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Dearest Caitlyn...

I still remember. Even after all these years, when hope seems to follow the same cycle as time itself, seasons reborn again and again. Endless repetitions of sun-splashed days, then others when the clouds would encroach, looming dark with the promise of rain. Angry thunderstorms. Showers without rainbows, rain without refreshment. As memories breathe, reawakening and taking flight like butterflies before inevitably falling back to earth...withering away like autumn leaves. 

The days that have passed since you’ve been gone have been empty of all but sorrow, each one like a black mark. The bane of beauty—of youthfulness—is that it never lasts. Progress means change: we grow older, we sometimes grow apart, and if we’re fortunate enough we also grow wiser in the process. Like anything precious, youth is a gift, one that was taken from you much too quickly. No, taken isn’t quite right...it was stolen, even as you were stolen from us. 

I seek solace for this pain, an attempt to reconcile loss with purpose. So much remains hidden from me, though I never stop seeking the answer to what happened to you...as those who love you search restlessly for some remnant of your passage. In the meantime, I have only our memories.

I still remember everything, sister, every little moment that we spent together. Do you? 

Once upon a time, we were young and naïve, and so were our dreams. We would bound through goldenrod fields—like the untended gardens of God—as if the world belonged to no one else but us, our private and sacred Eden. Who could blame us for such delusions? Our backyard was an ocean of waist-high crabgrass, tickling our legs and arms as we giggled and ran. There was no fence to shut us in, just Mom and Dad’s neglected warnings and the majestic firs that lined the edge of the woods, like soldiers standing at attention. (Remember how we used to make believe, imagining them as soldiers, our proud, arboreal guardians?)

The forest was a suitable barrier, but our reckoning of the trees reaching impossibly high into the sky was not one that held any bitterness. Nature was our friend, even those trees. Fireflies captivated us, igniting the darkness like sparks rising from a campfire. Birds soared through the clear blue skies, reflecting that spirit of freedom that beat in our hearts. We longed to join them, take flight to worlds beyond the only one we ever knew. How were we to know that things could never be better than what we already had...because we had each other. Everything around us—yes, even the wind—seemed to speak to a unique privilege that we two sisters might well imagine to be exclusive to us. All those secrets we shared.

Tell me, Caitlyn: are there secrets that you still keep? Is there one big secret that remains untold, that you kept, even from me...one that you might have taken with you? Or are you the secret, someone’s forbidden treasure? It seems that if I knew the answer to that question then I could have a sort of fragile peace. I might at least manage to finally sleep through the night.  

Maybe.  

For now, my consolation is in the past. I wrap myself up in memory like a heavy quilt pulled tight around my body in order to fend off another cold winter night. 

Every day since you vanished has felt a little like winter. Every moment is tinged with it, like the lacy frost on the corners of windows or the frozen daggers of icicles stabbing down from the eaves. If I could just glimpse your face—see your smile again—it would melt all the ice away. 

When we were young winter was a magical time. Fields wrapped in white secrets like the mystery of the packages placed beneath the Christmas tree. Steaming mugs of hot cocoa and warm sugar cookies seemed almost like the sacred elements of Communion, because while God might not have been in everything we could touch and feel and see, he was nonetheless everywhere around us.  

Daddy taught us very early on how important praying was, and that practice never left us. It got us through some rough times: we both had boyfriends that turned out to be heartless knaves...the villains of our kingdom. We had other heartaches as well, like the time that Jake, our black lab, got hit by that logging truck out on Highway 56. But, like Daddy and Mommy, God was always there. We couldn’t see him, but boy we could sense he was lingering nearby, watching over us. Who needs guardian angels when we have our Heavenly Father? 

Those carefree days of youth seemed to go on forever. We didn’t think about tomorrow, not because we were horrified by the thought of growing older but because it seemed as distant a thing as the stars we used to wish upon when we lay next to each other, the rough shingles against the thin fabric of our pajamas. I was a novice astronomer but you still marveled over how I could recognize the long handle of the Big Dipper. The North Star. Venus. You would look at me without saying a word but had a smile playing at the corner of your lips and eyes that were so full of love that it made me feel amazing. Being your big sister made me feel ten feet tall. 

We would sit like that for hours, holding each other’s hands, staring up at the sky like we were sharing some kind of delicious secret—just us and God’s creation—long after Daddy and Mommy had gone to bed and the house had grown quiet. Just the two of us in the silence, reclining on the tilted roof like we were in the grandest planetarium. Like we were the only two people in the universe. If there was one thing I learned from our childhood together it was this: you don’t have to have a lot to be rich. I had my sister, and that was always enough, even though I never really stopped to think about it at the time. Not like I do now. 

This was the house on the very edge of town—on Deer Creek Road—the one that I think is the most precious of them all. It is certainly the one I remember best. Even though we moved even further from town later on—(Dad was always talking about trying to “escape” people, that he had more than enough of being around them during the work week, even though Griffith Falls is pretty small compared to the suburbs of Seattle, where he eventually ended up anyways)—Griffith Falls was small enough that, no matter where you were—in or outside the town limits—the sky was always clear enough to witness the stars displayed in all their glory. There’s no smog out here, unless you count the smoke that the lumberyard belches out, but that’s miles away. 

Silence is something you grow accustomed to when you live out in the woods like we did. It was always so comforting, but since you’ve been gone it seems like there’s too much space to try and fill now, and the silence drives me a little crazy sometimes. My thoughts do that—they’re like ghosts constantly accusing me, reminding me of how I failed you, how I was supposed to be your guardian—like those trees that we used to pretend were mighty soldiers or the ramparts of a fort or castle. Your hero. 

I’m sorry. So very sorry. Although I’ve launched those words into the darkness a million times they always seem to fall back down upon me, piercing my soul like darts. Words are, of course, never sufficient. Not even close. Neither are my tears, though I’ve cried enough to drown in them. Wherever you are, I hope you’re still alive. That you’re okay. I’ve gotta believe that, even though they tell me that there is no evidence for believing it and very little chance of finding you...that if we do somehow find you the chances of you being alive are infinitesimally small.  

Even when no one admits to what they think I can see it in the way people look at me sometimes...that I’m in denial. They feel sorry for me. I see these things in their faces before they can quickly turn away, as if in shame. But you need to know that they’ll never take my hope away. The hope that one day I will find you, and that when I do you’ll still be alive.

It is that hope that keeps me going, motivates me to get up in the morning. Then again, what kind of sister would I be if I just gave up?  
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SHE’S ALIVE.

Audrey stared at those two words that had appeared on her phone when the text from an unknown number had come through. The world was dissolving away around her, all the faces and voices melting into the ether. She was aware of her heart beating, the rush of blood in her ears. She could feel those sensations, and little else. 

She was sitting in Caffiends, Griffith Falls’ little coffee shop, her phone in her hand, the hustle and bustle of the late morning starting to pick up as the locals began to filter inside, along with the smattering of tourists that had taken advantage of a lull between seasons.  Most were still wrapped up in their windbreakers and coats and sweaters and waddling along the thoroughfares like penguins, the early morning chill still managing to cling on against the rising sun.

She read the text again. Those two words staring back at her. Perhaps they had been sent to her as a taunt, someone’s idea of a cruel joke. Or—if she dared to believe it—confirmation of what her heart had refused to let go of for so long.

SHE’S ALIVE.

Audrey placed her phone gently on the table and pried her eyes from it, reaching out with a trembling hand to clutch her steaming mug of caramel macchiato. Cupping the mug in both hands, she drew the brim to her lips, bowing her head into the steam like some Old West wanderer hunched over a campfire. Her gaze drifted to the window, but she could feel the phone lingering in her periphery, beckoning her. For now, she ignored it by a sheer act of will.

The solemn gray sky was a widow’s veil of milky cirrhus clouds, pressed low across the tops of sleeping firs. The erratic traffic of passersby, clinging to their jackets and coats as if afraid they might be snatched away at any moment, provided an ever-changing shift of colors and shapes. Beyond them was the lazy crawl of vehicles poking along through the town square. She looked out at the cars and the people but was only vaguely aware of their presence. 

Don’t believe it, the voice in her head warned her. Don’t you dare believe it before you have genuine confirmation. Then a question arose in response: And how, exactly, do you propose we do that? The endlessly frustrating, altogether exhausting fact of the matter was that false leads and dead-end trails were never known to be so until they were proven to be. Audrey had made the commitment a long time ago to following through on each and every lead that might emerge, regardless of the unlikelihood that the tip would yield some tangible result. It might be a promise made to a ghost, but it was her duty and she would do it every time. 

Unable to resist the temptation any longer, her eyes drifted back to the phone. She stared blankly at the blank screen, as if not really sure what it was that she was looking at. A moment later she was about to punch in Ryan’s number when she spotted him across the room, bursting through the door, his eyes wide as he frantically searched for her. When his gaze finally lighted upon her, his smile widened and he hurried toward her, weaving through the crowd like a slalom skier. 

He was so excited about whatever it was he wanted to tell her that he didn’t immediately notice her troubled expression. Instead, he slid into the booth across from her and folded his hands together. “So...” he said, gesturing with his chin toward the manuscript lying on the table next to her. “What’d you think?”

Audrey blinked, cocking her head as she tried to realign her thoughts, working her way through the shock of the text she’d just received in order to figure out what it was he was even talking about. Oh, yes, the manuscript. The novel. 

“It’s...” she hesitated; her throat had suddenly gotten very dry. She swallowed hard. “It’s quite good, Ryan. Of course, I haven’t finished the whole thing, but—” 

“But you like it...so far, at least?” He asked, as if he was the fangirl and not her. He was leaning forward, eyes wide, lips trembling in anticipation. 

“I do...”

His expression slowly deflated like a balloon. “But...” His face clouded.  “What is it? Something wrong? Did you not like how I worked in the murder-for-hire subplot?” He shook his head vigorously in regret. “Oh, I was a little worried about that part, too. It’s not realistic enough, is it?”  

Audrey leaned forward, grabbing his hands in both of hers. That physical touch seemed to finally snap her out of the trance she’d been lulled into by the anonymous message she’d received. “I’m sorry—it’s nothing like that,” she explained. “In fact, it has nothing to do with your story. I’ve been a bit distracted, but I think if you let me explain...”

“Of course,” he said, his face twisting into an expression of genuine concern. Now he was finally paying attention, focused on her. “Forget the book, it’s not important. What’s wrong?” 

She tapped the table thoughtfully with the index finger of her right hand, the phone just an inch or two away.  She took a deep breath, her expression ominous, before she finally unlocked the screen with a swipe of her finger. She slid it toward him slowly, like a bribe. “I received this text just a few minutes ago,” she said softly. 

Searching her face, Ryan reached for the phone and plucked it off the table. He examined the text, blinking before gasping and handing the phone back to her. “Is this...is it true?”

Audrey shrugged. “Who knows? Chances are it’s someone’s idea of a prank.”

“Or it might be the first break in years...it could be the biggest lead since Caitlyn’s disappearance.”

“Right,” Audrey said. “Then again, I don’t want to get my hopes up.”

“But you have no choice but to follow up, right?” Ryan asked. “I mean, you’ve gotta see if there’s anything to this.” 

Audrey smiled softly, the sadness lingering in her eyes.  Hesitating, she stared out the window. “It’s been so long, Ryan. The pain...well, I’ve come to adapt to it but it never really goes away, and the shame—feeling that I’m somehow at fault—certainly doesn’t.” She glanced down at the phone. “I want to call whoever this is, see what they have to say, but I’m nervous. Actually, I’m terrified. If I buy into believing that this mystery person has some sort of information key to finding my sister and it just turns out to be a hoax I feel like my heart will break all over again. More than that, actually. That maybe instead of my heart breaking it will just shatter this time. I’m...” she drifted off, gazing out the window once again, this time viewing the patchwork crowd through a shimmer of tears. Struggling to compose herself, she finally continued: “Anymore, I just don’t know what’s worse: False hope or no hope at all. In fact, sometimes I feel like the latter might be better. You can only hold out faith for something for so long.”

“Listen,” Ryan said, squeezing her hand. “I realize that I don’t have any idea how difficult this must be for you but I have lost someone before, too. If there’s even a remote chance that there’s any legitimacy to any of this, you have to follow up...exhaust every avenue of possibility. You can’t give up.” He leaned back in his seat, eyes never leaving her. “Then again, I think you already know that.”

Slowly, Audrey nodded. “I do know that.” She smiled weakly at him. “But I needed the reminder. Thanks for being here with me.” She returned a reassuring squeeze of his hand. “I’m so glad you’re back.” 

“Me too. I was away for much too long. London was amazing. Quaint. Rambling around the bustling city while trying not to get run over by those speedy little black cabs driving on the wrong side of the street...”

Audrey laughed out loud. 

“In all honesty, the whole time I was over there I was really just thinking of you.”  He started to speak again but then seemed to reconsider. He stared down at his lap. “If nothing else, that trip—the separation from each other we experienced for a time—only reminded me of how important all of this is...this thing we have. How important you are to me. That’s why the news about the contract for this latest book is so important...why I was so excited this morning. It’s not just about the book, you know? It means that I can hang around for a while. Instead of a hotel, I can rent an apartment...or even a house. I don’t really care. All I know is that I don’t want to be away from you again if I can help it.” 

Audrey felt her chest hitch. The iron resolve that she had relied upon for so long was crumbling, pouring out of her like water through a sieve. She felt as if her life had demanded an assertiveness that had become second nature, and that mentality had lasted for so long that it was hard to readjust to having someone now who wanted to help take care of her. At some point in the process of private introspection, she had concluded that this assertiveness had been a way for her to insulate herself from the hollow feeling of being single for so long. A way to keep herself propped up—and put together—when the demands of everyday life strained her sanity as a woman and a police officer. Now, with the added responsibility of caring for her ailing father, she had had no choice but to shoulder those responsibilities alone. 

Then Ryan had returned and it felt like the weight of the world she’d been carrying on her shoulders had eased a little, a feeling only tempered by the thought of him leaving again for the next faraway adventure. The words he had just spoken couldn’t have come at a better time. 

“I guess I wouldn’t mind if you hung around Griffith Falls for a while,” she said coyly. Her tone might not have betrayed her true feelings but the mischievous smile playing at the corners of her lips did. 

Grinning, he leaned forward, scooping up both of her hands delicately in his own. He looked into her eyes, and Audrey could see the deep concern and care reflected there. “I wanted to tell you something I’ve been waiting a long, long time to say. After all this madness had finally calmed down.” She saw in his expression a tenderness. A vulnerability. “Audrey...I love you. I can’t imagine being with anyone else. I couldn’t wait to get back here so that I could say those words, face to face.”

A tear slipped down her cheek, her lips trembling. “I love you, too,” she said softly, surprising herself a little, first by how easily the words had come, and second in how good—how genuine—the sentiment was, now that it was spoken aloud. Putting voice to those words seemed at the same time to be an absolute surrender and the peace of a silent victory...an admission long in coming. “Right now, you’re the most important person in my life, the only one that I really need to have by my side. To support me. I need you for that, Ryan.”

“And I’ll be here,” he said. “I promise.” 

She let go of his hands and scooped up her phone. She stared at the message for what seemed like an eternity. Then she looked back at Ryan with a tentative smile. “Guess I need to stop dragging my feet and make this call, huh?” 
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Caitlyn,

This is just one grand game of hide and seek. That’s what I try to tell myself. I can’t let the fear take over, though it’s pressing in from every side, like the deepest darkest night, threatening to suffocate me in its heartless grip. I fight against those fears, remaining relentless in my vigilance. Stubborn. Resistance to the worst thoughts my mind can conjure up means I must keep busy—keep going—diligently committed to my work. Focusing on that keeps my attention off the worst imaginations, though those thoughts are always on the periphery, hovering there like creatures in the shadows. 

Caitlyn...where’d you go? Are you out there somewhere, praying, wondering when your family will finally find you? Do you wonder, at least in the darkest moments, whether or not we’ve given up? Are you dead or are you alive and being kept captive? 

I really don’t know what’s worse, because both ideas are unthinkable...impossibly so. Did you get snatched away, or did you leave of your own accord? I guess that’s the million-dollar question, the one that still floats through our minds like a big red balloon. The mammoth, stomping elephant in the living room. It’s the question that’s always been at the center—initially with every frantic discussion and then later becoming mostly unspoken but omnipresent just the same. It's the one that’s put us all—Mom, Dad, and me—in the most difficult position, a proposition we never wanted to consider: if you left of your own accord—which is, paradoxically, the best option to explain what happened—you did so without telling anyone, and that may be the outcome that would hurt the most...deeper than if I’d been cut by a knife.  If you were taken, then the outcome—if not the motive—would be much, much worse, but at least then it would make sense in a strange way. 

For what it’s worth, the police are pretty certain that you were abducted. That maybe some rambling traveler saw you one day and marked you. Tracked you and snatched you away at the precise moment they felt was most advantageous. You’re pretty—everyone knows that. But you’re so young. I can’t think about what they wanted to do with you, because all the options they gave us—and those my own mind came up with, the ones they were too polite to mention—are truly despicable. Kidnapped, probably by someone who was transient, here one day and gone the next. Someone who wouldn’t be noticed, let alone missed. Just part of the scenery. They took you and ran like you were some kind of valuable jewel or a rare and exotic bird. Like you were property. I don’t want to think about that right now, so I turn to other uncomfortable subjects, mainly about how this is all my fault. I’ve been warned not to go down that road, but how can I help it? I’m the older of the two of us, and in a sense I’ve always been my sister’s keeper. When there is no object for our anger and frustration we only have ourselves to punish. Perhaps it’s a way to partake in whatever suffering you might be going through. 

God doesn’t want that, this sort of mental self-flagellation...there’s no grace in it, let alone justice. I know this is true. Some nights, though, I just can’t seem to help it. Sometimes I need a target to launch my agonies at. Sometimes, even the solace of crying is kept from me, as if my eyes have shed too many tears, the well of sorrow run dry. This is what happens when you spend too much time in the wilderness, in the dry and weary land where there’s no water. Most of the time I desperately cry out for grace, but I often feel I don’t deserve it. That’s my confession, and—I’ll admit—the crux of the matter: I feel like if I hadn’t let you out of my sight then this wouldn’t have happened. It’s my fault. My responsibility. I wouldn’t be here, lamenting my need for grace and peace and all these other things because I wouldn’t have lost them in the first place. 

I love you, sister. Was that ever in doubt? I sincerely hope that even in your darkest moments you never questioned that fact. At the same time, it’s only now that you’re gone that I have come to realize how much. That hurt is a hole that never closes up and I have no reason to expect it ever will, nor would I wish it to. Forgetting the pain would be akin to forgetting you, and that would be the biggest injustice that could ever come out of all of this. Until we finally find you I will both remember and keep searching for you. I’ll never give up, no matter how long it takes. 
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As it turned out, the message that had been sent to Audrey had come from a gentleman named Greg Littleton, who turned out to be a retired police detective from Independence, Missouri. After their ten-minute phone conversation, Audrey performed a little background check on Littleton and found his face spread across several newspapers and periodicals from almost a decade before—including heavy hitters like USA Today and People magazine—in regard to the return of an abducted child to her father. Audrey had not been aware of the story before, but after reading about it she realized it had been a pretty dramatic affair...the stuff of fictionalized TV shows like Law and Order. 

For his part, Littleton had underplayed the case, which spoke volumes about the man’s humility. Littleton explained that he had retired from the force several years before and was now living just south of Warsaw, Missouri, along one of the northern arms of the Lake of the Ozarks. He somewhat sheepishly admitted to an interest in following news coverage regarding child abductions. “Saying it’s a ‘hobby’ would be grisly and distasteful,” he mused. “It’s certainly not the term I would choose...I certainly don’t want to come off as some kind of creep. You see, my former role as detective has caused these sort of cases to remain a thing of interest for me. They lodge in my mind like a splinter under the skin. I’m always hopeful that I can contribute in some way to the retrieval of these missing children.” 

Audrey had said she understood and asked about what kind of information he had to offer in regard to Caitlyn in particular. 

He cleared his throat, then said: “They do that age progression stuff, you know?” Same kind of resources we used when I was employed as a police detective. I keep a file here at the house containing information about local missing children and teens, many of which include these age progression depictions.”  Audrey could hear him shuffling through papers. “I’ve had the privilege of helping the authorities apprehend a few kidnappers well after I was off the force, so I’ve learned to keep my eyes and ears open...to pay attention to things that average people too often pass over casually: The leaflets pinned to bulletin boards; News reports about yet another child having gone missing; Amber alerts. That sort of thing. I usually focus on the locals, but something about your sister’s case was particularly interesting. Fascinating, really. Uh...sorry to use that kind of terminology.”

“It’s okay,” Audrey said, feeling antsy. “But what made you think you might have seen Caitlyn?”

“Well,” he said, “I must first explain that it wasn’t that I recognized her, per se. At least, not right away. Instead, what got my hackles up was the way she and the man she was with was acting. After several decades of working these kinds of cases, you get a real feel for when things seem out of place. Your antenna pricks up. I’m sure as a policewoman you catch my meaning.”

“Sure.”

“It was only later that I identified this potential victim as bearing an uncanny likeness to your sister,” Littleton went on. “Anyways, I was in town—here in Ridge Creek—for some dental work. I don’t go to town much, maybe once a week, and then it’s usually just for groceries. Well, I happened to be at the dentist’s office, sitting in the waiting room and leafing through a magazine when this young lady comes in, accompanied by a man who appeared to be a few years older. Nothing very weird about it...I barely looked up from my magazine at them. They stood at the counter, murmuring back and forth to each other. There was the briefest commotion—I looked up to see him leaned toward her, sort of...like lecturing her about something, but keeping his voice real low so as not to be overhead. He seemed angry...no, seething would be the right word.

“The receptionist returned, asked them some questions, but I couldn’t hear much of their conversation. It wasn’t any of my business, and I consciously tried not to pay close attention, which is doubly hard for an old detective like me. Besides that, they were only there for a very short time—maybe five minutes—before the dentist called them back to the examination rooms. I did notice that the young lady was very quiet...sheepish, even. She didn’t say much, and when she did it was barely above a whisper. I was definitely beginning to get a little suspicious, that this girl was being abused by the guy, you know? I noticed that he had his hand around her shoulder but it wasn’t casual...he had it clamped around her, like she belonged to him or something. Like he was one of those notoriously possessive boyfriends.” 

Audrey was holding her cellphone almost painfully hard against her ear. Her anticipation couldn’t be any higher at that point, even though she had cautioned herself about getting her hopes up.  She could do nothing less.

“I glanced up when they were called back. For a brief moment I met the gaze of the girl. She looked uncomfortable and...well, scared. Now, plenty of people going to the dentist are scared, but she looked a different kind of frightened. Like with her eyes she was pleading for me to do something. To intervene. But...”

“I understand,” Audrey insisted. “There wasn’t really much you could do at that point.”

“Yeah,” Littleton said distantly. Then after a pause: “Ms. Baker, let me ask you: How old would your sister be now?” 

“Nineteen,” Audrey replied immediately. 

“Uh huh,” Littleton remarked thoughtfully. “I guess that seems about right.”

“Is there anything else?” Audrey pressed.

“Well, I was eventually called back myself, and I passed by one of the rooms and noticed that the door was cracked open a few inches. The guy was arguing with her...well, I guess I only heard the one side because if she was responding to him it was again in a voice no louder than a whisper. She...” he hesitated then, as if searching for the words. “She glanced at me and there was that helpless, haunted expression on her face again. A pleading despair. It was enough that it really seized my attention that time and that girl’s face didn’t leave my mind long after I’d left the dentist office and done my grocery shopping. The whole thing has bothered me ever since...like getting a pebble lodged in your shoe.”

The line went silent for a few seconds. Audrey closed her eyes, waiting.  

“I didn’t see him again, though,” Littleton said. “Just heard his gruff, deep voice. He must have been seated out of sight, maybe across from the girl. But another vital detail is that she had some purplish bruising around her bicep. I did catch a glimpse of that as I walked by and...well, as you can imagine that bothered me quite a bit. But that’s the only observable sign of abuse I saw. You have to understand that I was just passing by on the way to my room. I didn’t stop to take a closer look, and I didn’t see them again after that.” 

“And you think this girl might be Caitlyn?” 

“I didn’t put it together until I got back home. Before then, it was just a police intuition sort of thing...a gut feeling. I imagine that you know all about that, Officer Baker.”

“Of course,” Audrey agreed.

“Something about the whole thing just didn’t sit right with me. On a hunch I did some digging and found your sister’s file and, sure enough, the age progression work up provided a very close match. My memory might not be what it was when I was younger, but I think my intuition was right on the mark. The similarities certainly are there. Actually, the likeness is surprisingly close.” 

Audrey mulled it over. “It seems like a possibility, but as far as a probability, it may not be a whole lot to go on.” 

“Sure,” Littleton said. “Except for one other detail I’ve yet to mention.”

Audrey waited.

“There was a sign in sheet at reception. My old detective nose couldn’t help but sniff things out a little more as I left my appointment. When I scanned the sheet I saw an entry two spaces after my own. The girl had signed in—well, to be honest, she had started signing in...that, I suspect, was the gist of the hushed conversation. Apparently, the guy she was with had stopped her halfway. This, of course, I deduced later when I was signing out myself and glanced down at the sheet. She had a loopy, curvy signature that was nonetheless quite readable.  At least, the part that she’d managed to get down.” Littleton paused. “She managed the first three letters before he apparently jerked the pen away from her. C-A-I-“ 
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