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Relieved to finally leave nightmares behind, Ellen hurries to finish packing her belongings, not caring if she leaves something in her wake. Instinctually she knows she will be back. Soon. 

This place has a hold on her. 

“Ladies...” Tim says from the doorway with a grim look spread across his pale face.

Kathy immediately jumps up from her chair and rushes over to Tim; she asks, “What is it? Is it your heart?” 

Shaking his head rapidly, he holds up his hand.

“Well, what is it then? You look as if you have seen a ghost.”

His face still wearing a grimace, “I just got a call from Sherriff. Unpack your bags.” He swallows hard, then blurts, “They have uncovered the remains of Melody... your mother.”

“What?” She blurts, “Where?” All the blood runs from her face. 

“All I know is that a few townies were ice fishing on North Fork and found her remains in the frozen marsh.”

“It could be anyone. Why would the officials think it’s her? Especially after twenty years.” She says with a deep scowl.

Still in shock from the news, he looks down at his feet and doesn’t answer right away. He simply shakes his head instead. 

“Dad! Just tell me!” she demands with a stricken look and a sick feeling forming in her stomach. 

The words tumble from his mouth, giving no further restraint, “Among the remains, they found your Mother’s wedding ring on the left hand....” He breathes deeply, unable to continue. Looking at the two women, his anguish is written throughout his body.

After taking a few moments, his composure gathered enough to speak, he attempts to complete his thoughts, “To think, all this time, she’s been under a mile away in a watery grave....” He nearly collapses to the floor, landing on his knees. Kathy and Ellen rush to his side to offer support. 

Assisting him to the edge of the bed, she sits next to him; her body feels numb. The flood of emotions and questions overflow in her mind. 

“Dad?” She asks quietly, “Why has she been discovered now? And after all these years. It can hardly be a coincidence that I would return here. Then suddenly, these discoveries surrounding Mom’s disappearance have come to the surface.”

He shakes his head almost violently, “Oh, this is no coincidence. I don’t believe that for a minute.”

Kathy clears her throat, “I don’t think any of us believe that this is by chance. I still wonder if Gus really did have a hand in the other assaults on this family.” 

Tim furrows his brows together, “What do you mean? He kidnapped our daughter for his sick and twisted revenge, and he had everything to do with her being run down in the street. I don’t know how he got his hands on so many details about Melody. And what’s worse is how did he know where her body was buried?” He says with a shudder of his body, his face crinkling into a furl of emotion.

Sitting on the other side of Tim, Kathy wraps her arm around the stricken man while he releases sobs of sorrow. He makes no effort to hold back, his emotions are too raw, and the discovery of his missing wife is almost more than he can bear. 

Ellen, on the other hand, is feeling a mix of emotions. The sadness and shock of discovering her mother’s remains are expected. Only, the anger she is experiencing is something of an unexpected response. 

The mountain of questions that are erupting like an angry volcano.

She angrily swipes her hand across her face, drying the tears that escaped. “There will be plenty of time for tears later when we lay mom to rest. We need to go to the Sherriff’s and demand some answers.” 

Sliding off the bed, she stands before her parents with a new resolve. 

Looking up at Ellen towering over him with red-rimmed eyes and a weary shadow on his face, her dad swallows hard then as if he has summoned a reserve of strength. He quietly nods while holding out his hand. Taking his daughter’s hand and his wife’s, they head down the grand staircase to seek the truth.

They can hardly escape the curious stares as they pull into town in Tim’s rust-bucket of a pickup truck. The media has already arrived and camped out in front of the Sherriff’s office, watching and waiting for morsels to report. Much like the lonely crows waiting for a scrap of food to fall from summer picnic baskets. 

Removing his baseball hat, Tim smooths down his fair hair, greying at the temples. The whites of his eyes appear bloodshot, causing the deep blue of his eyes to look more pronounced. His constitution is weary as he leads the ladies into the building, trying to shield them from the flashing cameras and the small crowd of gawkers on the sidewalk. 

Once inside, Ellen’s eyes dart around the lobby, noticing the buzz of activity that has befallen this sleepy little Sherriff’s office. 

As the trio is instructed to take a seat in the waiting area, Ellen brings her phone out of her coat pocket to review her messages and missed calls. She finds several texts from Amber and her horror over the recent news and a voice mail from Ben stating the same, which causes a smile to spread across her face, which she fights to hide. 

“What is it? Good news, I hope, we could certainly use some of that right about now.” Kathy laments while squeezing Tim’s hand that has been encircled around hers. 

Shaking her head, “Not really. I am just thankful for my friends. Amber and Ben have already reached out to me to offer their support.” This time she allows the smile to appear. 

“That is nice. I imagine our phone at home is going bonkers.” She takes a deep breath, “I also suppose we will be eating casseroles for a week.”

Ellen’s eyebrow shoots up into an arch, “Casseroles?” She asks. 

“Yes, casserole. Don’t you know that you take a casserole or baked goods when someone passes, or a family is experiencing hardship to help them through the rough patch?”

“What an odd thing to be concerned with right now, Kath,” Tim says with irritation.

“Oh, I don’t know; it’s keeping my mind off the reason why we are sitting here in this lobby.” She sighs.

“Point well taken. I can’t stop playing the scene in my mind. Bill over shared the gruesome findings. I don’t know if I will be able to sleep tonight.” He makes a choking noise as he folds his arms across his chest that he puffs out as a blatant attempt at keeping his emotions in check. 

“I’m just anxious to find out what we are up against. I still have to drive back to LA today. There is no way that I can stay.”

“But...” Kathy begins to protest but backs down and releases a puff of air, “Never mind, you have obligations, and there is not a lot you will be able to do but offer your emotional support to your dad.”

Ellen wraps her arm around her dad’s back, leaning her head on his shoulder; she closes her eyes and shuts everything out. Though it is a moment of peace that is short-lived. 

The sounds of men’s voices approaching cause her eyes to shoot open. All three jump to their feet as the Sherriff and four other men walk toward them with grim faces. 

Sherriff Bill reaches out his hand to shake Tim’s, but instead, Tim surprises him and grabs him into a firm hug. Brief as the hug was, it signified the loss the two of them share; after all, Melody wasn’t only Tim’s wife but Bill’s sister. The night she went missing, he made it his vow to solve the case someday, even if it was the last thing he ever did. 

Twenty-three years later, and now he seems to have his chance. 

Turning to the other men, he says something confidential before they head down the hall and disappear through a set of doors. Bill turns to the group remaining, “Tim, Kathy, Ellen, I will take you into my office to discuss the new developments. Now I want to warn you of a few things, he says as he leads the group down the hall toward the double doors, “I can only tell you the details of the initial discovery. You may not share a word of that information with the press.” 

He locks eyes with Ellen, then continues as she nods in silent acknowledgment, “We will be holding a press conference later this afternoon, and we ask that you not be there for that.”

Just inside the double doors, there is a large room with desks pushed against the wall with long tables in their usual place. Up against another wall is a rolling whiteboard with gruesome pictures of one body and the bones and remains of another victim spanning across the entire space with notes scribbled around each image. 

Ushering them into his office, he shuts the door against the noise of the bullpen as he referred to it and pulls a chair around for Ellen to sit beside her dad. 

“As I was saying. No talking to the press and keep a low profile for now. Because of my famous niece, this case is expected to gain international interest. We are already looking at our budget and how we will afford to bring on reservists to help with the crowd control.”

He turns his attention to his famous niece. “I understand that you are leaving today. Are you finally going to hire a bodyguard?”

“You bet she is, or rather, I already made the arrangements. He’s to start tomorrow, but due to today’s news, we might want to move that to tonight.” Tim laments. 

“Dad, I will be fine. I won’t be home until late by the time I leave today. So there’s no sense in changing things at this point.”

Kathy snorts, “Unless you leave soon, you will be home tomorrow anyway. It takes nearly eight hours to drive on a clear day, and with all of the new snow, you are looking at adding at least two to three hours to get through the pass. I know you don’t want to delay your return anymore, but it might be necessary to wait to leave until the morning.” 

“No way! I have to drive back tonight! The studio is already annoyed with me. I’m headed right for their blocklist if I don’t report to set in the morning.” Ellen insists.

Kathy responds by shrugging her shoulders, “Suit yourself. It was only a suggestion. Have you thought about how you will get through the pass with your little sports car? Surely they don’t make chains for that toy?”

Tim can’t help but chuckle, for which Ellen shoots him a scowl, then she responds to Kathy, “I will have you know that they do, in fact, make a low-profile chain for my Boxster. Plus, they should have those roads well plowed by the time I leave today. With all the ski traffic, it will be smooth sailing.”

Bill interrupts, “Now that is settled, you will want to hear this next bit from me, but first, I will caution you, this is gruesome. So much so that my superiors have suggested that I recuse myself from this case, which as much as it pains me, I am going to step back.”

Tim looks alarmed.

“Don’t worry, though, I have no intention of abandoning the investigation on the whole, but where it concerns my sister, well, I can hardly keep my composure. I’ll not step away completely, but I’ll hand over the lead role to my Deputy Sherriff.”

Tim nods, “Understood, man.”

“With that said, I will tell all of you what I already shared with Tim this morning. Melody was found yesterday afternoon by a group of ice fishermen at the North Fork of the lake. The medical examiner in Sacramento has not determined the cause of death or anything else yet. They can confirm that the remains found had Melody’s wedding band on the left-hand ring finger. Further, scraps of  fibers matched the description of what she was last seen wearing.”

“But is that enough to say it’s her without testing for DNA or checking against dental records?” Tim asks. 

“Yes, Tim, I saw the remains for myself. In my experience, I would say that’s my sister. But you are correct. They will run all sorts of tests to confirm her identity.” He chokes, then covering his face, he looks away.

The room falls silent but for the light tapping Kathy’s foot is making as she nervously shakes her knee up and down. 

The moment passes, and Bill snaps back into his official demeanor and finishes. “We feel that her remains were planted there in the last week at most. That location is not where she’s been all this time. Evidence already shows that she was buried somewhere, but not in the water. I’m guessing it was dry desert-like conditions.”

The look of horror on her face, Ellen asks. “So, some sicko dug her up and then placed her in the water? This is unbelievable. How can anyone be so demented and cruel?”

“I know, and what I am finding hard to get past is motive. What could possibly drive someone to these lengths?” Kathy questions. 

Shaking his head, Bill responds quietly, “Well, those are some questions that we hope we can answer. The weather hinders our investigation, but if it holds off from new snow for today, we might be able to gather some kind of clues or evidence at the site. I’m remaining cautiously optimistic though I’m realistic too.” 

Glancing at the clock on the wall, he puts his wide-brimmed hat on his head, then smooths his grey walrus mustache. “Well, folks, I hate to cut it short, but I have to get back to the lake. I’m sure you can show yourselves out.” 

Shaking his hand, Tim and Ellen express their thanks and head out to the bullpen while Ellen remains, “How bad is it, Uncle Bill?”

“I’m not going to lie. It’s terrible. I suggest you take your mind off your mama, leave right after the memorial services, and head back to work. And until we know who is behind this and why you need to keep your wits about you and stop being so damned stubborn. You get that straight from your mother.” He chokes, “If she hadn’t been so stubborn, she might still be with us. She insisted on walking around that lake at night, whether it was sleeting or squelching heat. God rest her soul.”

Feeling a swell of emotions threatening to overflow, she quickly responds, “Thanks, Uncle. Please keep in touch.”

“I will. Now off with you and get home safe.”
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Chapter Two
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Sitting in the bedroom window, Ellen watches as little drops of water trickle off the icicle formations hanging from the eves of her parent’s home. Her eyes wander to the little green heads of crocus peeking through the remaining patches of snow. The early signs of spring are slowly making an appearance in the Valley. It is a time of renewal for most, but it’s a time for mourning in this house. 

The Jacksons are finally allowed to place Melody to rest. The remains have been released, and preparations for the memorial have been made. 

Having wrapped the movie only a few days prior, Ellen made the long drive back to Thunder Valley, dreading the days ahead. 

Her forehead pressed against the window, Ellen hears a soft knock at the door, “Come in.” she replies. 

“Hi honey, I hope I’m not bothering you.” Kathy tilts her head, noticing a red mark on her stepdaughter’s forehead. Pointing to the spot, she asks, “What happened?”

Ellen furrows her brow and then walks across the room to look in the mirror. Staring at her reflection, she sees what had concerned Kathy. “Oh! It’s nothing. I was leaning my head against the window.”

Kathy responds with a weak smile, “Ah, it’s pretty out today. It should be a good day for....”

Ellen interrupts, “Oh, Mom!” She releases a heart-wrenching wail as she throws herself into Kathy’s arms. Sobs wracking her body, she feels weak. Holding all of her emotions in check for several months has been hard. She is weary from exercising such restraint.  

Smoothing Ellen’s hair away from her face, she embraces the young woman offering her strength and comfort. Tears streaming down her face, she shares in the sorrow, yet Kathy also feels almost a sense of relief. This harrowing nightmare is about to end aside from the ongoing investigation. 

Ellen feels the pain not just for the woman they are laying to rest but for herself.

Helping her over to the window seat where Ellen had just been sitting, Kathy sits next to her, holding her hand and weeping silent tears.

After some time, taking the edge of her oatmeal-colored sweater cuff, she dabs at her eyes, then clears her throat, “Kath?”

“Yes, dear?”

“Is it bad that I’m not just sad for Melody, but I’m feeling sad for myself?”

Shaking her head with her dark hair cascading around her shoulders, the suffering this family has been put through has taken its toll on Kathy; little threads of grey hair are weaving their way through the temples of her usually striking dark hair. The faint circles of purple and black have appeared below her bright eyes, and with that, fine lines from worry. 

This family has undoubtedly suffered. 

“I don’t think that’s bad. In fact, it is rather natural. You never got the chance to know your mother, and the circumstances of her disappearance even to this date remain
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