town has, | expect. Word gets out fast around here.”

So it would seem.

“1f you know who | am, I’m guessing you also know why I'm here,” | said.

“| do not.”

Except he did—I could tell.



“Sureyou do,” | said.

He stared at me for a moment and then said, “I haven't talked to anyone about what
happened back then in along time. | don’t know how | can be of any help.”

| did.

“1 heard an interesting story about you yesterday,” | said.

“Oh, yeah?”

“Back when your father taught here, he created a final test for his students, a test he
never changed over the years.”

“What about it?’

“You knew about the test, knew your father always gave the same one year after year.
You dlipped a copy to Jackson, so he'd get a good grade. Except it backfired when
your father figured out Jackson and afew of his friends had seen it beforehand.”

Ty cleared histhroat once, then again.

He pointed at the door to the classroom and said, “Would you mind closing it, please?
Thisisn’'t a conversation | wish to have while faculty members are walking around in
the hallway.”

| did as he asked, and then | joined him at his desk.

“1 haven’t thought about what happened back then in ... well, many years,” he said.
“It's not amemory a person wants to revisit.”



“Your father didn’t take it well when he found out some of his students had cheated.”
“He did not, and he blamed me for all of it. He stopped speaking to me.”

Before I’d driven over to the school, I’ d taken a moment to read the notes in the case
file about the interview Whitlock and Harvey had conducted at Ty’s home during the

murder investigation, and | learned afew things | didn’t know.

“Your father died a week before you graduated from high school,” | said. “He
overdosed on pain killers.”

“Yeah, hedid.”

“Must have been hard on you, given the two of you weren’t speaking.”

“My father was recovering from a motor bike accident. He was in a lot of pain, and
he was depressed. We didn't realize how bad things were until after he died. | don’t

...ahh ... I don't want to talk about him.”

“1 imagine everything that happened back then was upsetting,” | said. “You trusted
Jackson with the test. You asked him not to show it to anyone, and he broke your
trust. If he hadn’t shown it to anyone else, there’s a good chance no one would have

ever known what happened.”

“Why does any of this matter now? Why waste your time coming here to talk to me
about it?’

My reasons were forthcoming.

| just had afew more things to say before | gave him the hard press.



“When your father realized some of his students had cheated, he went to the school
principal,” | said.

“What about it?’

“He was so upset, heretired,” | said.

“Who told you that?’

“One of your classmates.”

“Itisn’t true. My father didn’t retire because some knuckleheads cheated on atest. He
was going to retire anyway. He just hadn’t told anyone yet. My mother and | knew,
but my dad was waiting to make it official until after school got out for the summer.”
Ty seemed nervous, and | wasn't close to being done yet.

He ran ahand along his sweaty brow.

“Y ou assaulted Jackson after the truth came out,” | said. “Y ou pushed him up against
the lockers and tried to choke him.”

“Oh, for goodness sake ... | don’'t have time for this right now. This entire
conversation, it’s ridiculous. What happened with Jackson at his locker wasn’t a big
deal. | wasangry.”

“Did you think he wouldn’t turn you in if he got caught?’ | asked.

“1 dunno. Hard to say. He was put in adifficult predicament.”

A difficult predicament?



He was playing it off like it meant nothing.

Then again, alot of time had passed since it happened.

Maybe it wasn't a big deal anymore.

“The day after the test, Jackson and a few of his friends were caled into the
principal’s office,” | said. “They didn’t admit to cheating, but Jackson’s stepdad said
he' d seen the test in Jackson’s room. The following day, the principal found a note on
the door of his office stating you were the one who' d given Jackson the test. | assume
you thought Jackson wrote the note because you confronted him. You spit in his
face.”

“1t’ s not what you think.”

“There were eyewitnesses who saw what happened.”

“1 didn't spit on Jackson on purpose. | was mad, and while | was yelling at him, | got
carried away. | wasn't trying to choke him either. | was trying to keep him from

taking off until I told him how | felt about what he did.”

“1 bet | know how you felt when you gave him the test,” | said. “You felt accepted.
Y ou thought the two of you were friends. Y ou thought you were doing him a solid, a
favor no one else could have done except for you.”

“| felt bad for the guy. So what?’

“You felt bad for him before you gave him the test ... not after everything came out.
Someone wrote the note. Someone stuck it on the principal’s door, and you decided
Jackson did it.”



Ty opened his desk drawer. | thought he was going to reach for the flask again, but he
didn’t. He grabbed a bottle of water, opened it, and drank it halfway down. Then he
slammed it down on the desk, shaking his head as he said, “I confronted Jackson that
day, yes. | asked if he’'d written the note. He started laughing, and he just kept on
laughing while everyone looked on.”

“You threatened him. You said you d make him pay. You said you' d make them all
pay.

“1 was heated. It was a stupid thing to say. | should have never said it. For all | know,
any one of them could have written that note.”

| tapped a fingernail on the top of his desk, thinking about what he'd just said to me.
“I’m trying to figure out why you're defending Jackson, even now, a kid who I’'ve
heard was a school bully at times. Why not be honest about how you feel? What does
it matter now?”’

Ty downed the rest of the water and said, “He's dead! Why would | speak ill of him
now? I’'m alive. I'm still living. He died too young. They al did, lost their lives to
some violent maniac who's still free because the cops in this town couldn’t do their
job!”

There it was, the anger I’ d been pushing for, needling him bit by bit until | wore him
down. His anger showed me he still had a temper after all these years. And even
though twenty years had passed, not only did he still blame Jackson, but | believed he
hadn’t forgiven Jackson for his betrayal.

“When the police interviewed your family, your mother said you were with her the
night Jackson and the othersdied,” | said. “I read it in the policefile. Is that true?’

“l was at home al night, just like she said.”



“Funny thing about parents ... many will do anything to protect their child whether
they’ re guilty or innocent.”

“Isthat why you’ re here—to accuse me of murdering five people?’

And attempted murder of a sixth.

“l haven’'t accused you of anything.” | pointed at the Sleeve of his shirt. “Y ou’ ve got
what looks like a reddish stain on your shirt sleeve, at the bottom, by the cuff.”

Ty raised hiswrigt, staring at what |’ d just pointed out. “I don’t know what that is or
how it got there.”

| steered the conversation in a more pointed direction.

“Must have been hard for Cora, to be the only one to survive the attack,” | said.
“She’slucky to be alive ... gone but not forgotten.”

Gone but not forgotten, the words left on the cabin wall.

| wondered how he' d react when he heard them.

But he had no reaction, none at all.

“l was relieved when | heard Cora survived,” he said. “ She was a nice person, from
what | remember about her, at least.”

“l took atrip up to the cabin yesterday where it all happened. There was a message
written on one of the bedroom walls. And sure, | suppose it could be old. But | think
it'snew. | think the killer is still around. He' s sent a message to Corato incite fear, to
make sure she knows he knows she' s still alive.”



“Huh, I'm surprised. | heard the family hasn’'t been to the cabin for years. Students go
up there on a dare from time to time. They’re convinced the cabin is haunted. You
know how stories like that go. Everyone's always curious about a murder house.”

“| suppose they are.”

“You want to know what’ s crazy about it all? Detectives came to my house back then
because they considered me a suspect. Me, someone who's never been in an
atercationin hislife.”

“But you have been in an altercation ... with Jackson.”

Ty rolled his eyes. “That doesn’'t count.”

“Doesn'tit?’ | asked.

“He didn’t get hurt.” Ty leaned over his desk, grabbed a stack of papers, and stuffed
them into a worn, brown-leather satchel dangling off the side of his desk chair. “If
there’snothing else ... | need to get going.”

“1 suppose I’ ve troubled you enough for now.”

“For now? What? Y ou think I’ m a suspect too?’

“Maybe. Whether you are or you aren't, I'll know soon enough.”

Ty dlung the satchel over his shoulder, flashing me a snarky grin as he said, “You
think you’ re smart? Y ou think I’m your guy? Proveit.”

| smiled back. “Oh, don’t worry. If you're guilty, | will.”
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| was at my mother’s house, sitting on the back deck with Harvey and Whitlock,

talking about my day.

“During your investigation, did any of the boys parents mention a gold chain their
son had been given from their football coach?’ | asked.

Harvey shrugged. “Shoot, | can’t remember. Was a gold chain mentioned in the case
file?

“No,” | said.

“Then why are you asking about it?’

“When | was at the office earlier, | wastalking to Simone, and she said?>—"

Harvey’'s eyes lit up, and he held up a hand. “Sorry to interrupt. Now that I'm
thinking about it, | seem to remember Owen’'s mother mentioning a chain her son
always wore. She thought he may have been wearing it the day he died, but she

wasn't sure. A small detail, of course. Still, | was sure | mentioned it somewhere in
my notes.”

Except he hadn’t.
The diding glass door dlid open, and my mother stuck her head out, eyeing the three

of us with curiosity. “You three had better not be talking about the investigation
without me. You aren't, are you?’



| wasn’t about to admit what we' d been discussing, so | kept quiet.

Whitlock, on the other hand, piped up with, “We ve been waiting for Georgiana to
tell us about her day. | thought we could all discuss it over dinner. The aroma coming
from the kitchen is divine, | might add. Whatever feast you've prepared for us, I'm

sure it will be wonderful.”

His clever, complimentary response skirted the issue at hand, flattering her in a way
that seemed to satisfy her concerns.

“I’ve cooked a pot roast,” my mother said. “And | cooked up some roast potatoes,
just the way you like them, Georgiana.”

“| appreciate it, Mom,” | said.

“And I’d appreciate seeing my daughter’s beautiful face more often.” She shot me a
wink and added, “Dinner will be ready in ten minutes.”

She pulled the dliding glass door closed, humming, as she disappeared inside the
house.

Whitlock crossed one leg over the other, offering a peek at the colorful bright blue
socks he was wearing. He leaned closer to me and whispered, “All right, there’'s no

way you’' d mention a gold chain without a good reason, so let’s hear it.”

“As|’d started to say before, | caught up with Simone earlier about her visits with the
teens parents,” | said.

“Who has she talked to so far?’

“She’s visited with Owen and Jackson’s parents. Owen’s mother offered to show her



his bedroom. It’s remained untouched since his death. There was a corkboard on the
wall with photos. In one of them, the boys were standing next to each other, wearing
the gold chains they’ d been given by their coach.”

Harvey leaned back in his chair, staring through the kitchen window.

He looked nervous.

“Do you think we should wait to talk about this at dinner?’ Harvey asked. “Happy
wife, happy life, and all that.”

Whitlock elbowed Harvey. “Oh, don’t be such a ninny. I’m sure Georgiana has plenty
more to say about her day, which we'll discuss over dinner. Let’s finish the topic at

hand and save the rest for the dinner table. Deal ?”

Although hesitant, Harvey nodded, saying, “Keep going, Gigi. What are you
thinking?’

“1f the boys wore the gold chains all the time, it's reasonable to assume they had
them around their necks the night they died. And yet, they aren’t in any of the crime

scene photos.”

“Maybe the killer took them as a memento,” Whitlock said. “A token of his crime to
help him relive that night.”

| wasn't so sure.

“l think we're dealing with a different type of killer,” | said. “The man hasn’t
murdered again in two decades.”

“That we know of,” Harvey said. “He could have moved, picked up where he left off



in anew location.”

“1 have a theory about the gold chains,” | said. “If he took them, | believe it was to
prove a point. The chains gave the boys status. They were only given to the star
football players. Strip them of the chains, you strip them of their status, making them
appear no different than anyone else.”

My mother knocked on the glass door, waving us inside. As we stood up, | turned to
Harvey and said, “Hey, have you had a chance to talk to her about how you’ ve been
feeling?’

“I ...ahh ... |, well?—"

“So no, then.”

“l decided to make it as easy as possible on both of us. | told her | didn’t want the
investigation to cause me too much stress, so |’ ve decided to let you and Whitlock do
your thing. She knows you’ll check in by way of text message or maybe even a call
here and there so | can stay up on things.”

“1 bet she'sthrilled,” | said.

“Sureis... why else do you think she’s humming? Been humming to herself all day.”

We joined my mother at the table.

As we filled our plates with comfort food, she said, “How was your day, Georgiana?
Have any suspects yet?’

“A few. How was your day?’



Harvey looked at my mother and then said, “We had a bit of a scare this morning.”
“What do you mean?’

“1t’ s nothing to fuss over,” my mother said. “A minor incident.”

“Will one of you please tell me what happened?’ | asked.

My mother gave Harvey a frustrated look and then said, “Oh, all right. Our swest,
elderly neighbor, Robert Jenkins, was out riding his bike this morning. He rides up
and down the street severa times each day to get some exercise. | was on my way
home from the grocery store. As | rounded the corner ... well, I just, | didn’t see him
there, and | nicked him with my car.”

“When you say you ‘nicked him,” was heinjured?’ | asked.

“The bike got the worst of it. Robert has afew broken bones. He'll live.”

Over the past year, I'd started to notice my mother’s eyesight wasn't what it used to
be. We'd all been pushing her to get her eyes checked. As much as | didn't like
hearing about the accident she’d had earlier in the day, maybe it was the wakeup call
she needed.

“Are you going to make an appointment for an eye exam?’ | asked.

She rolled her eyes as if she'd expected the question and said, “Yes, dear. | aready
have. Now, can we please talk about something other than me?’

“We can,” | said. “I had a couple of interesting visits today. The first was with
Xander Thornton. He lost his wife not too long ago, and his brother is living with
him, helping Xander with his daughter.”



“Xander ... | believe he's the poor fellow Harvey told me had been tied to atree in
the park when he was younger, right?’ my mother asked.

| nodded. “When | visited with him today he also admitted to prank-calling some of
his female classmates when they were back in high school. When they answered,
he' d breathe into the phone, say their names, that kind of thing.”

Harvey set his fork down, running a hand along his jaw. “You think the kid did it?
Y ou think he killed his classmates to get revenge for what they did to him?’

“l don’'t know. I'll admit, he acted strange toward the end of the visit. We all know
his father gave him an alibi all those years ago, but the man could have lied.”

“Would have been good to question his pop a second time,” Harvey said. “Too bad
he's dead.”

“Xander has the strongest motive of anyone I’ ve questioned. If he's guilty, though, |
haven't found the evidence | need to proveit yet.”

“You said you had a couple of visitstoday,” Whitlock said. “Who was the second?’
“Ty Conroy. He's a teacher now, like his dad had been. | got the impression he's
dealing with some demons of his own. I’'m just not sure if they’re demons from the
past or the present. When | walked into his classroom after school was over for the
day, | caught him drinking out of aflask he keepsin his desk drawer.”

“Maybe he was winding down after along day,” Whitlock said.

“1 questioned him about the day he assaulted Jackson at school after the principal
found out he' d given his father’s biology exam to Jackson so he could pass the class.”



“Seems like small potatoes to me,” Whitlock said. “1 never got the impression Ty had
anything to do with what happened to those kids at the cabin.”

“1 agree with you. It was a petty high school squabble, the kind teenagers have all the
time. I’ d never assume someone would resort to murder over it, except for one thing.”

“What' sthat?’ Harvey asked.

“He made a comment while | was there, and it’s been bugging me.”

“WEell ... goon,” my mother said. “What did he say?’

“Ty’sfather took his own life aweek after the incident.”

“Drug overdose, as | recall,” Harvey said.

“You'reright. Ty told me his father stopped speaking to him after he learned about
what Ty had done with his test questions. Did either of you know?’

Whitlock looked at Harvey. “I didn’t. Did you?”’

“Sure didn’t,” Harvey said. “Puts a new perspective on things, doesn’t it?’

It did.

“Ty gave the test to Jackson, trusting him not to show it to anyone else. Not only did
Jackson show it to the same group of friends who were murdered at the cabin, Ty’s

father died before Ty had a chance to smooth things over with him.”

“Must have done a number on the kid,” Whitlock said.



My mother aimed her fork in my direction, saying, “I don’t know about you three, but
| don’t seeit. Sure, the kid's father was angry. He didn’t speak to his son, and then he
took his own life, leaving his kid reeling about the choices he'd made. This is life.
Family stops speaking to each other sometimes. It doesn't mean they go out and
commit a bunch of murders.”

“Oh, | don't know, Darlene,” Whitlock said. “He may have wanted revenge, and
revenge isjust as good of amotive as any.”

“Seems like a lot of phooey to me,” my mother said. “The tree you're barking up,
Georgiana. I’m sorry to say, I’m not so sureit’ stheright one.”

Whitlock and Harvey went quiet, eyeing me as if waiting to see how I’d respond to
the unsolicited advice I’ d been given.

But | wasfinewith it.

Shewasjust trying to help.

She also didn’t know the first thing about criminals and how they operated.

Perhaps it was better to take the high road, to make her feel like she was part of the
investigation, to make her feel seen, heard, and validated. She may have said she
wanted to be involved with the case to keep an eye on Harvey, but | didn’t believe it
was the only reason. I'm sure it made her feel closer to me and the air in which | lived
and breathed. It was aworld she'd never been part of—a world | was sure she wanted
to understand.

“1’m not sure who' sto blame for the murders yet, but I’'m working hard at it,” | said.

And | was getting closer.



| could fedl it.

| could also feel something else. No matter who | talked to, almost all roads seemed
to lead back to the same person—Jackson.
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| was relieved to be home after such a long day—a day that had left me with more
guestions than answers. | was sitting on the balcony, processing it al as | watched the
moonlight flicker across the ocean’s surface. It was calm and serene, the perfect way
for me to relax beneath the warmth of my fluffy pink blanket.

Giovanni finished up in the kitchen and joined me, topping up my glass of pinot noir.
Then he dlid into the chair next to mine.

“You' ve been quieter than usual this evening,” he said. “Do you want to tell me about
your day?’

“I think 1'd rather give it a rest tonight,” | said. “My mind's filled with questions |
don’t have answers to yet, and I’ m tired of thinking about the investigation.”

“Isthere anything | can do to help?”’

“You can talk to me about anything other than the case I’ m investigating.”

Giovanni stood and walked over to the bar cart. He browsed the various options on
the shelf and then grabbed a glass and a bottle of whiskey. He poured himself a
double shot, took a sip, and returned to his seat, bottle in hand.

For atime, he didn’t say aword, leading me to believe he had something on his mind.
Whenever there was something serious to discuss, I’d noticed he' d hesitate at first, as

if trying to figure out the right words to say.

Given any length of silence between two people made me anxious, | said, “Is there



something you'd like to talk to me about?’

He turned toward me, smiling as he said, “You have a lot going on with the case.
What | have to say can wait until after the investigation is over.”

The care and consideration he’ d always shown for my needs meant alot to me. But at
the moment, | needed to know what was on his mind.

“1f there’' s something you want to talk to me about, let’ stalk about it,” | said.

“Areyou sure?’

“1 am. When we got together, we agreed we wouldn’t keep things from each other.”

“1 am not keeping anything from you.”

“I’m not saying you are,” | said. “You're just not telling me what’s on your mind.
Something’ s bothering you. | can tell.”

“It's all right. | don't feel it's the right time. Let’'s wait until your mind is not
occupied with other things.”

Now | was even more curious.

And not just curious—worried.

What wasn't he telling me?

“l can't go to bed tonight knowing there’s something you want to discuss with me. |
need to know what’ s going on in that head of yours.”



He reached over, pulling me next to him.

As he met my gaze, he said, “Y our needs are far more important to me than my own.
They always have been.”

He was still hesitating.

“Tak tome,” | said. “Please. Whatever itis... letit out.”

He wrapped his arms around me and said, “1 proposed to you because | want us to be
married.”

“1 know.”

“Ever since my proposal, you haven’t mentioned anything to me about our wedding.
We haven't discussed when we should get married, or where, or even what kind of
wedding you'd like to have. | feel it's important to ask ... Do you still want to get
married?’

His question shocked me.

“Of course, | do,” | said.

“1t seems to me like you' re holding back. Why haven’t we started planning our future
together?’

“We are planning our future. We're living it, right here, right now.”

“Not as man and wife.”

Since his proposal, | hadn’t talked about the wedding. | supposed | thought we were



in no rush because | wasn’t in one. Reflecting on what he'd just said, | thought about
the seriousness of the tone in his voice. Cementing plans for our future and choosing
a date meant more to him than 1'd realized. He'd been patient, waiting all this time
for me to say something—anything—and | had said nothing.

“I’m sorry, Giovanni,” | said. “I should have discussed it with you. Instead, | allowed
life and all its complications to get in the way of us. | never meant to give you a
reason to question my commitment to you. | am committed. Y ou mean everything to
me.”

He kissed me on the forehead. “1 want more than anything to be your husband.”

He' d always been so good at sharing his feelings. It wasn't often | opened myself up
enough to reach deep down inside to a place where | could sit in my rawest of
emotions. | found myself in such a place now, at the core of my truth, reflecting on
why I’d held back.

Here was a man like no other I'd been with before. A man deserving of everything |
had to give—every word, every thought, every part of me. Over time, he'd stripped
away the walls I’d so firmly put in place, leaving me vulnerable but also filled with a
feeling of love that was more powerful than anything I’d ever known.

The pain I’d experienced in my past had bound me for far too long.

The death of my father.

The death of my daughter.

A failed marriage to another man.

The time had come to let it all go, to alow myself the peace and renewal that came



with trusting again. Not just Giovanni. | needed to trust myself, my future ... our
future.

“The truth is, | think | haven’'t talked about our future or setting a wedding date
because part of me hasn’t ever let go of my past, not al of it,” | said.

“Isthere anything | can do?’

“You just did. You see me, and you always have. You just made me realize I’ d been
hesitating this entire time. | should have talked to you.”

“I’m glad we are now.”
“I am too, and | don’t want to wait. We' ve waited half of our adult lives to find each

other again. Now that we have, let's plan our future, starting with our wedding.
You'reright. It'stime.”
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| woke the next morning feeling more refreshed than | had inalong time. Thetalk 1'd
had the night before with Giovanni had ended with a decision to choose a wedding
date and start making plans as soon as the investigation was over.

| dressed and was out the door by nine o' clock, motivated to make today one that
would end with my questions being answered. First on the agenda was a visit to the
medical examiner’s office to see Silas.

| found him sitting at the table, bobbing his head up and down as he hovered over a
breakfast platter that looked like it came from a fast-food joint. His usual big-hair-
band music wasn't playing in the background, which | found odd until | saw the
earbudsin his ears.

| waved a hand in front of him. He didn’t see me, so | bent down until my face was a
few inchesin front of his. He jumped back, and we both started laughing.

He removed the earbuds and said, “Hi’ya stranger. I’ ve been wondering when you'd
show up.”

“l wanted to stop by yesterday, but the day got away from me. Ever since this
investigation started, |’ ve been going nonstop.”

“1 know the feeling. This case is different than the others. It may be a cold case, but
you know how | am when something falls into my lap. I’m as determined as you are
to get to the bottom of it, no matter how many hours | have to put in. Guessin’ you're
here for an update.”



“ am.”

“Cool. You have any specific questions for me?’

“l do. During the original investigation, scrapings were taken from under Aidan’s
fingernails. Have you looked over those test results?’

“l have, and I’ ve tested them again. Sorry to say, they’ re not a match to anyone in the
Wga,n.”

Too bad.

| was hoping for better news.

“What about the note left on Cora swindshield?’ | asked.

“1 used a ninhydrin treatment to check for any latent fingerprints that may have been
left on the note. There weren’'t any. He may have been wearing gloves.”

“Have you been out to the cabin yet?’
“1 have. Not much luck there either. | mean, there were fingerprints all over the place,
but the amount of time it would take to process them all ... well, it would take a
while. Wish | had better news for ya.”

“Y eah, me too.”

| was hoping for something more, a clue to point me in the right direction. Looked
like | wouldn’t find any here.

“You have any suspectsyet?’ he asked.



“A few.”

“ Anyone stand out more than the others?’

“You know how it is with these cases. | always seem to stumble before | get to the
truth.”

“You always get there in the end. Hey, I’'m not sure how much help it would be to
you, but Foley dropped off a box of evidence from the old investigation. Wanna ook
through it while you're here?’

| nodded and walked with Silas to his office.

He pointed to a box sitting on top of a chair next to the printer and said, “There you
go.

| slid some gloves on, approached the box, and lifted the lid. Reaching inside, | pulled
out several evidence bags. As | looked at the labels, | came across samples of the
clothes the teens had been wearing that day, along with other things like soil, fibers,
and hair. | set them to the side, and something caught my eye—a small baggie at the
bottom of the box. | grabbed it out and held it in front of me.

“They filled out information on the location, but there's no description on that one,”
Silas said.

The location information indicated the bag’s contents were found in the soil next to
Owen’ s bodly.

“They may not have known what it was when they bagged it, but | do,” | said.

“You do?



The bag contained two tiny gold fragments, which at first glance would be hard to
identify. But given what I’ d recently learned, | knew what | was looking at.

“They’re pieces off of agold chain,” | said.
“How do you know?’

| told him about the gold chains the boys had been given, and my theory about them
being removed from their necks after they were murdered.

If | was right, and | believed | was, the killer had taken Owen’s chain, and he may
have taken the others too.

But why?
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| was sitting across the street from Ray and Valerie's house, hoping Ray would leave
the house so | could speak to Valerie alone. At the three-hour mark, | started getting
antsy. There was at least one more stop | wanted to make today, and | was beginning
to wonder if | was wasting my time.

I’d passed the minutes checking in with Hunter and Simone and catching up with
Foley. Hunter had found out some things about Ray’s past. He had nothing before he
met Valerie, and he worked minimum-wage jobs, never staying in any one position
for long.

In my conversation with Foley, he let me know he'd tried calling Danny Donovan
about an hour before, but Danny hadn’t answered. He'd also tried Danny’s sister,
Dorothy, and got the same result. | wanted to believe the story Danny had told me,
and | wanted to believe he was innocent. But the fact neither of them had answered
their phones or returning their calls was suspect. Before the call ended, Foley let me
know he was sending Whitlock to Danny’ s residence to check in.

As my concerns about Danny grew, | started second-guessing myself. Perhaps I'd
been na?ve, buying into the story he'd told me about stumbling across the bodies and
being too afraid to talk to the police. If he was guilty, he’ d done a good job of fooling
me so far.

The day took a turn in my favor when | caught a glimpse of Ray walking out of the
house, twirling a key ring around his fingers. He was dressed like he had a date with
the gym. | watched him walk to his pickup, adjusting his rearview mirror after he
hopped inside.



Although I’ d lowered myself down in my seat, for amoment, | thought he’ d seen me.
He' d backed out of the driveway and was idling in the middle of the road for no
apparent reason. He reached for what looked like a pack of gum, popped a piece in
his mouth, and put the truck in drive.

After he rounded the corner, | waited a few minutes just in case he came back for
some reason. When it appeared | wasin the clear, | got out of the car.

No one came to the door when | knocked, but there was a vehicle in the driveway,
suggesting someone was home.

Looking around, | spotted a doorbell.

| pressed the doorbell.

| waited.

Still nothing.

| debated about what to do next and decided to jiggle the door handle, surprised to
find it was unlocked. | considered my options and decided to open the door, poking

my head inside as | said, “Valerie, are you here?’

If she was there, she didn’t respond, and if Ray was headed to the gym, and he came
home afterward, | didn’t have long.

| had a decision to make, and | madeit.

I’d just stepped inside the house when | spotted a woman coming down the hallway.
She was dressed in arobe and had a towel wrapped around her head.



She saw me, and she screamed.

| didn’t blame her.

| was an intruder in her house.

As she turned and ran in the opposite direction, | shouted, “Valerie, I'm sorry |
entered the house without your permission. | knocked, and | rang the doorbell. When
no one came to the door, | realized it was unlocked, and | came inside. | should have
waited.”

A door slammed at the end of the hall.

| remained where | was and tried again.

“My name is Georgiana Germaine. I’'m a private investigator working on your son’s
case. My associate, Simone, visited with you and your husband the other day. | have
some followup questions, and | was hoping we could talk for afew minutes.”

| waited one minute, then two.

The bedroom door remained closed.

| wondered if she’d texted Ray, telling him | was in the house.

Asmuch as | wanted to stay, | needed to get out of there.

“Listen, Vaerie ... again, I'm sorry,” | said. “I’m going to head out, but before | do,
there’s one thing | want to say. I’ ve learned something as I’ ve been investigating this

case. It's what | came to talk to you about. When Jackson was alive, one of his
classmates thought he was being abused. She tried talking to him about it, but he



wouldn’t say anything. | was hoping you might know something about that. Anyway,
I’m leaving now.”

My opportunity to speak to Jackson’s mother had been dashed thanks to my
impulsive nature. | left the house feeling deflated, the opposite of how I'd felt that
morning.

| was halfway back to my car when | heard, “ Georgiana, wait.”

| turned to see Valerie standing in the doorway.

“1 don’'t have much time,” she said. “1 can’t talk about Jackson when Ray is home.”

| got right to it. “At the cabin, | noticed some items placed around the area where
Jackson died. Someone left afootball. It looks new.”

“It was me. | vigit as often as | can. | go to his grave too. It's just, that spot at the
cabin, it'swhere he took hislast breath.”

“I’m glad you honor his memory,” | said.

“1f you want to speak to me, you should come inside now.”

“Does Ray know I'm here? | guess what I’ m asking is, when you shut yourself in the
bedroom, did you text or call anyone?’

“I didn’t.”

| had a second chance, and | was determined not to mess it up thistime.

| crossed the street, entering the house and following Vaerie into a sitting room. She



looked at the time and went quiet, asif doing calculationsin her head.

“Okay, so ... he left about ten minutes ago. Takes about five minutes to get to the
gym. His spin class is about an hour. Y ou need to be quick.”

Quick didn’t allow me time to ease into my questions.

But assuming she' d heard what I’ d been shouting before, she knew the nature of my
visit.

What | wanted to talk about was the bruise over her left eye, but that could wait, for
now.

“Do you have any reason to believe your son was being abused when he was aive?’ |
asked.

“When you say abused, what type of abuse are you talking about and what proof do
you have?’

“The girl Jackson was dating, Aubree, she told Cora she’d seen bruises on Jackson's
shoulders and back.”

Valerie began shaking her head.

“No,” shesaid. “There’'sno way. | don't believeit. Ray ... he, he wouldn’t have done
anything to hurt Jackson.”

I’d said Aubree thought Jackson was being abused.

| hadn’t said anything about Ray being his abuser.



“Why did you mention Ray just now?’ | asked.

“Umm ... no reason.”

“Thereisareason. What isit?

“No, | can't.”

“Can’'t what? Can’'t admit Ray abuses you, and may have aso been abusing Jackson
too when hewas alive?’

“1 was a good mother, you know. | tried to be.”

“I’m sure you were. | bet when Ray was abusive to you back then, you believed if he
took all his anger out on you, he wouldn’t touch your son.”

As the tears began to flow, she clasped a hand to her mouth. “Ray ... he’s not a bad
man. Y ou don’t know him.”

She'd al but admitted the abuse.

I’d just told her Jackson may have suffered the same abuse.

And yet, she still defended him.

“1 don’t need to know Ray to know histype,” | said.

“It's not what you think. It doesn't happen often. He loves me. He just loses his
temper sometimes.”

“1 suppose that explains the shiner on your left eye?’



Valerie touched the bruised area. “It’ s nothing.”

“Anger in any form of aggression is abuse, Valerie. It's not love. You don’t hurt the
ones you love. Physical abuse is a sign of selfishness, a sign of ownership, a sign of
disrespect. | know how hard it can be to stand up for yourself. Maybe you don’t want
to, or maybe you don’t because you love him. | bet it’s easier to keep telling yourself
he loves you than it is to face the truth.”

She staggered backward, leaning against the wall, sobbing.

| said nothing for a few minutes, giving Vaerie the chance to process what had
already been said. But time was not on my side.

“Can | ask you aquestion?’ | asked. “Did Jackson know you were being abused?’

“Hedidn't. | did everything | could to keep it from him.”

“Assuming Jackson was abused, do you think it's possible he allowed it to go on
because he thought the same way you did? Maybe he allowed it because Ray said if
he did, he’'d leave you alone.”

“Ray wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’'t have hurt Jackson. He just wouldn’t. Believe
what you like, but he loves me.”

| crossed my arms, knowing what | needed to say next would sting even more.

“1 believe Ray has been using you to get ahead in life,” | said. “Y our father’ s business
was supposed to go to your son, and if not to him, then to be managed by you. I'm
guessing Ray runs the show. Doesn’'t he? Seems convenient, like it just fell into his
lap. Makes me wonder ... aguy like Ray, | bet he'd do whatever he had to in order to
get ahead.”



Valerie narrowed her eyes, staring at me in disbelief. “What are you saying? You're
not ... you couldn’'t be suggesting Ray had anything to do with what happened to
those kids?’

“I’m not suggesting anything. I’'m just stating the obvious.”

“Ray has a temper at times, but murder? He' d never kill anyone, let alone a group of
teens.”

She'd been brainwashed for so long, | wasn't even sure she knew the man she was
married to or what he was capable of doing. And | wouldn’'t know either, not until |

had the chance to speak to him.

“I’ll tell you what Ray loves,” | said. “He loves the life you provide him. You're his
ticket to ride, hisgravy train.”

“Stop it! Stop saying things you don’t know anything about.”

“I’m not trying to upset you, Valerie. I'm trying to make you think. | asked one of my
associates to look into Ray’s past. Ray came from nothing. His family was poor.
Before he met you, he worked minimum-wage jobs, and even then, he never stayed in
any one position for long.”

“Who cares about hispast? | don’t. I-I want you to leave.”

“1 know you want me to go before Ray gets home, but maybe | should stay and talk
to him. | don’t need to mention the abuse or the fact | know about it.”

“No, you need to leave. Y ou need to |eave now.”

| stood a moment, trying to decide my next move.



| decided to respect her wishes and allow time for the conversation we' d had to sink
in.

“I'll leave,” | said. “But I’d like to say one last thing before | go.”

Valerierolled her eyesand said, “Fine, make it quick.”

“Abuse of any kind is never acceptable. I'm just a phone call away. You don’'t have
to do this on your own. | want you to think about that and to think about your son.

You may not have known Jackson was being abused back then, but you know now.
The questioniis ... what are you going to do about it?’
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“1 figured you' d be back,” Xander said. “I just didn’t think it would be so soon.”
| peered over his shoulder, looking to see if anyone else was home.
“Areyou aone?’ | asked.

He nodded. “My daughter is playing at a friend’s house, and my brother is at divorce
mediation with his soon-to-be ex-wife.”

“Can | comein?1’d like to continue the conversation we started yesterday.”
“Why? Has something changed?’

“1 just have afew followup questions for you,” | said.

Xander stood there a moment and then shrugged. “ Guess it would be all right.”
We walked to the living room, and | sat down.

“Y ou want some water or a soda or something?’ he asked.

“No, I”m good.”

“All right. I'll be right back.”

The thought of Xander leaving the room without telling me why raised suspicion. He
was at the top of my list of suspects. Still, getting him alone was a good thing. |



hoped it would give me the opportunity to get him to say something he hadn’t before,
an admission or maybe even a confession.

While | waited for him to return, | kept one hand in my lap and the other beneath my
shirt, palming my gun in the event | needed to useit.

Xander returned to the living room with a soda in hand. He plopped down on a chair,
cracked the can open, and began gulping it down until it was gone. He set the empty
can on the side table and looked at me. “Well, let’s get to it. What are these followup

guestions of yours?’

“1”ve been thinking a lot about how you were treated when you were in high school,”
| said.

“What about it?”’

“I’m sure you wanted what every teenager wanted at that age ... to be accepted. It's
too bad Jackson and his friends messed with you the way they did.”

“They didn’t all mess with me. Owen was nice. So was Cora ... most of thetime.”

“What do you mean by most of thetime?’ | asked.

“Not that it matters, but | had a crush on her for awhile.”

“Did she know?’

“I think so. | said as much to her once.”

“What did she say?’



“She told me she wasn’t looking for a relationship, but then | started to notice the
way she looked at Owen. It wasn’t the way a person looked at afriend. It was the way
aperson looked at someone they liked.”

“Soshelied toyou,” | said.

“1 wouldn’t say shelied. I'd say she didn’t feel the same about me as | felt about her,
and she let me down easy.”

Owen and Cora seemed different than the rest of the group. They hadn’t teased or
taunted Xander like the others had. But if he had a crush on Cora, it made me wonder

if jealousy had played a part in hisfeelings toward her.

“Do you remember some of the football players wearing gold chains back then?’ |
asked.

Xander tapped afinger on the arm of the chair, thinking. “Don’t think so. Why?’

“The football coach gave them to the star players, which would have included Owen,
Aidan, and Jackson.”

“What about them?’

“1 was looking at a piece of evidence today that had been collected at the crime scene.
| don’t think the detectives knew what it was when they found it, but | believe it was
acouple of links from one of the gold chains the boys were given.”

“Okayyy. Why tell me about it?’

| looked him in the eye. “I’'m telling you because | think at least one of the boys was
wearing the chain they’d been given on the day they died. Strange thing is, in the



crime scene photos, the boys weren't wearing them.”

“So...7

I’d brought up the gold chains to gauge his reaction, which seemed apathetic. Maybe
he was telling me the truth. Maybe Owen had been wearing the necklace on the day
he died, and when he was assaulted, it had fallen off or broken. Maybe my theory was

just that—a theory.

“I"d like to know more about your home life back then,” | said. “Would you say it
was normal ?’

“I’d say it was decent. My dad did the best he could.”

“1 heard you may have been held back in school.”

“Yeah, it's true. | was held back for two years. It was embarrassing, trying to fit in,
knowing the rumors being spread about me. Everyone thought | was stupid. | wasn’t
stupid. It just took me longer to learn things than it did for other people.”

| was pleased with our conversation so far.

He was opening up, responding to my guestions without any pushback.

“Back when | was in school, when there was a student who seemed different than
everyone else, we didn’'t understand it like we do today,” | said.

“You'rearound my age, aren’t you?’

“I’m older than you are. | turned forty-seven this year.”



Xander slapped a hand to his knee and said, “Whoa, you don’t look a day over forty.”

| appreciated the compliment.

“What | was trying to say before is that when | was in school, we didn’t speak about
personality disorders the way we do today,” | said. “If we had, maybe the kids we
went to school with would have been alot more understanding of each other.”

“Maybe. What are you getting at?’

“You may not want to admit it, even now, but | bet you were angry about the way
you were treated in school.”

He blinked at me, a wry grin forming on his lips as he said, “Angry enough to kill?
It's why you're here again so soon, isn't it? Are you looking for a confession? Do
you think | killed them?’

“1”m not sure.”

“Be straight with me. | can takeit.”

He said he could take it, but | wasn’t sure he could.

“All right,” | said. “Out of everyone I've looked at and talked to during my
investigation, no one had a bigger motive to commit the murders than you did.”

Xander shook his head. “You have balls, 1”1l give you that. Y ou come into my house,
and you admit I’ m the one you think committed the murders.”

“l said you have motive. | didn’t say you did it.”



“You don’'t have to say it. You want it to be me. | can tell by the way you're talking
to me. What if | didmurder my classmates? What if you’re right? Do you feel safe
now, alone in the house with me?’

The conversation was going in a direction | hadn’t expected. | didn”t know what to
make of it. Was he teasing me in some way by not admitting to the murders outright?

“Areyou offering to tell me the truth?’ | asked.

Xander smiled and burst out laughing. “I had you going for a minute, didn’t 1? Of
course | didn”t do it. | wasjust riling you up.”

“It’s not a joking matter.”

“l know it isn’t. Can you blame me? Between yesterday and today, our conversations
have been so heavy, | felt the need to lighten things up, even for a few minutes. |
hope you catch the guy you're after, | mean it. Those guys didn’'t always show me
kindness when we were in school, but they didn’t deserve to die.”

In some ways, it felt like we were playing a game, much like the game he'd played
with Aubree. Speaking of ...

“What made you decide to play the word game with Aubree?’ | asked. “You must
have known there was a chance she’ d discover your identity.”

“| felt guilty about the calls. | knew it wasn't right not to tell them who | was when
we were talking. When Aubree pushed me to give her my name, | thought it might be
time to come clean. | knew there would be consequences.”

“Consequences, yes. But | can’t imagine you thought it would lead to what happened
in the park. You didn't tell the police who assaulted you in the park that day. | still



don’t understand why.”

“Those guys were just trying to stand up for their girls by making me pay for how I'd
made them feel. | didn't know they were as scared as they were. In the park that
night, Aubree told me how it made her feel. She was crying. I'll never forget it. |

guess | thought | deserved what they did to me, so | kept quiet.”

“You attended the funerals of everyone who died at the cabin, and | heard you were
emotional. Why?’

“Same reason as everyone else, | guess. Funerals bring it out in people.”

He had a plausible answer for every question I’d thrown at him so far.

But did | believe his answers?

| didn’t know.

| couldn’t stop thinking about the way he’'d been joking with me minutes before.
Jokes often had some basis in truth and were driven by honest emotion.

How much truth werein his?

As | sat there, deep in thought, he stood and said, “After Owen heard about what
happened to me in the park, he wrote me a note. It wasn't long, just a few lines. |
think it’s with some of the other things | kept from back then. Want to see it?’

“Sure.”

He walked down the hall, whistling. A minute later, | heard what sounded like
someone shuffling through drawers.



Once again, my nerves were getting the better of me.

He' d said he’d go find the note, but he could have been doing anything.

And then the whistling stopped.

And the house went quiet.

Too quiet.

“Xander, you al right back there?’ | asked.

There was no response, which had me creating various scenarios in my head, none of
which were good.

“Xander, did you hear me?’ | asked. “Want some help finding the note?’

Seconds went by, and then | heard movement.

| gripped my gun, prepared for anything when he came around the corner. But
nothing could have prepared me for what | saw when he came into view.

| raised my gun, aiming it at him. “Don’t move, and don’t come any closer. Put your
hands up, Xander.”

He shook his head and said, “Y ou don’t understand. It’s not what you think.”
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“It'snot what | think?’ | asked. “Y ou're holding agold chain in your hand.”

Xander looked at the chain and then back at me. “Y ou can put the gun away. | don’t
know how it ended up here. | promise.”

He took a step toward me.
“Don’t move,” | said.
“l wasjust ... | wasgoing to giveit to you.”

“Stay where you are. If you want to give it to someone, you can give it to the police
when they get here.”

“The police? No, no, no. We don’t need any police. We just need to talk, to?>—"
Outside, | heard what sounded like avehicle turning into the driveway.

It wasn't the police.

No one knew | was here.

Xander turned, looking over his shoulder as he said, “Marcusis home.”

Marcus.

My mind was aflurry of emotions, thoughts entering and exiting all at once.



And then clarity came.

A decision needed to be made, and fast.

| hid the gun back beneath my shirt.

“Where did you find that chain?’ | asked.

“In the spare bedroom Marcus has been staying in. | was looking through the drawers
for abox where | keep some of my old high school memorabilia, and | ... | ...”

“You what?’

Xander’s eyes widened.

“No, it can't be true,” he said. “It can’t be. He wouldn’t have ...”

Except he did.

“Y ou understand what this means, don’'t you?’ | asked.

Xander started panting like he was struggling to catch his breath, and he said, “You
need to leave. Right now. Hurry. Y ou can go out the back door. Maybe he won't see
your car parked across the street.”

“I’m staying.”

“You can't. It's not safe. He and |, we need to talk. | need to understand. Y ou gotta
get out of here.”

The front door opened, and Marcus came inside.



Xander made afist, attempting to conceal the chain in his hand.

Marcus looked at Xander and then a me. “Well, well, nice seeing you again,
Detective. What brings you by today?’

Xander cleared his throat and said, “The ... ahh, the detective stopped by to ask me a
few more questions. Nothing mgjor.”

Marcus eyes narrowed into tiny dlits. “You know something, little brother ... you've
never been agood liar.”

“I’m not lying. The detective was just leaving.”

Marcus moved his hands to his hips, grunting out a laugh. “Why leave? Stay a while.
I’ll make dinner, and we can all talk. Seems to me like we have a lot to talk about,
wouldn’t you say? We can start with the gold chain you' re hiding from me.”

There was no sense lying about it now.

Marcus had seen it already.

Not that | minded.

If Marcus wanted to get it all out in the open, | was happy to oblige.

| was happy to shoot him too ... | just needed areason, and | hoped he'd give me one.
After what he'd done, it wasthe least | could do.

“Xander found a gold chain in the guest room,” | said. “The same room you're
staying in, Marcus. Care to explain?’



Marcus ran a hand along his chin. “Well now, | wouldn't know. Have you asked
Xander? It's his house, and that room is filled with his stuff. I’d say he has some
explaining to do.”

“1 have some explaining to do?’ Xander asked. “I’d say you have some explaining to
do.”

“Don’'t be coy, brother. Why are you holding out on us?’

“Let me make it clear for you, Marcus,” | said. “Jackson, Aidan, and Owen were
given gold chains by their football coach. Pieces of a gold chain were found at the
crime scene. | saw them this morning when | stopped by to talk to the medical
examiner. Care to know what else we spoke about? Aidan had skin cells beneath his
fingernails.”

“Blah, blah, blah,” Marcus said. “Get to the flipping point.”

“When the murders were committed, the skin cells weren’t a match to anyone in the
database. But skin cells contain DNA, as I’m sure you know. If | suspect someone of
those murders, and the police get a warrant for said person, we could test that
person’'s DNA against the DNA collected twenty years ago. Take a minute to think
about that ... let it marinate. I’ll wait.”

Xander turned toward me, his voice strained as he said, “I had no idea the chain was
even there until afew minutes ago. | swear.”

“1 believeyou,” | said.

Marcus clapped his hands together. “Well, isn’t that sweet? What do you suppose we
do now?”’



| lifted my shirt, showing Marcus the gun | had aimed at his chest.

“Hands up, Marcus,” | said.

“Handsup ... or what?’

“Xander, call the police,” | said.

“He will do no such thing,” Marcus said. “He's a softie. He'd need a backbone to do
that, and he’ s never had one.”

“Call the police, Xander,” | repeated.

Xander wiped hisbrow and said, “I ... uhh ... | don't know ... | ...”

“There’'s only one play here,” | said. “There’s no point defending your brother. He
wasn't going to defend you. Didn’t you hear what he just said? He was trying to
blame you, to make it seem like you' re the guilty one, not him.”

“Don’t listen to her,” Marcus said.

“Both of you, be quiet!” Xander said. “I need to think.”

“There's nothing to think about,” Marcus said. “We can solve this little predicament
we' ve gotten ourselves into here and now. We can makeit all go away.”

“She hasagun,” Xander said.

“Sowhat?” Marcus scoffed. “A gun’s nothing if apersonisn’t prepared to useit.”

“Givemeareason,” | said. “I’ve been waiting for one.”



“Tough words for alittle lady in aflirty little skirt,” Marcus said. “Y ou expect us to
believe you’' re woman enough to pull the trigger? Because | don't.”

“Tell me something ... why keep the gold chain and why bring it here, to your
brother’s house?’

Marcus turned toward Xander and said, “1 bet we can get to her before she gets a shot
off. What do you say?’

“No,” Xander said. “We're not going to hurt her. We're going to let her go.”

“Just how stupid are you?’ Marcus shouted. “We can’t let her go. | mean, we could
have, but you had to go and show her the chain. Thisis your fault. Your mess. You
need to clean it up now for both of us.”

His speech was so convincing, it aimost deserved a round of applause.

Almost.

“Your acting performance yesterday, pretending like you had no idea your brother
was being bullied when he wasin school,” | said. “Well done.”

“Oh, | knew, and | knew all about what happened in the park. Dad told me. Took him
hours to get Xander to admit who'd done it to him.”

“1f your dad knew who was involved, why didn’t he tell the police?’ | asked.

“My dad was the type of person who felt it was best to take matters into our own
hands, if you know what | mean. He didn’t think I’d take it asfar as| did, of course.”

A tear rolled down Xander’s cheek.



He brushed it away and said, “How could you, Marcus?’
“Don't shed a tear for those brats,” Marcus said. “Those kids deserved what
happened to them. Sometimes an example needs to be made, consequences paid. Ask

me, what | did ... it wasjustified.”

Xander’s classmates may have thought Xander had a few screws loose, but the loose
screw wasn't Xander, it was Marcus.

“They were my friends,” Xander said.
“They weren’'t your friends. They hated you. They made fun of you. They made
everyone in school see you as a chump, someone they could do whatever they wanted

to because you didn’t have what it took to stand up for yourself.”

Marcus shot me a wink and then took a step in my direction, testing my resolve. |
welcomed it.

“Take one more step, and | will shoot you,” | said.

“Hold on aminute,” Xander said. “No one needs to shoot anybody. We can work this

out.

“No more small talk,” Marcus said. “ This ends now.”

Xander faced his brother. “I won't let you hurt anyone else.”

“Suit yourself,” Marcus said. “All these years, you haven’t changed abit. It'sjust like
always ... if something needsto be done, | have to do it myself.”

Marcus lunged for the gun.



Xander reached for his brother.

And | fired.
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“Nicework,” Foley said.
“1 wouldn’t say | solved the case like | usually do,” | said. “I just happened to be here
when Xander discovered the gold chain in his guest room drawer. | should have

known it was Marcus after he went out of hisway to lie to me yesterday.”

“1 have no doubt you would have figured it out. Give yourself more credit. This case
wasn’'t solved in twenty years, and you cracked it in less than aweek.”

| may have, but it wasn't like my other cases.

| wasn’t used to a case resolving itself before | figured it out.

I’d shot Marcus in the abdomen. It was enough to put him down, but not enough to
kill him, which was my intention. And it couldn’t have happened at a more perfect
moment. In Marcus wallet, Whitlock found another note we were sure was meant for
Cora The note suggested she should “watch her back,” even though he told the police
the note was meant to scare her, nothing more.

| didn’t believeit.

None of us did.

Xander was shaken up, but once he calmed down enough to talk, the mystery of the
gold chain and how it came to be in the dresser drawer revealed itself.

A few days earlier, Marcus ex had packed up some of his things, telling him he



needed to come by and get them or she was taking it al to the landfill. She’d come
across the piece of jewelry in his nightstand and had thrown it into a shoebox with a
handful of other items. Marcus hadn’t even realized it wasin there.

As Xander was in the guest room, looking for the note Owen had written, he’d moved
the box to the side, and the lid came off, revealing the chain inside. It may have been
two decades, but once he saw it, he remembered seeing the chains around some of the
footballers necks.

To say nothing or tell the truth, knowing what would happen to his brother if he did.
He thought of Cora, and the feelings he’'d had for her at one time.

Today, honesty had prevailed.

As | stood next to Whitlock watching Marcus being wheeled past on a stretcher, | had
one last dig to get in. | leaned down as he went by, smiling as | whispered, “Who's
woman enough now, you little prick?’

| watched Marcus being loaded into the ambulance and then | called Cora. She was
relieved to know the killer was in custody at last. No longer did she need to look over
her shoulder or avoid atown she once called home. She was free, as free as one could
be, given what she' d been through in life.

“1 heard you couldn’t get ahold of Danny earlier today,” | said to Whitlock. “Not that
it matters. No need to keep tabs on him now.”

“He was out fishing with his sister,” Whitlock said. “Left their cell phones in the car.
Guessing we better get Harvey on the horn, give him the good news.”

“Do you want to call him or shall 1?7’



“You cracked it. You make the call.”

| took out my cell phone and then hesitated when a call came into the work line. After
hours, all calls coming into the office forwarded to me. On any other day, | wouldn’t
have answered, but today, something told me | should.

| answered the call and was met with asingle word, “Help.”

Then the line went dead.

Whitlock took one look at my face and said, “What isit? What's wrong?”’

“l can't be sure, but | think | may have just received a call from Valerie. She's
Jackson’s mother.”

“What’ s happened?’

“1 don’t know, but | don’t think it’s good.”

As we raced to my car, | gave Whitlock a quick recap of my visit with Valerie that
morning. He grabbed the passenger-side door handle and said, “I’'m coming with

you.

Ten minutes later, we parked in front of Ray and Valerie's house and sprinted to the
front door, which we found gar. Inside, we heard someone crying, and not just

crying—wailing.

We drew our guns and nodded at one another, creeping inside the house and
following the sounds to the kitchen, where we found Valerie on the floor, hovering
over Ray. Blood was everywhere. On the walls. On the tile floor. On his clothing. On
hers.



“What happened, Valerie?’ | asked.

“I'sRay ... he’'sahh ... he'sdead,” she managed to choke out.

Whitlock tapped me on my shoulder, and | looked up, spotting an elderly gentleman
bending over a chair in the living room. He, too, was bleeding, but he was alive. His
hand was pressed against his |eft breast.

| looked at Whitlock. “There’ safirst aid kit in my car. Grab it for me and call 9-1-1.”

“Roger that,” he said.

| rushed to the older gentleman’s side and said, “Sir, help is on the way. Until then,
we' |l do our best to stop the bleeding.”

He nodded and said, “My nameis Hugo. | am Valerie sfather.”

“What happened here?’

“Y ou the detective who was here earlier today?’ Hugo asked.

“I am.”

“ After you left the house, my daughter called me. She told me what you said, and |
came straight over. She was catching me up on her life, and that’s when she told me
about theabuse. And | ... 1 ...”

Tears gushed down his face like aflooded dam after a heavy rainstorm.

“Take abreath for me, Hugo,” | said.



Another nod, and a deep breath in.

“He came home, you see, and | confronted him,” Hugo said. “I’ll be honest, | wanted
to wrap my hands around the guy’ s neck and squeeze the life out of him.”

“How did he die?’ | asked.

“The three of us were all standing in the kitchen, arguing ... well, more like yelling at
each other. | told him he was finished—at the dealership, with my daughter ... it was
over. | told him everyone would soon know what he did, and I'd make sure no one
within a hundred miles from here would ever hire a scumbag like him.”

Whitlock returned, and we opened the first aid kit, pulling out what we needed to
treat Hugo's wound until the ambulance arrived, which | expected wouldn’t be long.
If I was going to find out how Ray died, | had to do it now.

As | dressed hiswound, | said, “Y ou didn’t tell me how Ray died.”

“All of this ... the house, his job, the car he drives, it's al in my name. When he
realized he was going to lose it al, he grabbed a knife out of the block on the counter,
and he stabbed me. Good thing the sucker had poor aim.”

It was a good thing.

But it failed to explain how Ray was dead and Hugo was alive.

“What happened next?’

“He was getting ready to stab me a second time, and | beat him to it. Grabbed a knife

and plunged it in where | knew it would do the most damage. When | was younger,
back before | got into the auto business, | trained to be a doctor, you see. But |



realized it wasn't for me. Learned a lot, though, and today, |I'd say that training came
in handy.”

| glanced at Valerie, who was staring at her father, but still hadn’t said aword.

“Valerie, do you have anything to add?’ | asked.

“I...ahh ... 1.7

“She doesn’'t,” Hugo said. “My daughter has been through a lot. What do you say we
save any further questions until later?’

“Later, meaning, until after you've had the chance to consult with your lawyer,” |
said.

Hugo grinned. “ Something like that.”

The whine of the ambulance could be heard speeding up the road. It wasn't long
before the house was teeming with police. By then, Hugo's lawyer had arrived, and |
had a feeling his version of the story would stick.

As | stood outside with Whitlock, | asked myself why Valerie had called me and why
she had asked for help. | assumed she was in shock when her father was stabbed and
hadn’'t realized his knife wound wasn't fatal at first. In her desperation, she didn’t
know who to turn to, so she’'d called me.

Hugo could have stabbed Ray like he said he did, but something in Valerie's eyes
when | looked at her told me his version of the story wasn’t an accurate one.

“A penny for athought,” Whitlock said. “What do you say?’



“I’ve been thinking about Hugo's story and whether his version of events is the
truth.”

“ And what have you decided?’

“After giving it some thought, I’ ve decided it isthe version | choose to believe.”

| would tell the same version of the story to Foley and anyone else who asked me. As
far as | was concerned, justice had been served, not once, but twice today.

THE END

Thank you for reading Little Stolen Memories, book nine in the USA Today
bestselling Georgiana Germaine mystery series.

| hope you enjoyed getting to know the characters in this story as much as | have
enjoyed writing them for you. This is a continuing series with more books coming
before and after the one you just read. Y ou can find the series order (as of the date of
this printing) in the “Books by Cheryl Bradshaw” section below.

In Little Empty Promises, book ten in the series:

How far would you go to protect your secret?

As the sun sets over the quaint town of Cambria, California, Cordelia Bennett, a
sprightly seventy-two-year-old librarian, hums a classic tune while tidying up the
bookshelves.

Just as she”s about to lock up for the night, a mysterious sound startles her. She turns.

The fading light reveals a chilling presence in the shadows, and Cordelia realizes
she’ s not alone.



Someone else is there, watching her every move—someone with one agenda in
mind—making sure today is Cordelia’ s last.

What Readers are Saying about the Series:

"Makes you want to keep reading the story into the night.”

" A strong lead character and plenty of drama, it keeps the reader engaged.”

”Leaving you wanting to read more.”

"You fed like you live close by and can see these characters walking by and waving
to you.”

"1 will definitely read more from this author.”

”Kept me on the edge of my seat.”

Want a sneak peek? Here's an exclusive look at chapter one ...
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It was a rather cool day in the Slegpy town of Cambria, California, the brisk frigidity
of fall sweeping through the streets like snow’s first drift. Seventy-one-year-old
Cordelia Bennett walked up and down the aisles of the local library, feather duster in
hand, humming to the tune of Neil Young's “Heart of Gold.” It was her fourth day as
a library volunteer, and she was grateful for the opportunity. It whisked her away
from the quiet of home, a home that held an abundance of bittersweet memories.

One year earlier, Cordelia's husband Marlon had passed away, dashing the plans
they’d made to spend their golden years cruising around the world. His death had
been sudden and unexpected, leaving her in a state of grief. He'd always been her
lifeline, her confidant, the one person who had always made her safe.

She couldn’t travel now.

Not without her trusted companion.

It wouldn’t be the same.

Nothing would ever be the same again.

Tonight was the first time Cordelia was to close the library on her own, and it was of
the utmost importance that everything went to plan. The book drop had been emptied,
book returns had been checked in and reshelved, paper had been added to the
photocopier and fax machine, and al laptops had been turned off and plugged in for

recharging.

As Cordelia did her final rounds, she ran the feather duster along one of the



bookshelves, pausing a moment to ingest a lungful of air. Holding the breath a
moment, she savored a specific aroma, an aroma only timeless, weathered books
could provide. The scent had always reminded her of the subtle fragrance of a
candle—earthy with a slight dash of vanilla.

Pleased she' d checked everything off her list, Cordelia grabbed her handbag out of
the cubby in the back room and made her way to the front door, stopping to switch
off the lights. The sound of what Cordelia imagined was a book falling from one of
the shelves startled her. She stood a moment in silence, trying to pinpoint which
direction it came from, but the room had returned to silence. Cordelia went aisle to
aisle, scanning the floor for any signs of book, but nothing, it seemed, had come off
the shelves.

How odd.

If it isn't abook, what was it?

Taking the inspection a bit further, Cordelia moved to the reading area, thinking she
may have overlooked a book Ieft on one of the tables or chairs.

She found nothing.

She walked to the front desk, scanning the counter and the floor around it.

All wasin order.

And then she heard something else.

A different sound thistime.

Not of something falling.



A sound like ... footsteps.

It couldn’t be.

Shewas aloneinthelibrary.

Cordelia had been sure to lock the doors of the library after the last person departed.
Then she' d checked the handle, ensuring the door was locked.

The moon’s light filtered through the window, and Cordelia froze. She could have
sworn she’ d seen movement on the opposite side of the room. But had she?

“Hello?’ she asked. “Is anyone there?’

She’'d asked as more of a formality, believing her mind was playing tricks on her,
until a shadowy figure stepped out from behind a bookcase.

Stunned, Cordelia said, “You can't be here. The library is closed now. It opens at
nineif you wish to return. Come along. I'll let you out.”

But the figure didn’t “come aong,” as she'd suggested. The figure remained
motionless, confusing Cordelia even more. A thought ran through her mind. It was
possible she was dealing with a homeless individual who had nowhere to go and, as
such, had decided to seek refuge for the evening.

“Excuse me,” Cordelia said. “Is there a reason you are refusing to leave? Do you
have anywhere else you can go?’

She hoped for an answer this time, but once again, she was met with silence.

A second thought presented itself, one Cordelia didn't want to entertain. It was
enough to make her reach into her handbag, taking her time as she fumbled around,



her hand coming to land on a gun. It was the tiniest of things, a gift from Marlon.
She’'d scoffed when he'd given it to her years before, saying she had no use for a
firearm.

Upon bestowing it to her, Marlon had said, “If the need should ever arise, al you
have to remember isto point and shoot, dear.”

The need had never arisen—until now.

And what’'s more, the gun had never been fired before.

Cordeiadidn’t even know what would happen if she tried.

Hands shaking, she raised the gun in front of her, searching for the words she wanted
to say.

“1 don’t know who you are or why you're here, but I’'m leaving now,” she said.

“You'’re not going anywhere.”

The words had been grunted in such a way to make Cordelia believe the person she
was dealing with was going through great effort to mask his voice.

“Likel said, I'm leaving,” Cordelia said. “Y ou should do the same.”

“What did you see?’

“1 beg your pardon?’

“What. Did. You. See?’

“1’m not sure what you' re talking about. What did | see ... when?”’



“Y ou know when.”

“I"m afraid not.”

“What did you see here, in the library?’

“1 see lots of things each day. Can you be more specific?’

“ Stop toying with me.”

“1 can assure you, there’'s no toying involved.” There was a click, a sound that made
Cordeliafear she wasn't the only one holding a gun. “Y ou should know, I’m armed.”

“Makes two of us.”

“I’m not afraid to fire, if necessary. Though I’ d rather not.”

“It'stoo late.”

Too late for what?

With the door to the library locked, Cordelia would have to turn her back on the man
to unlock it, a measure too risky to take.

“l see we're at an impasse,” she said. “I don’'t know what | saw or why it’s too late.
Can we agree to disagree and call it anight?’

“We can call it anight after you're dead.”

Cordelia replayed the words in her mind a few times, her heart racing as she found
herself out of ideas and with nowhere to turn.



“Do you think I'm afraid to die?’ she asked. “I’m not.”

It was a half-truth at best, but she was hoping to appeal to the intruder’ s humanity.

Maybe if she could do that, there was still away out.

“Ever since my husband died, I’ve been a shell of the person,” she added. “He was
my everything. | lived to breathe the air around him. I miss the sound of hisvoice, the
way his smile brightened the darkest of days. And his smell ... | sit in his car
sometimes just so | can be reminded of it. Without him, I’ ve struggled to find my way
forward. But | believe even in our darkest of days, there is always a way forward.
Wouldn't you agree?’

It was quiet for some time, and then there was a loud popping sound, followed by a
pain ... astabbing pain in Cordelia’s chest.

She sagged to the ground, clutching her heart as she whispered, “I’ll be seeing you,
Marlon. I'll be seeing you soon.”

| hope you enjoyed the sneak peek!



