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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      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 alone … 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.

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

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

      “You don’t need Owen in order to dance,” Aubree said.

      “I know. It’s just … we’re supposed to go for a walk.”

      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 a while.”

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

      “When?” Cora asked.

      Jackson shrugged. “I dunno. Been a while, I 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 a few 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, he isn’t now.”

      “What did you say?” Aubree asked.

      Cora walked over to the stereo and lowered the volume. “Owen’s not outside. I mean, he’s not answering when I call his name.”

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

      “You can say they’re having sex,” Aubree said. “We’re eighteen, for heaven’s sake.”

      Cora walked 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’s insides.

      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?”

      “I can’t find Owen,” Cora said. “When did you last see him?”

      Brynn ran a hand through her short, auburn hair. “Ahh … I haven’t seen him since we arrived, I 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 this time.

      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 us for lying about where we are this weekend. I don’t know about you two, but I’m not interested in being grounded all summer.”

      “I get it, but I’m scared,” Brynn said. “I want to call my mom.”

      Cora considered their situation for a moment and said, “Give me a little time. If I 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. “You’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 almost 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? Is 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.

      Cora rushed 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?”

      “Hit me, and I … I fell. Need … go home. You … out of here.”

      “I’m going to get help. I’ll be right back. I 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          20 YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      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 I felt restless, waiting for a new investigation to get my blood pumping again.

      I 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 I decided not to mention.

      “It is,” I said. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for Georgiana Germaine.”

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

      We shook hands, and she said, “My mother is friends with your Aunt Laura. Laura suggested I stop in to talk to you. I’m looking for information on someone from my past.”

      “I investigate homicides, but if you’re looking to find someone, I can set up a meeting for you with Lilia Hunter, one of my partners. She specializes in that kind of thing.”

      She shook her head, saying, “Oh, no. I don’t think you understand. The person I want you to find … well, I don’t know how else to explain. About twenty years ago, my best friends were murdered. The case was never solved, and I 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 I couldn’t deny the feeling of elation I was experiencing.

      “Why don’t we have a seat?” I suggested. “And you can tell me all about it.”

      She walked over to my desk and sat down.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Cora Callahan.”

      Cora Callahan.

      I knew her story well.

      Everyone in Cambria did.

      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.

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

      Cora stared down at her hands, clenching them like she was trying to get them to stop shaking. “For a long time, I didn’t even like to think about what happened back then. Every time I did, I’d just get frustrated. There’s so much I 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 a way to block it out.

      “Not long after the murders, you moved away,” I said. “I’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 I can to make him my primary focus, I can’t stop thinking about that night at the cabin.”

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

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

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

      “Before I get into it, I guess I should make sure you’re willing to take the case.”

      I was willing all right, and I couldn’t wait to dive in.

      “Of course I’ll take your case,” I 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.”

      I 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. I remembered him discussing the case with me. Not being able to solve it before he retired had been one of his biggest regrets.

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

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

      I 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 me in a story 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’s a little dry.”

      I 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 is fine.”

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

      “It 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 always considered him a friend until our senior year of high school.”

      “What changed?”

      “I don’t know. Comments from my friends, I 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, I realized they were right.”

      “Did you get the chance to tell him before … what happened?”

      “I didn’t. After his funeral, 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 I had feelings for him, and when I did, he was just … taken from me in the worst possible way. It doesn’t seem fair.”

      “It isn’t,” I said. “I know about your case. I seem to recall there were six of you at the cabin that night.”

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

      “Your survival touched everyone in this town. When people found out you were alive, it was like 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, it isn’t,” I said. “I’ll find the bastard, and together, we’ll make sure he pays for what he did.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

        

      

    

    
      My quip about how I’d “find the bastard” went over well. Cora cracked a slight smile, and what’s more, she looked at me like she was feeling something she hadn’t felt in a long time—hope.

      “I’ll tell you everything I can remember about the night at the cabin,” she said, “As long as you understand I 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. I was sitting in my grandmother’s recliner, and Aubree said something about not seeing Owen for a while.”

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

      “I’m not sure. Jackson said Owen had gone outside to get something out of the car, so I opened the front door and looked out, but I didn’t see him anywhere. I started to panic, and I decided to search the house. When I 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?” I 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. I wish we would have locked every door and every window and made those calls.”

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

      Cora pressed her head into her hands. “It was my fault. I 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. I suggested I’d go and look for the guys, and I said if I 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?”

      “I remember how quiet it was—too quiet. I’d been going to my grandmother’s cabin ever since I was a kid, and it had never been as quiet as it was that night. It was almost as if all the critters in the forest had all run away. I decided to look through the binoculars, and that’s when I thought I saw something move.”

      “What did you think it was?”

      “I had no idea, at first. Part of me was scared. The other part was filled with adrenaline. All I was focusing on was finding Owen and the others. So when I saw movement, I just … I 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 alive?”

      “Yeah, and he was trying to talk to me, to tell me something … warn me, I think.”

      “Do you remember what he said?”

      “I remember his mouth moving, and me crouching down. I said something to him, but I’m not sure what. I just remember how I felt, like I 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, I remember standing. I looked toward the cabin and started running … and then … and then … he was there. He was right there in front of me.”

      Cora pressed a hand to her chest as if struggling to breathe.

      “Take a few sips of water,” I 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, I want to continue. I have to—for them. All these years of hiding, I should have been stronger. I should have pushed to keep the investigation open until the killer was found, and I … I 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. I 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. I haven’t. I’m a recluse, only going out when I have no choice. I guess the way I 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,” I 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 I waited, hoping she’d find a way to finish the conversation she’d started. There was so much more I hoped to ask, but I didn’t want to push—not too hard, not if she wasn’t ready.

      Cora took a few 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. I remember he had something in his hand, but it was hard to tell in the dark … a baseball bat or a big piece of wood, maybe.”

      “Did he say anything to you?”

      “Not before he hit me. But after, when I was lying on the ground, he crouched down beside me, and I swear he whispered something in my ear. I figured he thought I was dying. Maybe I was … I don’t know how I survived when everyone else didn’t. The doctor told my parents the impact of the hit I’d taken wasn’t as hard as it was for the others.”

      I 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 I was hit on the head, and I 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?”

      “I think I passed out. I don’t know how long I laid there, but at some point, I woke up. I didn’t move for a long time. I worried the man was still there somewhere, watching me. After a while, I worked up the courage to stand, and I made my way back to the cabin as fast as I could. I thought about Aubree and Brynn and hoped they were alive, but when I opened the door and stepped inside, that’s when I … when I 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 I could say would ease the pain she’d experienced then and was still experiencing now, so I said the only thing I 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 I cared about what she’d been through.

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

      I 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?” I asked.

      “I ran to the kitchen and grabbed the sharpest knife I could find. Then I called my parents. As I explained what happened, my mom became frantic. I 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 I knew how to shoot.”

      “How?”

      “My family went camping a lot when I was in high school. My dad would save pop bottles for our trips, so we could use them for target practice. He knew I 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. I 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. I figured he thought he’d killed us all.”

      A fortunate misjudgment 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,” I said. “He was one of the detectives who worked on your case. He’s also my stepfather now, though I presume you know that.”

      “I do. Yeah, he got there a lot faster than I 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?”

      “I don’t think so. I 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. I remember hearing his footsteps as he walked up the stairs, and then he approached the door and knocked on it. He asked if I was inside the bedroom and if I was all right.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I didn’t respond at first. How was I 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 I asked him to slide his badge under the door so I could prove he was telling the truth.”

      “Did you let Harvey in after he verified his identity?” I asked.

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

      Cora closed her eyes, taking a deep breath in.

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

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

      Indeed.

      “Who owns the cabin now?” I asked.

      “It’s still in the family … except we haven’t been back there since the murders happened.”

      “Any idea where I can get my hands on a key?”

      “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 always regretted not solving the murders before he retired.”

      “My mother told me he still stops by their house every once in a while to ask how I’m doing. It means a lot to me.”

      “Yeah, he’s one of the good ones.”

      I tapped my pen to the desk, thinking. “Who all knew about your plan to go to the cabin that summer weekend?”

      “No one except the six of us, as far as I 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 lie to 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?”

      “I didn’t, but I 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,” I 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. I 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 a woman?”

      Cora tapped a finger to the top of the desk. “He was tall … and big.”

      “When you say big⁠—”

      “I 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. I sorta felt like it was an older man? But I don’t know for sure. I wish I did. I sat through so many interviews the first year after it happened, trying to remember anything I could to help them catch the guy. In the end, it didn’t matter. Nothing I 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 a list of any classmates the six of you may have had a problem with back then?”

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

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

      “I think so. There are a few boxes of my things in my parents’ garage. I’ll go through them and see if I can find it.”

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

      “All right. Anything else?”

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

      “One more thing. I’d like to know where everyone was located when they were attacked,” I 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 I found Jackson. If I would have walked a bit farther, I would have seen him too.”

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

      Cora sniffled and nodded, wiping a tear 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. I don’t think I can handle dragging this all up again if there’s not a different result.”

      I leaned forward and took her hand in mine, looking her straight in the eye as I said, “I’ll make you a promise, right here and now. I’ll give this case everything I’ve got. I won’t stop looking until I 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,” I said as I opened the screen door. “I’m sorry I 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 a magical 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, I said, “Like I was saying before … since I didn’t make Sunday dinner, I wanted to stop by and say hello today.”

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

      “A visit from you is always welcome, dear,” she said. “But I must say, I always know when you’re not telling the truth. You’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?”
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