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CHAPTER 1

 


It was kind of bittersweet
returning home from Carolsburg. Returning home to a victory but no
reward was actually kind of humbling. On the one hand, I felt
justified in knowing that I had the ability to solve a 40-year old
case. Even if I wasn’t able to get a detective’s license, I was the
one that solved what the CIA, FBI, and all other law enforcement
agencies couldn’t. I felt victorious. Still, even though I hadn’t
admitted it, I had already begun to spend my share of the half
million-dollar reward. I had envisioned shedding myself of my old
ratty apartment and clothed myself with a new palatial home
complete with domestic servants and a few really cool cars to sport
around town. Now, I was coming home with nothing more than
heartfelt thanks from the state department and a few letters of
gratitude from the families that now had closure. Yes, it was
bittersweet.


On the ride home from the airport
I thought a lot about old Samuel Watkins and how he tried to brush
me off with his brusque demeanor when we first met. But I
eventually won him over and he told me everything he would never
tell anyone else. I guess it was all those times I had spent with
my great grandpa that helped me build a relationship that allowed
Watkins to trust me enough to open up.


He was smarter than most people
gave him credit for. A lot of people saw him as just a crotchety
old man, but he was more than that. I knew he didn’t have too long
to live but what time he had left would be spent knowing that he
had done all he could to get justice for his wife and all those
other people that Jon Thorp murdered.


It was nice to get adjusted to my
own space after the last few months in the country. While it wasn’t
a big metropolitan city, there still was a lot more life than what
I had seen in Carolsburg. Yes, I was glad to be home but I could
already sense that I would need some time to readjust. Even the
streetlights seemed to be blinding and I wondered to myself how I
was able to stand them before.


The taxi pulled up to my
brownstone just before nightfall. I paid the guy and gave him a
generous tip to bring my luggage upstairs. A scruffy little man, he
smelled of cigar smoke and something else I couldn’t put my finger
on. He took my money but he wasn’t at all happy about it. He
mumbled something underneath his breath that I couldn’t understand
and walked around to the trunk to retrieve my things. I led him up
the stairway to my third floor as he grumbled the entire way. Sorry
fella. I’m sorry I don’t have the kind of cash to live in a
penthouse apartment in Manhattan with an elevator. My thoughts fell
back to the half-million dollar reward that was almost in my grasp.
No sense dwelling on what might have been.


I shook my head to clear away the
thought as much as to clear away the sleep that was fighting to
overtake me. My last case had left me entirely exhausted and all I
wanted to do was to sleep. He dropped the luggage just inside my
door and was off before I could even utter a thank you. Well, so
much for being generous. He was probably going to spend it at the
nearest bar first chance he got.


I tried to close the door to my
apartment but he had dropped the luggage right in the doorway so I
used my foot to push them out of the way. I locked it and threw
back the deadbolts and fastened the chain. Nope, you’re not in the
country anymore. Here if you didn’t have at least three locks on
your door it was tantamount to leaving your door open to anyone
that walked by.


I had only two thoughts on my
mind. I hadn’t spoken to Mark since before I left town and I just
felt like I needed to hear his voice so I could sleep better. After
all, he was the only family I had to speak of. I picked up my cell
phone and started to punch in his number but the power bar flashed
red. Battery power 10%. I hadn’t charged it up since I had left
Carolsburg. I tossed the phone on the sofa and headed for the
kitchen to call from the landline. It seemed old fashioned to use a
landline, with all the new technology available today. It felt
strange to actually punch in the numbers on the phone, but it
worked just the same.


The call went straight to
voicemail so I left a message. “Hey Mark. Just letting you know
that I’m back in town. Let’s get together soon so I can catch you
up on all that’s been going on. Call me when you get this message…
Actually call me tomorrow. I think I need to get a little shut-eye
right now, I’m pretty beat.” I hung up the phone feeling that I had
successfully executed my sisterly duty and could now go to sleep
with a clear conscious.


Out of habit I turned and opened
the refrigerator. Standing in the doorway even the cold icy blast
from within couldn’t force the sleep from my eyes. I stood there
for a few seconds gazing into the cavernous space, the light from
within shining down on nothing. I had cleaned it out before I left
so all that was there to munch on was a half-empty jar of mustard
and a bottle of mineral water. I slammed the door shut and headed
off to my bedroom where I immediately set about taking care of my
second thought. I fell across the bed face down and before I knew
anything, I fell into an exhausted stupor.


The incessant ringing in my ear
was driving me crazy and I couldn’t figure out how to stop it,
absolutely unbearable. The sounds of the town began to come alive
and I wasn’t prepared for it yet. My body was here on Harper’s
Island but my mind hadn’t caught up. I had to learn how to readjust
to the craziness that had been a part of my life for so
long.


After a few minutes of tossing
and turning I finally realized that it wasn’t the sound of the city
I heard. It was the sound of my telephone ringing. I sat up in bed,
still fully clothed from the journey. I didn’t know what time it
was but one look out of the window told me it was still dark
outside. “Must be Mark,” I thought to myself; only he would annoy
me by returning my call before daylight.


I was just about to get up and
answer it when the incessant ringing finally stopped. Thank
goodness. I jumped up and pulled off my clothes and fell back to
sleep almost instantly. But it was short lived. Only a short while
later, my sleep was disrupted once again by a pounding at my
door.


“Geez!” I muttered out loud. “Who
is it?” I shouted at the door.


“Anita! It’s Lucas, Mark’s
roommate.”


I scratched my head and wondered
why he would come to my door at such an ungodly hour. Slipping out
of bed, I suddenly realized how cold it was. I hadn’t turned on any
heat at all. I grabbed an old tattered blanket from across the bed
and wrapped it around my shoulders.


“What do you want, Lucas? Do you
know what time it is?” Hey, I didn’t even know what time it was but
I’m sure he did.


“I really need to talk to you,”
he shouted through the door. “It’s urgent.”


At this point I didn’t know if I
should be frustrated or angry at his incessant banging. Then I
thought of my neighbors. The way he pounded on my door, he could
wake up the dead, which would be better than waking up Mrs.
Clarkson across the hall. I’d never hear the end of it.


“Just a minute,” I finally
conceded. “Stop all that racket before the landlord throws us both
out of here.”


The noise suddenly stopped and I
had a moment to clear my head. I threw on a pair of jeans and
slipped into a pair of nice warm slippers and padded into the
living room to open the door. It probably took a bit longer to
throw back the deadbolts because I was still wiping the sleep from
my eyes but I finally got it. Opening the door, I stepped back to
let Lucas enter. He came in so fast that I actually felt a chill in
his wake.


“What is it, Lucas? Couldn’t it
wait until morning? I just got back in town.”


“I know. I heard the message you
left for Mark and I tried to call but you didn’t
answer.”


I looked over at the clock
flashing on the bookcase. 4:14 in the morning. Geez, I just got
home three hours ago. Studying the young man standing across from
me, even in my half-sleep state I could tell something was wrong.
His face was etched with worry lines and his shoulders were hunched
over as he immediately started to pace the floor. Wait a minute.
Did he say that he heard the message I left for Mark? How could
that be? I called Mark’s cell phone and left a voice mail. Mark was
never without his cell phone. The sleep was quickly leaving me
now.


“What’s happened?” I asked, my
heart suddenly pounding in my chest.


“I-I-I don’t really know what
happened, “he said. “I’m just worried. I haven’t seen or heard from
Mark in two days.”


I reached out, grabbed Lucas, and
pulled him further into my apartment. Shutting the door, I took a
minute to process his words. Something failed to compute as I
fought hard to understand.


“What do you mean you haven’t
seen him?” I asked, trying to keep from losing my cool.


“I - I don’t know what happened.
He was supposed to meet me at the campus lounge on Wednesday but he
never showed up.” Lucas paced the floor again and I couldn’t stand
it.


I grabbed his arms to stop him
from moving around. “OK. Lucas. Stop this and tell me exactly what
happened.”


“That’s all I know,” he said. “He
just disappeared.”


“Did you check with Amy? Maybe
he’s with Amy.” I said, trying to comfort myself more than
Lucas.


“I called her but she never
returned my call.”


The chill in the room suddenly
got colder.


“So you haven’t talked to Amy?” I
asked.


“No, not yet. But I don’t think
she’s with him.”


“Why’s that?”


“Because I talked to her friend,
Jamie. She said they weren’t together.”


“So, you’ve talked to
Jamie?”


“Yeah.”
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