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Sunday before Thanksgiving

“Thanks for helping me with this,” Mom said as she sat the concrete pot in the center of the headstone. “Your Dad hates coming out here.”

“I’m glad to help,” Aylsia shivered in the wind blowing through the church cemetery. “Isn’t it early to put out poinsettias?”

“Not really. People decorate for Christmas right after Halloween.” Mom stood back, surveying the bright red flowers. “What do you think?”

Aylsia looked at her grandparents’ memorial stones. It was hard to believe her grandfather had been gone for twenty-five years and her grandmother for twenty-seven years. Most of her life, and all of her niece’s life. “It looks good.”

Mom tilted her head. “It looks unbalanced, and Dad’s flag is tilting.”

Aylsia bent to straighten the flag on her grandfather’s footstone as her mother fussed over the flowers. A cloud passed over the sun as a stronger gust of wind blew, sending another chill through Aylsia. She stood and pulled her sweater tighter around her, backing up until her shoe bumped against something.  She turned to see that she had backed into the square next to her grandparents, and had kicked over a small angel ornament. She bent to pick it up, her eyes falling on the footstone.

EMILYN BREEN.

She sighed and set the angel right. “I should be planning Friendsgiving with you, not setting your footstone right.”

“What’s that, dear?” Mom asked.

“I forgot that Emilyn and her mother were buried next to Nana and Granddaddy.”

“Oh yes, that’s so sad. Did you see today’s local news article about it being the thirtieth anniversary of that accident?”

Aylsia looked at the footstone again. “The article was wrong, and so are those dates. Emilyn was eight when she died, not ten. Her mother died two years later in a car accident.”

“I think you’re mixed up. Emilyn wasn’t abducted and murdered by that serial killer in the area when you girls were in third grade. She died in a car accident with her mother when you were in fifth grade.”

“I thought she died in third grade.  Her body was buried behind the school.”

“That was a silly story,” Mom said. “Emilyn’s parents moved around the same time Zorion Velasco was kidnapping and murdering those children in the area. Somebody started that story about a body buried behind the school.” Mom trailed off. “I can understand how you got confused. Third grade was hard. Not only was Velasco in the area, but your great-aunt died too. I think you’ve blocked a lot out.”

Aylsia pulled her sweater tighter in another gust of wind and turned toward her grandparents’ final resting place. “It looks good. Can we go? I think that cold front is coming in faster than they forecast.”

Mom nodded. “It’s not pleasant out here. I’m sorry to ask you to help. That pot was heavy and your dad didn’t want to take a break from his Christmas decorating to do this today.”

“I don’t mind helping. I wanted to pay my respects.”

Aylsia glanced down at Emilyn’s stone one last time before walking back to the car. You remember when one of your best friends was suddenly gone.

She wasn’t mixed up. Emilyn died twice. Maybe it was time to figure out how that happened.
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Thanksgiving Eve

The glow of the lights through the trees revealed what Dilan had done on his day off. The red, green, gold, and white holly lights glowing through the trees, behind the Santa’s workshop set up on her parent’s house and the blue and white snowman theme on her brother and sister-in-law’s house revealed that her husband and brother had not held to the agreement to wait until the day after Thanksgiving to complete Christmas decorations.

Aylsia took a deep breath as she pulled into the driveway to check the mail next to the security gate of the family estate. She was surprised when her headlights illuminated her niece, Cassadee, and their next-door neighbor, Tobin, standing next to the mailbox. She put the car in park and pulled her short body out of the emerald green sedan.

“Good evening,” Alysia said. “What brings you out here?”

“I’m waiting on the pizza delivery,” Cassadee said. “Surprise! We decorated for Christmas while you were at work today and are celebrating with a pizza party at your house!”

“I see that,” Aylsia said. “I like the green on our house.”

“I like the blue on ours,” Cassadee turned to Tobin. “What do you think?”

“I’ve always been partial to your parents’ Santa’s Workshop theme,” Tobin said. “I’m also glad I don’t have to pay your power bill.”

“I guess there are advantages to celebrating Hanukkah,” Aylsia said. “What are your plans for Thanksgiving?”

“We’re leaving in the morning to see our daughter in Knoxville. It looks like your family started the celebrations without you.”

“Dad started last weekend. I guess he got the rest of the family into the spirit today,” Alysia said as she pulled the mail out of her box.

“I have a reason for standing out here with Cassadee, besides concern about her standing in dark woods at twilight by herself,” Tobin said. “Do you work at the State Archives center?”

“I do.”

“I was wondering if they have documentation on a case from thirty years ago. I’m looking for content for my cold case podcast, and I saw an article Sunday about the anniversary of the death of Emilyn Breen, that girl whose car accident case led to legislation for better automobile safety measures for children under twelve.”

“It’s funny you should mention that,” Aylsia said. “I was talking to Mom about her Sunday. She’s buried next to my grandparents.”

“The reason I ask is because I ran across a discrepancy in my research. Most of the online articles say she died thirty years ago, but I found an article for an out-of-print paper that mentioned her name in the Zorion Velasco case two years before the car accident.” He paused. “They later retracted it as misinformation due to ‘mistaken identity.’ I couldn’t find any cross references. Do you think State Archives might have anything?”

“I can do better than State Archives. I knew Emilyn Breen. We were friends in grammar school.”

Tobin’s dark eyes widened. “You’re kidding.”

“I remember it. I was in the third grade,” Aylsia said. “The story was that her body was buried behind the school playground. Everybody ignored it. Our parents and the school staff thought bullies from the middle school were playing a prank on the younger children and claimed she moved. Two years later, she and her mother died in a car accident. That’s the story that stuck.” She shuddered. “At least, that’s the date on her footstone in the cemetery.”

“How could she die twice?” Cassadee asked.

“Good question,” Aylsia said. “It’s been a slow week at work, and I looked through the records. I think the article you found on the kidnapping and murder was from The Record, an old evening newspaper that was bought out shortly after Velasco was arrested. They printed a retraction, and were out of print a couple of weeks later.”

“That’s suspicious,” Tobin said.

“It is,” Aylsia said. “Maybe I can go through my parents’ and grandparents’ old files in their basement this weekend. I’ll let you know if I find anything.”

“Thank you,” Tobin said. “I think clarifying this local case would be interesting to the community, especially since Velasco was executed last summer, and they claim they’re still finding bodies of his victims around town. That body you thought was behind the school wasn’t a hoax. Didn’t they find one when they started the expansion of the school last summer?”

Aylsia paused. “A childhood friend passed away in July, so I might have missed it.”

Tobin scratched his head. “This is odd. Is anybody else around who might remember Emilyn Breen?”

“I didn’t keep up. The only other person who might remember her is my friend Tamara, who moved to Houston four years ago,” Aylsia sighed. “Isn’t my job to keep up with history? I’ll see what I can find.”

“I want to help,” Cassadee said. “Maybe I can do a write-up for the school newspaper. It’s more interesting than the assignment they gave me on hunting laws and safety tips.”

“They gave you a challenging assignment, eh?” Tobin asked.

Aylsia playfully poked Cassadee in the arm. “No, she wants a clip to push for being made editor next year.”

Cassadee laughed. “It would be great for my college portfolio.”

“Thank you for looking into this,” Tobin said as more headlights turned into the driveway. The pizzas had arrived. “I’ll let you get back to your celebrations. Happy Thanksgiving.”

Aylsia and Cassadee loaded the pizzas in the car. Aylsia drove slowly toward the lights glowing in the middle of the woods. Maybe it was good to decorate early. The days were short, and it was nice to have something besides headlights and shadows to welcome her home after work.

“Your father might kill me for bringing you into this,” Aylsia said.

“Dad’s a
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