Copyright



All of the characters, organizations and events in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. All rights reserved. No part of this may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means without the written prior consent of the publisher. The only exception is in brief quotations in printed reviews. 
Published by Author Academy Elite
Cover design by Andrei Bat
P.O. Box 43, Powell, OH43035
www.AuthorAcademyElite.com
Copyright Chasing Shadows © 2018 Shelly Snow Pordea All rights reserved.
ISBN-13:  978-1-64085-229-7






  Contents




    
        
        
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chasing Shadows
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                        	
                        1. Chapter 1  
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          M A G G I E
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          1. Chapter One
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          2. Chapter Two
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          3. Chapter Three
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          4. Chapter Four
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          5. Chapter Five
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          6. Chapter Six
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          7. Chapter Seven
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          8. Chapter Eight
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          9. Chapter Nine
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          10. Chapter Ten
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          A N N A
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          11. Chapter Eleven
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          12. Chapter Twelve
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          13. Chapter Thirteen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          14. Chapter Fourteen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          15. Chapter Fifteen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          16. Chapter Sixteen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          17. Chapter Seventeen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          18. Chapter Eighteen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          About The Author
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Also By
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Acknowledgements
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
    


Chasing Shadows

[image: image-placeholder]

The Present Unearths A Mystery

SHELLY SNOW PORDEA






[image: image-placeholder]


Dedication



[image: image-placeholder]
To my family.






M A G G I E

[image: image-placeholder]



Chasing Shadows
Of the past
Of times not here
But there-gone
Or time not come
In search of truth
Unknown and known
The heart will not be calm
 Until we find and face our fate
May shadows be our shade
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Clank. Clank. Scrape.
The distant sound of metal chains clacked in rhythm as I sat in an icy room waiting to see a face that I had wanted to meet for many years. Long slatted vents blew cold air through the concrete and metal-clad room, making it feel more like a blustery winter day than the sticky-hot Louisiana temperatures we had left outside. The lawyer put his hand on my shoulder while I sat motionless, contemplating my decision to be there. I breathed in deeply. 
“It’ll be okay, sweetie,” he attempted to reassure me, but I didn’t believe him.
The clanking grew louder as the steps became closer and closer. My stomach churned at the realization that I was actually sitting there, waiting for him. 
“I think I’m going to be sick!” I whispered.
“It’s all right, dear,” Mr. Trinkton whispered. I wished that he would have stopped addressing me by anything other than my name. I never liked people calling me pet names other than family. And family was all that mattered anyway–ever. It was the reason I decided to face him, after being protected from the mysteries that seemed to haunt my family since I was a child. But I needed to find answers about the past in order to feel like I could move on with my life. Everything had seemed so stagnant–empty; I was supposed to be in that room, and I knew it. Slowly, I breathed in and out again.
We sat at a long, metal table with a thick wooden surface; its cold legs were bolted to the concrete floor in the middle of the small room. The only thing that wasn’t secured to the floor were the chairs we sat on. Mr. Trinkton rested his briefcase at his feet and removed only the thin folders that he had shown me before we arrived. I had noticed that he kept the hard-case bag with him at all times, and occasionally wondered if he carried weapons in it, but I concluded that he probably didn’t. At least not that day, knowing he wouldn’t be able to enter a prison with a gun in his possession. The brick walls of the narrow room had been painted white, and one wall had long, barred windows that let in a good amount of light. I closed my eyes, taking in a deep breath again, as I attempted to allow the glow of the sunshine to settle my anxious thoughts. Breathe.
As the heavy door of the small room creaked open, I straightened my back. Chills ran from the crown of my head to my toes. It was the moment that I had demanded come, but I then wondered if I was ready. People had told me not to ask so many questions–that I might not be prepared to face the truth, and I started to doubt it myself. Clenching my fists, I let out a long, heavy breath through my nose.
“You can have the time you need, Counselor. He said he’d talk to you as long as you want, but I don’t understand why. He’s not one to talk to any of us.” The guard shook his head while looking toward the prisoner who was still in the hallway out of our sight. “Are you now?” he paused, receiving no response, “I didn’t think so, he’s never got anything to say,” the guard jeered and mocked in disgust then looked back toward us. “If anybody wants to end the session, just come to the door. We’ll take him back to his cell,” the prison guard, instructing us plainly, motioned for the inmate to enter.
There he stood. Appearing before me was the man I blamed for a lifetime of troubles. I thought that I was angry, and maybe I had been, but in that moment, I was incredibly sad. He was sad. Sad-looking at least. I had seen pictures of him in his youth, and I would not have recognized him if you had paid me.
He shuffled into the room with his head low and his eyes fixed on the floor. He was grey-headed and thin. So much thinner than I thought he would be. A far cry from the happy, handsome pictures that I had seen of him in my mother’s photo albums. In that moment, I couldn’t remember why I had come, what the questions were that I was going to ask him, or if I wanted to hate him or pity him.
Hunching low and keeping his gaze on the ground, the man approached the table, taking a seat with an abrupt plop onto the chair. Its metal legs scraped the concrete with the motion. He gestured to the guard to take the handcuffs from his wrists. He hadn’t said a word. 
“Ah, you know the rules, Maxi! The lawyer gets to choose,” the guard pointed toward Mr. Trinkton. “You want his hands loosed?” he asked heartlessly, chuckling under his breath, “I’ll keep the shackles on him.”
“Yes, it’s fine. I believe we’ll be all right,” Mr. Trinkton responded. 
I wasn’t so sure that we would be, but no one had asked me.
The prisoner still hadn’t looked up at us, and I was thankful for it. I wasn’t sure that I wanted to look into the pathetic man’s eyes. As the cuffs were removed, he proceeded to massage his wrists one at a time. Then, he slowly lifted his head, shock washing over his weathered face as his eyes met mine. 
He gasped.
“What is going on?” he shouted, as he quickly shoved back from the table, his chair sliding on the slick concrete floor, stopping only as it hit the wall of the narrow room. The guard lunged toward him. He abruptly tried to stand, nearly tripping in his shackles, then plopping the full weight of his body back down onto his seat again as the guard shoved his shoulders in a swift motion. Without speaking, the guard gave a look toward Mr. Trinkton as he kept his hands on the inmate, trying to ensure a state of calm before exiting the room. Trinkton nodded. The chilly space was silent until the echo of the door rattling shut filled the air.
 “Do you know who I am?” Trying to mask a trembling voice, I spoke loudly.
He swallowed, inhaled and exhaled out of his nose a couple of times, and then replied in a whisper, “Anna?” 
His face twisted in fear as he began to weep. His body slumped down on the seat, with his shoulders shaking so hard that it seemed as if he was about to collapse onto the floor. 
Mr. Trinkton rushed to his side, grabbing his arm by the elbow and attempting to help the frail man from hurting himself. “Christopher, please be careful. We’ve come to help…to talk to you…”
“Professor…I…I cannot…I don’t know what…” he stammered through his helpless sobs.
I sat silently at the table, looking on at the scene in utter confusion. I wasn’t feeling brave anymore. They acted as if they knew each other, and I certainly was not there to help anyone but myself. For me, it was about answers, not just talk. I shook my head wondering what to do, as I decided to glance through the files that we had brought. The men whispered a couple of indistinct sentences, then slowly moved again toward the table. They approached as the screeching metal legs of the chair scooted along the cold floor, and the gaunt man moved toward me. An anxious nausea told me that somehow my lawyer was not as interested in helping me as I had thought him to be, so I picked up the files, holding them closely to my chest as they hesitantly sat down again.
“My name is Maggie,” I said firmly, as I felt the sting of a hot tear run down my face. “Anna was my mother.”
“You look just like her,” the man responded quietly, as he rested his elbows on the table, rubbing his forehead, “Except the hair, I guess.”
“That’s what I’ve been told,” I answered, not quite sure how to respond to him. “And…you are Christopher Mack.” 
He scoffed under his breath. “Yeah. In here, they call me ‘Maxi.’ I guess it’s convenient that the name Mack gives a good start for a fitting nickname,” he paused. “I got the maximum sentence for a crime I didn’t commit,” he muttered, swaying his head from side to side as he swiped his right palm back and forth on his forehead. 
“So you claim,” I nodded skeptically. I wasn’t feeling afraid of him. I suspected him, like the rest of the world, and even though I was intent on blaming him for my pain, something told me that he wasn’t the only one responsible for my parents’ disappearance. And I had to find out what he would say. If there was more to the story, even if it meant coming from the man I faulted, I wanted to know every detail.
“What do you want to know?” he asked as he finally sat back in his chair, looking up at us.
“Christopher,” the lawyer began, “Miss Wright needs some answers about the past. If you have anything that can shed some light on the events before the disappearances, we want to hear them.”
“Do you, Professor? And how can I help her if you can’t?” he asked cynically, as he began to sway, caustically wagging his head at the professor.
I looked toward Mr. Trinkton, contemplating how to handle my increasing mistrust of him. My brow furrowed as I narrowed my gaze to center on the inmate. “Listen, guys, I don’t know how you two know each other, or what plans of help you may have in mind, Professor…but I didn’t come here for anything except answers. If you say you didn’t kill my parents, Mr. Mack, then I want to hear your side. I want to know what happened. I’m not saying that I will believe you. I’m saying that I want to hear you.” My bitter tone was beginning to match the prisoner’s.
Mr. Trinkton settled his back up against the stiff chair and motioned toward Christopher Mack. “Just tell us what you can, all right?” he said shaking his head.
“Maggie,” Mack began to sway his head again, resting his elbows back on the table as he spoke. “I didn’t kill your parents. There’s not even any evidence that I did. I was simply the last person to see your mom alive, and since your dad had gone missing just months before, while we were still working together…a case was built against me.” It seemed like he had trouble breathing and he rarely looked toward either one of us. “But I was never convicted of anything regarding your dad. I swear I didn’t do it,” he claimed as a tear began to trickle down his face. 
“Then how? Why? Why would someone say that you did?” My tone had turned to desperation. “Tell me there’s no way that either one of my parents could possibly be alive, that you know exactly what happened to them, and I will never bother you again,” I begged.
“I can’t promise you anything, Maggie. I had nothing to do with it,” he claimed.
“Nothing?” I shook my head in frustration. “Sure. Absolutely nothing. That’s why you got twenty-five years to life. And why we buried my mother when I was four. That makes perfect sense.”
“Christopher, please, give her something,” Trinkton pleaded with him, gesturing in a way that made me think he was signaling to Mack that he should give me answers that Trinkton already knew himself.
“He doesn’t have to give me anything,” I angrily raised my voice as I put the files that I had been gripping back onto the table. “I have the evidence he said doesn’t exist right here.”
“That’s crap and you know it. Why else would you be here, Maggie?” the inmate asked. “You know as well as I do that there’s no case against me. No one ever identified that body. No medical records were given to prove it was her, no DNA testing,” he stated firmly as he leaned forward to look me straight in the eyes. “What’s in those files that you brought here other than burning questions that add up to nothing?” he asked.
“So, how did it happen then? If you’re so innocent, why did they lock you up?” I demanded. “I didn’t come here to accuse you, Mr. Mack. I don’t have to!” I wanted him to feel my anger. “You are in prison for my mother’s murder! I just need to know what happened…” my voice trailed off as agony hung on each breath. “I want to know about my dad! He was never found…and I can’t make peace with any of this–especially now.” I paused, shaking my head. Mr. Trinkton took the folders from the table, opened them, and laid the documents and photos before us. “If you are innocent, Mr. Mack, please help me understand what did happen.” My anger was waning again as my desperation became audible. 
“They needed a villain,” he said in a quiet, raspy voice, “so they made me a murderer. I loved your father like a brother.” He slid the papers toward his side of the table as he began to glance over them. Another tear formed in his eye, trickling down his cheek as he looked at a photo of himself with my mother. “Your hair is lighter than hers, and you have your daddy’s curls, but other than that, I could’ve sworn it was her sitting in this room today,” he said as the tears turned into sobs again.
“Did you love her?” I hesitated, but I had to ask. I didn’t care that he was hurting. I needed to know. Perhaps he was just crying over the regret of having stolen her from my dad and later killing her in a jealous rage. I had read the headlines. The research I had done before arriving had made me all too familiar with the stories my own family and friends had tried to shield me from, but they had whispered amongst themselves about each scenario since I was a child. And I had come to hear it from the source.
“Love her?” he sneered. “Of course I did, but not how you think. I loved David and Anna like my own family. She and my wife were best friends.” He seemed appalled at the accusation. 
I grew up hearing the seedy story that had been painted in the media about a torrid love triangle involving Christopher Mack and my parents, but I also knew that he had maintained his innocence for the fourteen years which had passed. I was just the next person in line to assume he was a home-wrecker, murderer, and snake. But he seemed to think that I shouldn’t believe the nasty gossip. And I suppose I didn’t–not fully. I was entirely confused about what to think. All my life, I had seen him both in happy photos with my parents and at the same time painted as a vicious monster who killed for love and jealousy. I had to find out which one he was, because part of me wanted to believe he was the innocent man he claimed to be, and the other part had little pity for his current plight.
“Being a woman’s best friend doesn’t exempt someone from having an illicit affair, Mr. Mack,” I said bluntly.
He appeared to be surprised at that kind of reaction from me. As if he wouldn’t assume me to be the type of girl who could sling an accusation with ease. I had plenty of innocence lost, having grown up with stories of murdered parents, but my response still seemed to astonish him.
“No, it doesn’t,” he finally replied, looking at me pensively. “But it wasn’t like that at all. We were friends, coworkers, and confidants–never romantically involved.”
“Tell her, Christopher,” my lawyer instructed. “Just give her the answers she’s looking for, and we will be on our way.”
I was more and more confused as to what Mr. Trinkton could be referring to. By then, I was entirely sure that he had information he was hiding from me. Maybe my mom did have an affair with Christopher Mack, and my dad had something to do with her death. It’s not like I hadn’t heard that version of the story as well. People speculated constantly about what may have happened. Most accounts said that my dad’s best friend stole his wife away and then killed her in a jealous rage, but some suggested that my father found the two of them together and disappeared after plotting a crime to kill my mother and framed the man who had stripped him of his fairytale love. It was one of those dramas that would pop up on the face of magazine covers with a caption about many years after the fact, new evidence found in the mysterious case of David Sturgeon’s disappearance. 
My parents’ pretty faces were something that would always sell, and we could never escape the recurring anguish of mourning our losses over and over again, no matter how hard we tried to shelter ourselves with everyday life on the farm. Which was why I couldn’t live without answers any longer. I was turning eighteen–an adult who was supposed to move toward her goals and dreams in life, and I was stuck in someone else’s past. I wanted to get on with living.
“You want me to give her what she’s looking for, Professor?” Christopher Mack asked with a trace of fear. “I am not doing this again. She isn’t going anywhere,” he said as he pointed his bony finger in my direction.
“That’s not what I mean, Christopher.” Mr. Trinkton stood, leaning in as he rested his arms on the thick, heavy table, his body almost reaching entirely across it to the other side. “Tell her,” he insisted.
I rested my back against the chair back and crossed my arms anxiously. I hadn’t been scared until that moment. I was nervous, apprehensive, and a million other things, but by then I was sure that the two men did have something to do with my parents’ deaths, and I had walked into something that I might not be able to handle. I cast a glance from one man to the other without turning my head, biting my bottom lip.
Mr. Trinkton slowly lowered himself back onto the seat. 
“Maggie,” Christopher Mack whispered, “there is no evidence proving the body that your family buried was your mother. Take these files; what you have already collected will not prove anything conclusive about me. I’m sure you understand that or else you wouldn’t even be here. You can find the truth, you know.”
He took a long pause, looking me squarely in the eyes as he continued in a cold tone. “I can’t do anything from here except try to appeal my sentence, and I gave up on that a long time ago. But you can do something now. If you want answers, start by asking questions in LA County. They shipped me off to this part of the country in a maximum-security penitentiary so the people closer to the facts would be far from my reach. They won’t like when you start asking questions, so try to be subtle. Just start by looking into the case out of curiosity. There’s a detective who knew something didn’t add up during the investigation. They even relocated him before the trial, so I’m not sure where he is, but if you try to find Detective Wilson Bowers, he may help you. Try to discover whose body it was that your family buried, and maybe you can get the information you need to unearth the secrets that they’ve been hiding…but I can’t do anything for you from here. You’re on your own.”
“What are you even talking about?” I paused, looking toward Trinkton and throwing my hands in the air. “What exactly are you asking me to do?” I was beginning to put the pieces together. “Is this about you?” My voice climbed with each word. “You want me to go home and ask them to dig up my mother’s body so that you can possibly be exonerated? You’ve got to be kidding me! I should’ve known.” I abruptly stood to my feet, shoving the papers toward Mr. Trinkton. “Let’s go. I’ve wasted my time!”
“Maggie, wait!” Mack protested. He had spoken softly for the majority of the time, but when he insisted that I wait, his voice was low, strong, and deep, stopping me in my tracks. “If I told you that your parents are not dead, but that they are…lost…and I was framed for a murder that never happened because there is a conspiratorial cover-up about a secret government-sanctioned effort…would you believe me…or at least want to find out if what I’m telling you could possibly be true?” he asked as he tilted his head toward me, revealing his crinkled eyebrows.
I stood looking at him, stunned. I couldn’t think of anything to say.
“I didn’t think so.” He leaned his back fully onto his chair, crossing his arms. “Yeah, tell her, Professor, right? Tell her that people think I’m crazy when I try to share the truth. That I’m making up fantastic stories in order to cover up my vicious crimes. That’s worked so well for me in the past,” the man chided. 
Mr. Trinkton looked toward him, gathering the files from the table, leaning in to speak to Mack. “You do have supporters, Christopher,” he said as he returned all the documents and photos to his bag, walking away from the inmate to join me near the door.
“The truth shall set you free, Christopher,” he nodded toward him, placing his hand on my elbow. “We can go, Miss Wright.”
“Don’t touch me!” I jerked my arm away from the lawyer–professor–whatever-he-was. “Don’t act like you don’t have as much to do with this as anyone,” I said, exasperated by all the confusion. “I don’t know what’s happening, but I’m sure this has been a horrible mistake!”
Walking back over to the table to see the man sitting in his drab prison uniform up close again, I leaned myself on the table with my hands. “You took everything from us. Everything.” I tapped my index finger on the table firmly. I hadn’t broken down before then, but I could feel floods of emotion welling up in my chest as I breathed in and out heavily. “Everything,” I whispered once again, stifling the cries that my heart longed to roar.
“Maggie,” the man said as he grabbed my hand. I froze. “Please believe me. You can leave me to rot in this prison. I promise you that it’s not about me. I have no ambition of ever getting out. I have lost everything too. My wife. My kid. I have nothing left to lose–nothing to live for. But you…” he sighed under his breath, “You can solve this.” He paused as I withdrew my hand, stepping backward. “Your parents can find you. Just give it time, Maggie. The university–the Feds–they don’t want you to figure it out, but it will all come around…once they show up.” He let go of my hand, tilting his chair onto two legs, as I backed away. 
“Won’t that be interesting, Professor? The truth shall set us free.” He flung his head backward, guffawing a disturbing laugh. “When David and Anna show up out of the blue, oh, where will the truth take us then?”
I slowly moved my feet, stepping away from Christopher Mack, keeping my confused eyes fixed on the inmate in grey. “You are crazy,” I whispered, as I turned to exit the room with my lawyer.
“Crazy? So they claim,” he said as he nodded his head. “But my heart breaks for you, Maggie. If the professor here ever comes clean with his side of the story, maybe we’ll talk. But I’m telling you…you either need to jump right in and figure this whole thing out, or move on completely. Let it go. We’ve all had to for so long.” I saw him bow his head toward the floor while I watched through the opening of the heavy door as it slowly creaked closed behind us.
We stood in the hallway in dumbfounded silence for a moment.
“Why did he call you ‘Professor?’” I finally asked.
“He was a student of mine once…” Trinkton answered, looking toward the gate at the end of the hall as we began to gradually walk toward our exit. 
“A student? You mean, he was a lawyer? I thought he was a scientist,” I whispered.
“Maggie, I have much to tell you, dear. I need to know that you are ready to hear it.” Mr. Trinkton stopped walking, taking my hand to keep me from moving forward. 
I could barely feel my fingers. “No. I don’t think that I am ready. Just take me to the airport. I appreciate your time, but this was all a mistake.” 
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“Hey, Mags! How was your trip to the big city?” Baba tugged my arm as he pulled me in for a hug, kissing my forehead. He had been my stand-in father for fourteen years and had taught me everything I knew. At least, pretty much everything I could remember. 
I loved walking into the old farmhouse to be greeted by the sounds of excitement and warm embraces, but I was so lost in the confusion of my thoughts that I didn’t take time to let the calm of being home wash over me. He took the heavy overnight bag from my hand and set it to the side.
“I’ll take that upstairs for you in a minute.” Baba lovingly took my hands, stretching out his own and stepping back to get a good look at me. He was always genuinely optimistic with such an encouraging demeanor that it helped me give him a heartfelt smile. He tilted his head, looking at me inquisitively. “Okay, you look unscathed. Now let me see all the pics–you gotta love Chicago!” He swung me in closer, giving me a side-hug and a broad smile.
“I didn’t really have time to take a lot of pictures, Baba. It was more of a research trip.” I turned to look past the staircase and up at my bedroom door, trying to evade his questions. 
“Research? I thought that you were going up there to look at the school again with the girls. Your mom went to U of C, you know.” He nudged me with his elbow, giving me a wink that let me know he was proud of me and of my desire to further pursue my studies right where my mom had.
“Yeah, I know,” I smirked with a sigh. I started to walk away, attempting to avoid my always-happy baba. He was technically my uncle. My mom was his sister, but when she had been killed, he took us in, soon afterward marrying a beautiful Turkish woman.  Auntie Ami taught us to call him baba from her own language, probably so we wouldn’t feel obligated to call him dad. I thought the name fit him well. I loved him so much, but I wanted to sulk, complain, and continue in my anger. I knew that he wouldn’t let me if I stayed around him, so I reached for my bag, stepping toward the oak staircase. “It’s not that heavy, I can manage,” I avoided eye contact as much as possible, trying to grab the carry-on bag and move out of the way swiftly.
“Hey, Maggie…” his voice trailed off. He rarely ever called me that. He always had some kind of nickname that he would use, but Maggie was my full name, not short for anything more formal, so I knew he was serious.
I stopped to turn, looking directly into his deep, brown eyes. “Yeah?” 
His tone turned somber and his entire countenance was full of concern. “It’ll be okay. We’ll get through this, you know?”
“I don’t know anything anymore.” I trembled as I spoke the words. I couldn’t fake a smile right then, and he knew how much I was trying to pretend for everyone.
“Well, you rest assured that I will be here for you no matter what, sweetie. Why a girl would have to endure so much in her young life, I’ll never know, but I can tell you that you don’t have to bear it alone,” he said, walking toward me and enveloping me in his broad arms.
I let out a deep, guttural cry as I buried my head heavy into his chest. He didn’t say a word; he simply stood in the entryway of the large brick home he had grown up in, holding the little girl that he had rescued when she found herself parentless. 
From the time my mom and dad had vanished, he had taken care of my brother and me. He was only eighteen when he started building his own house further down the road from the farmhouse on my grandparents’ property, and just nineteen when he took James and me in to live with him as his own. I started calling him “Baba” long before he and Auntie officially adopted us, and they stepped into their parenting roles with such ease that it never really fazed anyone. We had stayed in the small house for almost ten years before my grandparents asked us to take the main residence so that they could have a smaller property to maintain, and I relocated into my mother’s old bedroom as if it was always meant to be. I loved the big farmhouse. I loved knowing that my mom and dad had both been there. I felt as if I found a piece of my own heart each time I stepped into her childhood room that had since become mine. 
Baba and Auntie Ami had two children of their own who had become more like brother and sister than cousins to James and me, and everyone assumed that we were the older kids, and William and Jacqueline were the younger set of siblings. I was eight years old when Will was born, and nearly twelve when little Jacquie came along, so I became the best babysitter in the county. With the full, loving family that I had grown up in, one would think that I should have no reason to feel such an emptiness in my soul, but now–without James–there was nothing that I could find to fill it. My biological parents were gone, and now so was my kind-hearted little brother. It was impossible to bring any of them back, and I ached so much sometimes that I couldn’t function. 
Wiping my tears away, I glanced back up at him. “I’m sorry. Sometimes I don’t know how to fight it.”
“You don’t have to say you’re sorry, Mags. I miss him too.”
“It’s not just him. It’s everything, Baba. I’m so confused. Why did any of this happen? He was all that I had left of my mom and dad. And now…I feel like I have nothing!”
“Why were you really in Chicago, Mags?” 
I should have figured that he would know that I was up to something. He could always tell.
“I wasn’t in Chicago.” I sat down on the sturdy wood tread of the steps. 
Taking a seat next to me, he crossed his arms and let out a deep sigh. 
“Aw, Mags, tell me you didn’t do anything stupid.”
“I don’t know. Maybe I did, but it’s nothing that got me into any trouble,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Just that stupid is relative, I guess,” I tilted my head to the side as I gave him a helpless look, lifting an eyebrow.
“True enough,” he grinned, trying to keep his fear from showing.
“I went to see him.” I couldn’t say anything else, and we sat for a few seconds in silence.
“Him? Since when have you had a him in your life?” The man who fathered me through maturing, puberty, the talk, and throughout my emotionally tumultuous teenage years was struggling to be okay with the thought that a “him” had entered the picture.
“Not just a him. The him–the man who ruined my life, Baba.” I let out a belabored sigh. “I went to see Christopher Mack.” As I leaned my head on his shoulder, he placed his arm around me. “Yeah,” I breathed in a long breath. “I went to see that him.” For a few heavy moments, we sat silently listening to the sound of the inhales and exhales that seemed so laborious until Baba had most likely filtered his thoughts enough to allow him to speak.
“Mags, I know that you are missing James–we all are. But please don’t let this consume your life. From where I’m looking, you have a lot of people who love you, and a pretty good future ahead of you. Let the grief run its course, but don’t dwell there, okay? And why would you go to see Christopher Mack now?” 
“I don’t know. If my mom and dad had been around, I feel like everything would’ve been different. Why did he have to do it? I just want to know why. I feel like without James around, there’s no living link to both of my parents, and maybe that’s not a big deal to everyone else, but for some reason, it means everything to me. Like I’ve lost them all over again. And I need to find real answers.” I cried softly as my head rested on his shoulder.  I felt so many emotions that I feared I wasn’t coming across well. 
“I don’t mean to offend you guys at all. You and Auntie have been the best at being my parents, and I know there hasn’t been a day that I haven’t been loved. Not around here. You both have given me everything I’ve ever needed. Everything,” I paused. 
I wanted to look into his eyes so that he could see the love I had for him, but I feared that he would only see the pain in my soul. I couldn’t bring myself to lift my head, so I sat staring at my feet. 
“I just can’t shake this feeling that I have to right the wrongs of my parents’ death. Nothing seems fair now that James is gone. Like there’s a great injustice that needs to be settled. So, I started with the man accused of taking them away from me.”
“You sound so much like her, you know?” he said, pulling me closer, as he squeezed me in a short hug. “You’re just like she was at this age.”
“That’s what I’ve been told.” I smiled at the thought.
“Except for the hair,” we both said in unison, letting out a short laugh together. 
My head full of tight curls was the easiest way to pick me out of a crowd on any given occasion. My dad had hair that he would let grow out just enough to see that it would have been larger than life just like mine, had he chosen not to cut it regularly. But I had my mom’s face and stature as well as her complexion, coloring, and tone of voice, I was told. So many people would tell me that I looked exactly like her, and others that I looked so much like my dad. But most of the time, I simply imagined myself to be the perfect blend of the two people I had an unrealistically impeccable opinion of.
“So you’re not mad?” I asked.
“Nah, I can’t be mad at you for that. I certainly won’t be the one to tell you how to deal with all of this. You are practically an adult, and you’ll have to make your way in the world soon enough. If part of that means visiting Christopher Mack in prison for some closure, then so be it, I guess. How did you arrange it all anyway?”
“Well, I hired a lawyer.”
He looked at me with wide eyes and leaned forward to stand to his feet, leaving me on the steps to look up into his face.
“I hope it didn’t cost you too much of your hard-earned money there, sweets. You be careful with that kind of thing. If I can help you in any way, you be sure to ask. I can’t say that I like it–you going off to get a lawyer and visit that prison. It’s not exactly what any man wants to hear about his little girl.” He stood, shaking his head with a sigh and began slowly pacing in front of the stairs.
“I know. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I just didn’t want anyone to try to stop me. Grandpa would’ve been angry, and with Nana being so ill…I didn’t want to cause any trouble.” It seemed like I was saying that repeatedly, but never quite avoiding trouble.
“I know, baby. You don’t worry about the folks around here. I have your back no matter what, okay?”
He took the bag from the side of the steps and with his other hand, helped me to my feet. “How did you know where to find him?”
“You can find out pretty much anything online, Baba.”
He huffed with a sharp breath. “That’s true,” he said, looking toward me, rolling his eyes as we started up the stairs. “You know, I only wanted to protect us all from the sadness of dealing with the story over and over again. That’s why I never tried to find out the details of Christopher–and protecting you as much as I could from the gossip was my goal. My heart couldn’t handle that pain, and I wanted to shield you from the darkness of it all. I hope that you can understand why I kept silent about the subject for the most part, babe.” 
“I do understand, really. But that doesn’t mean that I don’t need answers now. I’m practically an adult,” I reminded him, grinning.
He smiled at me as we stood in the doorway of my room. 
“Indeed you are. And a lovely one at that.” His smile seemed a little sweeter than I had ever seen. “But you still haven’t told me what it is that you want for your birthday party!” He leaned closer, lifting his chin slightly and lightening the mood. “You name it–within reason, of course–and I’ll see what we can do,” he lovingly patted me on the shoulder.
“I’ll think about it.” We walked into the room, and I plopped myself down on my bed.
“Okay, sweetie, you do that. Get some rest before Ami and the kids get home. I’ve got work out in the barn to finish up, and you can help me with the horses if you’re feeling up to it later, okay?”
“Sure. I’ll be down in an hour or so.”
He closed the door behind him as I lay on the bed lost in thought. I couldn’t imagine what I would want for my eighteenth birthday, because all I could think of was finding answers to my looming questions. I didn’t even know what I would do if I did find what I was looking for. My heart, my thoughts, and my eyes all became heavy. 
[image: image-placeholder]“Hey, Maggie! Mr. Somebody is at the door. He’s looking for you.” I was awoken by the sweet voice of my baby sister. 
“Oh, hey, Jacquie. When did you guys get home?” I lifted myself on the bed, rubbing my eyes to shake myself out of dizzying afternoon sleep.
“I don’t know,” she said smiling as she crawled up onto the bed, kissing my cheek. “Momma got us from school and then we stopped by the store to get some ice cream for dessert. I picked your favorite!”
“You did? You are the best!” I began to tickle her little tummy just to hear the sounds of her infections giggles. I wasn’t disappointed.
“So, does Mr. Somebody have a name?” I asked.
“I don’t know. They are talking to Baba about you, so I came to tell you. Nobody sent me, I just figured it out myself.” She perched herself proudly on the edge of the bed, moving her shoulders back and forth.
“You did? Was there more than one Mr. Somebody?”
“Yep, two guys. But the one didn’t talk. Just the tall one with the white hair. He said he wanted to see you, but Baba didn’t come up, so I did.”
“Well, thanks, honey. You are so sweet!” I didn’t know if I should peek my head out of the door and listen in, or if I should stay upstairs in my room and let Baba handle it, but I began to get a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.
“Hey, Mags?” Little Jacquie’s voice was enchanting.
“Yeah, babe.”
“We call Baba, ‘baba,’ but we don’t call Momma anne. Isn’t that funny? Momma’s teaching me Turkish because she said that Will can’t learn it now. He’s too old.”
I chuckled.
“Well, I think that she just means that she didn’t start young with him and he probably doesn’t want to learn it now. But you.” I smiled as I picked her up in my arms and hugged her.  “You are a sponge for learning!” She was such a beautiful picture of perfection. Her long dark hair, blue-green eyes, and rich skin tone made her breathtaking, and her spirit was so alive that it made everyone around her take notice. Her thirst for knowledge and her lovingkindness were immeasurable. We were the best of pals.
“Remember how we talked about how I call your momma by her name, Ami?” I asked, sitting her down on the bed.
“Yeah, because your momma went to heaven.”
“Yep. And my momma’s name was Anna. I think it’s just something that your momma is so sweet about. It might have been hard for me to hear anne all the time in this house. So, we’ve kept that name for the angels in our lives.”
“That’s good. I love angels. They are so nice to me.”
“Of course they are, sweetie,” I laughed.   
“Except for the one angel that was mean to Momma that day.”
“What? Are you being silly?” I teased.
“No, he was not nice to Momma and when I got close to them, he went away. Momma said it wasn’t anybody, but I saw him.”
I smiled, taking her hands to help her bounce off the bed and onto the floor, trying to act like I thought she was being an imaginative five-year-old, but my gut told me that she may have had an insight far beyond what I could fathom. Something was going on, and I wanted to know what. “Let’s whisper now. I’ll open the door to see if we can hear what the men want, okay?”
“It can be a secret. They won’t know that we are listening,” she giggled through her whispers.
I opened the heavy wooden door enough to peek out over the landing and through the railing. I could hear voices in the living room but couldn’t distinguish what they were saying. 
“Let’s go down!” Jacqueline was almost as eager as I was. 
“Well, let’s just get a drink from the kitchen,” I suggested. “But maybe we should text Baba first. Are Will and your momma downstairs too?”
“Nope, when the men came, Momma got Baba from the stables and Will was getting eggs, but I didn’t want to go. I went out to the coop this morning and got five already. It’s stinky out there now.” She paused and leaned in, whispering as if
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