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N

ow that everything is over, I do not know where I go from here. The case, my father's past, Hannah, Andrew's death, jail, all of it had consumed my life so much that I do not know who I am beyond it. 

I realized that I would have to rebuild my entire being from scratch. Were even my career and interests my own? I had no idea. 

As I sat on the rooftop of my old apartment complex, many things crossed my mind. One particular conversation which I had with my father stood out the most. It was a very old memory. I was surprised that I even remembered it. When I was in middle school, it was career day. 

Dad was too busy to come to school, and, of course, I had no mom. Everyone else's parents came, and I just sat and watched. However, one kid in my class came up to my desk and made fun of me. “Don’t you have any parents?” “I do. My dad is busy.” “Well then, he must not love you as mine loves me.” I do not even know if he was making fun of me or if that was just a stupid statement from a stupid kid with no filter. 

Whatever it was, I never forgot his words. That day, when I came home, I immediately shut myself in my room and refused to come out. When Dad came home, he knocked on my door multiple times. I was so angry at him that I refused to even reply. After his third try, he used the spare key to open my door. I was lying on my bed with my back turned to the door. 

I felt the mattress dip beside me as he sat down. I pretended to sleep. I think what he said then was stimulated by the fact that he thought I was asleep. I do not think he would have ever said it if I was awake. “You must be mad at me for not coming today. I have no excuse.” Then he paused. “But you must never be ashamed of your parents.

I know I am not the ideal father, but I am trying my best. But your mother, she was someone phenomenal. I wish things had not turned out the way they did. But even if you never knew her, never be ashamed of her. She was strong, independent, and a loving person. 

She would have been an inspiration to you.” After saying this, he grew quiet again. Then, as if waiting for my reaction, he just stared at me. When I did not respond, he gently covered me with a comforter and got up and left. 

Such an odd time to remember this memory. Such an odd thing to still be calling him my father. Should I call Jacques Frietz my father or Doctor Tsunoda my father? Does it matter? They are both dead. Is it really blood that matters in giving such titles or who fits into those titles?

I think we put too much emphasis on blood and DNA. Just because someone gave birth to you does not make them your parent until and unless they actually fulfill that role for you. If they do not take care of you, abuse you, and refuse to accept you, then what is the point of heeding anything to blood? Even family itself is overrated. 

Sure, for many people, family really is everything, and they find solace in them and they are their happy place, but there is always a possibility that that might not be true. People have dysfunctional and abusive families. This narrative that family is the only thing you can come home to is plain bad for them because they end up associating home with trauma, affecting all future relationships. 

Why do we not teach people that families and blood can be abusive too? And that we can always build our own family from scratch with the people we call friends or partners? Not everyone has a father who teaches them how to throw a catch; some people have fathers who force them to learn survival skills.

I felt so depleted whenever I thought about family because of this exact narrative. But now, so much has happened, and I think the people who I choose to make my family are much more important. I realized one more thing. There is no such thing as an individual self. 

We are made up of components and habits we pick up from other people. We can never be someone whose personality is completely devoid of any influence from others. I might not know who I am right now, but I can begin with the people I chose to keep in my life. 

I still cook pasta the way Dad taught me; I still eat ice cream because of the day Mrs. Waltham showed up for my presentation, I still love the same music as Andrew, and I write my research papers in a certain way that Doctor Tsunoda taught me, so when I am building myself back up, how can I forget these people? They are a part of me, and they make up who I am. And so, keeping them all close, I move on to the next chapter of my life.
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I

was too stunned to speak. What does he mean it is not Hannah? I was so surprised that I even stopped bouncing my leg. “What do you mean she is dead?” Sensing my speechlessness, Nathan asked Detective Ocon for me. "We do not know the exact date, but she died sometime around last month in her apartment." "Well, how did she die?" Detective Ocon shook his head before speaking, "Natural causes. I am sorry, Victoria, but it was never Hannah. 

Her last known address is not even anywhere near here." Is it not Hannah? Then who is it? Who did all of this? Who has been tormenting me for so long? “If it is not Hannah, then who is it?” Detective Ocon stared at the ground as he said, “We do not know yet. The fingerprints did not match with anyone in our database.” I slumped to my seat. 

We were back to square one. After months and months, when I finally thought we had made some progress, I found out that we had only been running in a circle. We were stuck in a loop with no way out. How were we ever going to find this person? “Victoria, I know you are going through a hard time, but please think carefully. My gut is telling me this is the work of someone you know, someone very close to you. 

Put some pressure on your brain and try to figure out who it can be. Any suggestion is valid.” I knew he was right. This was not the time for self-pity or crying. Whoever this is not perfect either. They have to make mistakes. They are bound to slip up. I just need to think back carefully about every interaction I have had with her.

There has to be something common in all of them or a sound I heard or just something, anything. “Another thing.” I looked up at Detective Ocon to see him still looking at me. “If you can, try to get me fingerprints of people you will be in contact with within the next week.” “How do I do that?” “You can preserve anything they touch and then bring it all back to me. Hopefully, we will find a match.” I nodded my head. Good, that was a good plan. 

Nathan came with Max and me back to the apartment. I told him we would be fine, but he insisted on staying for the day. “Nathan, you really should go. I have Max with me. It will be alright.” He just shook his head. “No. We could have been followed or something right from your house. 

I will feel better if I stay here today. Otherwise, I will just be restless in my house worrying about you.” Throughout all of this, Max had remained silent. 

I am not just talking about our conversation; even back when Detective Ocon said that it was not Hannah, she did not look surprised. The entire ride home, she remained deep in thought. I glanced over at her multiple times, but she did not even notice. Does she know something she is not telling us? I decided I would ask her later. We first needed to do something about lunch.

“Hey, Anthony, how are you? How is Mrs. Waltham? How are you holding up?” After lunch, I called Anthony to check up on him and make sure they were all okay. I felt guilty because they were in danger, all because of me.

“Hey, Victoria, we are both fine.” He called me Victoria, not Vic. The dread pooled in my stomach was becoming larger and larger. "Did you tell Mrs. Waltham?" "No, I decided not to tell her. I realized there was no benefit in scaring her like that. I am sure nothing will happen." Then, I asked the question I had been dreading. “Did you notice any suspicious activity?” I was afraid to hear his answer.

What if something happens to them? "No, Vic, everything is fine on our end. The officers are really nice too. They are always watching the house, and one of them periodically checks up on us by calling me." I breathed a sigh of relief. They were okay. He called me Vic. "Someone did call for you, though." I sat up straighter upon hearing that.

What does he mean someone called for me? And why would they call there? "Who was it, Anthony?" "I think it was a feminine voice, but I cannot be sure. The call came this morning, around 8 a.m. She asked me about you and said that she was a college friend of yours. She said you both lost contact, but she was in the city and looking for you. Then she asked me if I had your address." "You did not give it to her, did you?" 

I held my breath as I anticipated his answer. "Of course not, Vic. I am not an idiot. I also thought it was suspicious that she asked me directly for your address instead of your phone number. Also, considering how freaked out you seemed last night, I did not think I should be disclosing your personal information to strangers over the phone. 

I thought it might put you in danger." "Thank you, thank you so much, Anthony! It was the right decision not to tell her. I will talk to you later." After saying our goodbyes, I hung up on him and immediately rushed to call Detective Ocon. This was it. She had made a mistake.

“Detective Ocon? I think I may have found something.” I could hear him urging someone to get his notepad and pencil. "Give me a minute....... okay, Victoria, what happened?" "Sir, I called Mrs. Waltham's son. He said someone called him to inquire about me, and she directly asked for my address. 

He said the call came this morning around 8 a.m. I may be wrong, but it could have been our killer. Why else would
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