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A man pushed Richard Davenport into the room. Celia stood uncertainly in the darkness, observing their progress into the outer room through the chink in the bathroom door. Richard had entered first, talking cheerfully, and waving his hands, followed by the other man. It was then she saw the second man whip out the gun. She watched, frozen in horror, as Richard, oblivious to the gun, continued talking.

In a flash, the man had shut the door to the hallway behind them and moved quickly to stand behind Richard, who had almost reached the desk. She heard a sound, no more than a click. The man was holding the gun to Richard’s back. Celia watched in disbelief as Richard stumbled forward and fell to the ground, face down. 

The gunman looked around hurriedly as he pocketed the gun, seeming to notice the bathroom door for the first time. He stared in her direction. Panic surged through Celia. Their eyes might have met briefly.  Had he seen her standing in the dark, peering through the chink in the bathroom door? Either way, she had become a witness to a murder. Any moment now, he was going to march over here and drag her out. Or he might just shoot her where she was cowering. 

Celia had flipped off the light in the bathroom and had started opening the door when she heard the outer room door opening and the sound of male voices. Instinctively, she had backed into the bathroom, hoping to remain undetected. She had inched the door closed, but not shutting it all the way in case the noise alerted the men. She shouldn’t be in here in the mansion’s private quarters. But now there was no way out without being seen. 

Now, holding her breath, she crept backwards towards the oversized bench outside the sauna. She had flipped it open curiously a few minutes ago, noting the towels stashed at one end and the large empty space at the other end. If it creaked when she opened it, she was dead. It didn’t. She crawled inside, lying down on her side and pulling her knees up, pulled the lid down. She was scrunched uncomfortably, but the lid had come all the way down. It was dark and quiet. She held her breath, afraid to move, afraid that the sound of her breathing would give her away. 

Then some light filtered through small round holes at the side of the bench. He must have switched on the light in the bathroom. She could hear his footsteps on the tiles. Then the faint light was gone, and it was pitch black again. She heard no more footsteps or sounds. But she thought the outer room was carpeted and his footsteps would make no sound there. She didn’t remember about the carpet. She needed to wait to make sure he was really gone. 

She waited a long time before venturing to open the lid. Finally, her whole body was so cramped she had to move. Her heart was beating uncomfortably and loudly as she scrambled out of the storage bench. 

He had left the bathroom door open all the way. She stood motionless, her eyes having adjusted to the dark while she crouched hidden inside the bench. It was dark and quiet in the outer room. He must have switched off the light when he left. Celia remembered now the light had been on when she came in. She thought it was a home office with an adjoining bathroom. She had paid no attention to the outer room when she arrived, focused on reaching the bathroom.

Cautiously, she edged behind the bathroom door, peering into the outer room. She could see the crumpled figure on the ground, completely still. A faint light from the garden illuminated the patch of floor where Richard lay unmoving. Was he dead? 

Finally, sure there was no one else in the room, she edged out of the bathroom and approached the crumpled figure on the ground cautiously. He was lying on his stomach, his head to the side, eyes open, staring unseeingly. He was dead. She reached for his wrist, anyway. The arm was flung out uselessly at his side. There was no pulse.

She wanted to scream. This was real. Someone had killed Richard Davenport. She stopped herself. The man with the gun could be nearby. He could be shooting his way out of the mansion right now. No, that made no sense. She had heard no gunshots. But there had only been a click when he shot Richard. She had heard of silencers on guns. He probably wanted to draw no attention to himself, make a quick escape. Still, she needed to be careful. If she saw her coming out of this room—if anyone saw her — she could be in danger.

She edged towards the outer door, heart in her mouth, and eased it open, slowly. The corridor outside was empty. She had to get out of here and far away. She slipped out, pulling the door shut behind her as quietly as she could, and walked quickly and silently in the direction she had come from when she entered this part of the house. 

She had come in from the garden. Once outside, she could see the patio at the other end, the lights, party guests and music spilling out of the crowded large room where the party was being held. She wanted to run away. There must be another exit from the house, but she only knew the main entrance where she had arrived earlier that evening. She would have to go back through the patio and the party. 

The man’s sharp angular features and cold dark eyes were etched in photographic detail in her mind. He would come after her next if he knew what she’d seen. Suddenly, she no longer wanted to be alone. She wanted to be surrounded by people. There was safety in numbers. That’s what people said. She turned and ran back towards the party. 

The party was in full swing and noisy, so noisy that no one in the main rooms would have heard the shot. She remembered then there hadn’t been a loud sound. It had been more like a click. It had happened in a secluded wing of the large house, and as she fought off the panic, still wanting to flee from the estate but not wanting to be alone, Celia realized it would be safer to blend into the crowd. Would the black uniform the catering company required her to wear attract attention, or would it provide a disguise? 

Jeremy pushed a tray of canapés at her and said, “take those out to the patio.” He hadn’t noticed her absence. He hardly looked at her as he busily strode back towards the kitchen. She held the tray and, with a practiced smile, mingled with the guests, her mind working furiously. The man couldn’t shoot her here in this crowd. In fact, he would want to escape unseen. It would be safer to stay for now in these crowded rooms. But what about later? She couldn’t stay here forever. She had to go home sometime.

And what about Richard? The party’s host, Richard Davenport, had talked to her earlier, had been kind. Maybe he wasn’t dead, Celia thought desperately. Then she remembered his lifeless eyes. She should tell someone what had happened, should have done so already.  The police should be called.  She continued to circulate, offering food to guests, who had started filtering out to the patio. Reluctantly, she ventured outside, eyes peeled for the man with the gun. She didn’t see him.

A commotion of raised voices was getting louder when she reentered the main room of the house from the patio to pick up another tray. The voices were louder and more agitated than the party chit-chat from earlier. Jeremy had come out of the kitchen and was talking to a small group of servers.  White-faced, he. beckoned her over.

“Something has happened. An accident. The police will be involved soon.”

“Has someone been injured?” Lisa asked. 

“I know nothing, only that the police want a list of names of everyone working tonight. But I believe it’s Richard Davenport. Something has happened to him. Someone went to get him so that he could announce his big news and then alerted the police. I know nothing else.”

Richard Davenport was the party’s host and the owner of this grand mansion. Now was the time to say she had witnessed him being fatally shot.  She had seen the shooter. Celia remained silent.

The party quickly dispersed after the police arrived. Two policemen had stationed themselves at the main door, taking down names and contact details as guests left. 

The catering crew waited uncertainly in the kitchen area. Richard Davenport’s housekeeper, Mrs. Bennett, washed dishes with a stony-faced concentration and didn’t speak. Her face was pale. Jeremy, always in motion, stood unmoving.

“They couldn’t keep that many people here indefinitely for questioning,” Jeremy announced. “Anyone could have done it. They’ll probably contact all of us to see if we noticed anything suspicious. I already told them none of us workers had any reason to be in that section of the house. We couldn’t have seen anything.”

“Shouldn’t they ask everyone where they were before letting anyone go?” Jim Dunne asked. 

“That’s just in murder mysteries and they usually have a much smaller collection of suspects to interview,” Celia answered automatically. “But they must be asking for photo IDs. If they don’t, people could make up fake names and addresses.”

She was standing with the small group of caterers who worked for Carlyle Catering. They were tired and dejected, having been on their feet all night and wanting to go home. Jeremy said they could start tidying up. He would check with the police and if there were no objections, then they could leave.

Celia wished she had brought a change of clothes. She was still panicked, unable to think, but she reminded herself the gunman hadn’t seen her, even if it seemed that he had looked directly into her eyes. If he’d seen her, she would be dead, too. She shivered. She wanted to get out of here and never return.

Then, unbelievably, she saw him. He was leaving with a group of people. She couldn’t tell if he was with them or just walking to the door with them. He wasn’t talking to any of them. As she watched, his head swiveled suddenly, as if he’d felt her eyes on him. He stared directly at her, stared into her eyes. It was the same unnerving stare as before, but this time, his cold eyes took in her face and her uniform. She looked away, heart racing uncomfortably.
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Finally, Jeremy signaled they could leave. They showed their IDs to the policemen at the door, gave their phone numbers and addresses, and were told they would be contacted for a statement. Celia overheard Lisa report she had just been in the kitchen, large party room and patio and Celia said the same thing when it was her turn. The man with the gun could be waiting outside, listening somewhere. He could follow her home. If she said nothing, no one would know she had seen him, hopefully not even him. 

She piled into the large van with her co-workers. They had come together from Manhattan to the mansion in the Connecticut suburbs. She was silent on the drive back to the city as the group chattered about the dramatic killing of the man who had hired them for the night. 

“We could have served him drinks,” Lisa said.

“Why do you assume it was a man?” someone else asked.

Celia asked to be dropped off on 79th Street on the West side. It wasn’t where she lived, but it was a block away from Lloyd’s apartment. She had the key, having promised to feed his cat Trixie, while he was away. It felt safer to stay there for the night. No one would think to look for her there. 

She was probably overreacting. She knew she wasn’t thinking clearly, but she had an overwhelming urge to hide, to disguise herself. It was important to remain hidden. If people didn’t see her, they couldn’t hurt her. Her survival instincts were kicking in. She was dimly aware she was relying on old habits, but she was too anxious now to think about it too deeply.

In the apartment, she crawled under the pink velvet throw on Lloyd’s couch. She returned Trixie’s unblinking stare. “I know who killed him,” she said to Trixie. “I should tell the police, but I need to think this out first.” 

Trixie continued to stare at her accusingly, amber eyes fixed on her face. “He was a party guest or pretending to be. My information could help capture him. Don’t look at me so accusingly. I’ll tell you why I said nothing. What if he finds out I’m the one who told them? He could come for me next. And anyway, they might not believe me. Or worse, think I had something to do with it. I’ve heard of people—do-gooders — who became suspects simply because they volunteered information. It’s better if I stay anonymous.”

Trixie, with a disdainful swish of her tail, jumped off the other end of the couch and padded silently toward Lloyd’s bedroom.

Celia felt cold, wrapped as she was in the warm throw and still fully dressed.  That man’s cold eyes were emblazoned in her memory, as well as Richard Davenport’s body slumped on the floor at an unnatural angle. She shivered. 

She thought of the unexpected conversation with Richard earlier that evening when the caterers were setting up for the party. So much had happened since then. It was unbelievable their conversation was only tonight—or technically last night, since it was now past midnight. She had liked Richard. He had talked to her as if they were equals, not as if she was the hired help, something she was used to in the course of her work from people less prominent and less wealthy than Richard.

Their conversation had happened after Jeremy advised Richard to remove small personal items from the main areas where the party would be held. He gestured towards photographs displayed on a side table, saying that anything Richard treasured that could be easily picked up or moved should probably be removed from this area for safekeeping. Jeremy was careful not to suggest that guests might take things, but emphasized that there could be damage, breakages.

Celia's gaze fixated on a photo of a young girl, her face radiating innocence and joy. The girl might have been about fourteen when the photo was taken. The photographer was skilled and had caught her expression at the perfect moment, but what drew Celia’s attention was that if she squinted, the young girl in the photo could have been Celia herself at that age. Not that Celia had been so joyful then. It was quite the opposite. But in an alternative universe, this might have been her. Intrigued by the resemblance, Celia spontaneously commented on the photo.

“Is this a relative?” she asked, ignoring Jeremy’s frown. Jeremy didn’t approve of informal conversations with their employers. Richard's gaze briefly turned distant. His eyes clouded. Celia was beginning to regret having asked. Jeremy was right. She was being too personal. 

After a moment’s silence, Richard sighed. "Yes, that's Amelia," he said. "She's my niece, William's daughter. But she hasn't been a part of our lives for a long time. I’d forgotten about that photo."

Celia's curiosity intensified. "What happened? Did she move away or something?"

Richard's features tightened. "It's a complicated story, of misunderstandings, and betrayal," he said, his voice deeper now and sad. "Amelia had dreams and ideals which clashed with the expectations we had of her. She didn’t deserve what happened to her."

A fleeting sadness crossed Richard's eyes, as if he carried a heavy burden. "I failed her. I didn’t do enough. But by the time I realized the damage, it was too late. Her relationship with the family was severed, irreparably broken."

It intrigued Celia that he clearly blamed himself. This man was Amelia’s uncle. Surely her parents were the ones who should bear the responsibility. She chose not to say that and instead asked, “what was so troubling about Amelia’s dreams and aspirations?” 

Jeremy had already departed to the kitchen, where he was organizing the kitchen staff. Celia knew Jeremy expected her to help set up in the main room, but her co-workers were already busy doing that and she would soon be run off her feet. She could spare a few minutes of pleasant conversation. And it would be rude to walk away from their employer in mid-conversation.

Richard's gaze drifted into the distance, and lines of regret etched his face. "Amelia... she was a free spirit," he said. "She possessed an incredible talent for art, a natural gift that seemed to flow effortlessly from her fingertips. Painting, sculpting, you name it. She captured emotions and stories within her artwork and brought life to the canvas. I am biased, I know, but I believe she was a rare talent."

A hint of pride filtered through Richard's voice, immediately followed by sorrow. "But Amelia's artistic spirit clashed with the expectations imposed upon her by our family. She didn’t understand the decision-making that went into running a business. We wanted her to pursue a more traditional path, something that would secure her future and uphold our social standing. William wanted to groom her to take a prominent position in the company and I would have been pleased if she had. I didn’t discourage William. It was a clash of wills, a battle between conforming and embracing her true passion. I eventually saw Amelia would not fit into the corporate environment. Her opinions were too strong, and she was unyielding."

Celia felt a stirring of empathy for Amelia, but also for Richard. She understood so well the struggle between artistic expression and the practical demands of life. After all, she was here now, working as a caterer because it provided a livelihood. She had no wealthy relatives to pay her bills and allow her to develop her creative talents. She had no relatives at all. It seemed unfair that Amelia’s wealthy family didn’t support her artistic expression when they could so easily afford it. 
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Amelia’s story fascinated Celia. They looked alike, were both artists, but Amelia had grown up wealthy and she had grown up with nothing and no one. Richard had shown no desire to pull away. In fact, he seemed lost in his memories.

Celia leaned in closer, eager to hear more of Amelia’s story, her voice gentle yet persistent. "What happened to her? Did she cut herself off from the family?"

Richard's eyes clouded. "I wish I had definitive answers," he confessed, his voice heavy with regret. “After the conflict reached its peak, Amelia simply vanished one night. It tore our family apart, left us searching for answers that we never found. We tried to locate her, to reconcile, but all efforts led to dead ends. It’s been ten years. She was just sixteen when she disappeared and still there are no clues about where she went.”

Celia spoke before thinking. "Do you think she left by choice?" she asked. “I imagine you hired experienced investigators. How could she have disappeared so completely?” Too late, she realized she had been tactless in suggesting that Amelia had been abducted or killed. She hadn’t used those words, but it was what she meant. 

Richard's features tightened. His voice was laden with remorse when he spoke next. "Part of me wants to believe that she left to pursue her dreams, to escape the suffocating confines of our expectations," he admitted. “She might have changed her name. It would account for why it’s been more difficult to find her. But it doesn’t fully explain it. We have hired investigators who are expert in finding people who try to disappear. We should have found her long ago. Another part of me fears that something more sinister may have happened, that Amelia's departure was not of her own volition. It is painful to believe that, so I choose to believe she is happy somewhere creating her art.”

“That is dreadful,” Celia said. She stood there silently, not knowing what to say and yet not wanting to walk away. “I am an artist too. I do this work to make a living. But I can’t give up my art, so I empathize with Amelia’s ambitions.”

“We have a foundation that gives grants to artists, the Davenport Art Foundation. You should look into it, maybe apply for funding.”

He was looking at her more closely now. “You remind me of her, especially when you talk about your art. And your features are similar. Of course, I haven’t seen her in ten years, but I imagine she would look like you now.”

“Maybe that’s why I feel a connection with her,” Celia admitted. 

Richard didn’t respond, just continued to look at her, his eyes sad. “You remind me of someone else too, but I can’t think of who. It’s your eyes.” He shook his head as if to clear it of some long-ago memory. Celia didn’t move. She felt an odd connection with him she found hard to explain.

The silence hung in the air between them, until Richard said, “but tonight is a celebration. It is the beginning of my attempt to make things better. I will reveal surprising, and I think exciting, news to the guests, so I need to go and prepare myself.” 

“I’d better see if Jeremy needs me to do something.”

Richard nodded and walked silently into the private area of the house, clutching the framed photo of Amelia.

After that, it was a blur. Guests arrived, and soon the room was crowded and buzzing with voices greeting each other and laughing. Celia gathered from snippets of overheard conversations that most of them were employees of Richard’s company, Davenport Industries. She wondered if Richard was going to announce bonuses. She circulated, serving drinks and appetizers, smiling politely at the guests who were giddily socializing and oblivious to her. All except for Lukas Mansfield.

It surprised and flattered her when he flashed his famous smile at her and said, “have we met?” 

“I would remember if we had,” she answered in the same lightly flirtatious tone he had used. It intrigued her that the famous actor was talking to her, maybe flirting mildly. She wondered why he was here. No other actors or celebrities were present. No one she recognized at any rate. Later she learned he had come with a woman who worked for Davenport Industries, a woman towards whom he obviously felt no sense of loyalty.

He was tipsy. She should have seen that right away. Instead, she was curious when he beckoned for her to follow him and led her outside to the garden, which was dark, empty, and silent. She was an out-of-work actress and a struggling artist, and a famous actor might have connections. She was open to anyone who would help her land acting jobs. 

She followed, unsuspecting, as he led her to a secluded corner. There he lunged at her suddenly and she was shockingly caught in a vice-like embrace. She struggled, pushing him backwards as he forced slobbering kisses on her. 

She eventually extricated herself, but not without becoming disheveled and red-faced, hair falling out of the loose bun which kept it off her face. Once free, she bolted quickly into the house through another door at a distance from them. Here there were no guests, and she could tidy up before returning to the party. 

She quickly realized she was in the private part of the house, which was off-limits to the party guests. But there was no one in sight. If she could find a bathroom, or a room with mirrors, she could make herself presentable before returning to the party. Jeremy might miss her, but he would be even more disapproving of an untidy, unprofessional appearance. 

That was when she found what must be Richard’s office with its adjoining bathroom. She entered it, fixed her hair in the mirror in the bathroom a few minutes before Richard and the gunman entered. She had been ready leave, had already turned off the light in the bathroom when she heard the men at the outer door.

It was a series of circumstances that had led to the situation she was now in, fearing for her life, wondering if the gunman had seen her, and triggering off terrifying, half-remembered scenes from her past which had traumatized her for years.

She had been young, five years old. Another man with a gun, another man who had not seen her, a woman shot dead. Then she had been taken away. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t tell them what happened. She drew pictures. Drawing pictures saved her life. They gave her paints. She painted, tried to ignore the taunts of the other children at the house where she had been placed. They thought she was slow, stupid. It was three years before she spoke again, but the nightmares continued for years. 
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Despite her fright, she must have dozed. She woke, startled, and disoriented. The lights were still on, and she was still wearing her catering uniform. She got up, stiff-necked from her cramped position on the couch, stretched and threw water on her face in the bathroom. It was dark outside, not yet four am. 

She removed the black caterer’s uniform and left it on a chair in Lloyd’s bedroom. She never wanted to see it again. Opening Lloyd’s closet in search of a shirt to change into, she was mystified as she caught sight of a collection of wigs on a tall shelf.

Lloyd was a talented and flamboyant hairdresser who experimented, sometimes wildly with his own hair color and style, but these were not wigs he would wear himself. They were wigs for women in various shades and styles. Mostly they were chic but conservative. She wondered if he was working on a project of some kind. He had occasionally done hair and makeup for off-Broadway shows.

Fascinated, Celia tried on a blond shoulder-length wig and examined her reflection in the mirror. It startled her how much she resembled Richard’s niece Amelia in the photo Richard had clutched last night.  Why had she tried on that wig? As Celia studied her reflection in the mirror, she realized that a little makeup to highlight her cheekbones would improve the resemblance. She didn’t stop to ask herself why she wanted to look more like Amelia. Or what had drawn her to that particular wig. 

She finally grabbed an old tee-shirt of Lloyd’s and returned to sleep on the couch under the pink velvet throw, this time sleeping through the rest of the night and waking to bright sunshine. Last night’s events came rushing back, and she gasped. It was no bad dream. She had really been in that bathroom watching Richard Davenport being shot to death by the man with the cold eyes. 

She burrowed deeper under the pink velvet throw, wanting to hide from the world. And from herself. She should have told the police. They would have arrested him. But she had no name. She hadn’t seen him earlier in the night. They might not have been able to find him. But if they did, she would have to identify him. He would know who she was. And what they released him due to lack of evidence? He would be free to pursue her. 

She was groggy but able to think more clearly than she had last night. He hadn’t seen her in that bathroom. He couldn’t have, or he would have shot her there and then. That was logical and had to be true. But later, when he was leaving the party with the group of people, he had stared at her as if fixing her face in his memory. Why had he done that? Perhaps because she had been staring at him. He would remember her. She shivered.

But if she drew no more attention to herself, she could remain safe. Speaking was dangerous. She must remain silent. She reminded herself he came into the bathroom to make sure there was no one there. He believed there was no witness to the shooting. Otherwise, he would have shot her, too. She needed to keep reminding herself of that. 

She flicked on the television, which dominated the wall opposite. Immediately, a picture of Richard Davenport filled the screen, accompanied by the excited voice of the reporter, recounting the dramatic events of last night, describing the party at Richard’s mansion in the wealthy Rockport area of Connecticut. The video panned to shots of the exterior of the house and reported that the police had released no information about suspects or persons of interest.

Celia learned that Richard Davenport had been the heir to the Davenport fortune and had been CEO of Davenport Industries. It was generally assumed his brother, William, would succeed him. 

“There have been reports of a rivalry between the brothers over the years. While William holds a senior executive position at the company, Richard held all the power.”

There was a shot of a harried looking William Davenport getting out of a limousine and rushing into a building accompanied by other men. Their faces were grim. William looked older than Richard and while there was some resemblance, his face held none of the charm Celia had found in Richard. Even though he looked older, he must have been the younger brother. Richard, as the older brother, had inherited everything. That’s how these things usually went.

William was the father of the runaway, Amelia. Richard hadn’t said she had run away, but that’s how it sounded. Having spent her life struggling to make ends meet, working at jobs she didn’t like, Celia wondered how difficult it could have been for Amelia living in luxury that she would have cut herself off from it all. 

Amelia was young when she disappeared. Celia thought Richard had said she was sixteen or seventeen. Celia imagined Amelia had never experienced economic hardship in her sixteen years. It must have been shocking to be on her own with no means of support. It would have made sense if she had returned home, or at least allowed herself to be found.  For that reason, Celia concluded it was likely Amelia was no longer alive. It was ten years since she disappeared. Celia felt sad for Amelia and for Richard, remembering the regret in his voice last night. Amelia if she was still alive would be two years younger than Celia.

Then there she was on the screen. It was a photo of Amelia. Not the one Richard had, but a different one where the young girl was not smiling, and her head tilted to the right so that Celia could see the shape of her nose. She caught her breath. They didn’t have the same nose, but it was close enough. The girl’s hair was long and dark blond.

The reporter was saying, “Another tragedy for the Davenport family was the disappearance of William’s daughter, Amelia, almost ten years ago. The sixteen-year-old vanished one day without a trace. Police and private investigators couldn’t find her. Appeals had been made for her to return. The family suspected she had wanted freedom to pursue a career as an artist, something her father had opposed. Richard had appealed publicly for her to return, promising she could live the life she wanted, and the family would not obstruct her ambitions. They would help her. Amelia did not return.” 

The journalist paused, his chiseled face settling into a somber expression, his voice dropping. “The family has not responded to a suspicion that Amelia was abducted against her will and the police refuse to comment, but there is a theory that she might have met with foul play.”

The video shifted to an interview with a retired detective who had worked for years on cases of missing children and teens. It was emphasized that while Detective Dan Foley had no inside knowledge of the Amelia Davenport case, he had worked on similar cases during his long career, and he believed a girl like Amelia who had lived a sheltered life might have run away but wouldn’t have survived long on the streets and had likely been a victim of foul play. He concluded she was probably no longer alive.

The reporter mused about the extra wealth that would probably now be inherited by Amelia if she were still alive. It was understood that Richard, with no children of his own, had been especially fond of Amelia and would probably have left her a sizeable inheritance.  At twenty-six, she would be independent of her parents. 

Celia sat up, her imagination fired. Surely, Amelia, if she was alive and heard this news, would come forward and claim her inheritance. Her parents would have little power over her now and being wealthy couldn’t hurt.

Celia thought of her own circumstances and how a financial windfall would change her life. She had grown up in a series of foster homes where money was always in short supply. Her art classes had allowed her to escape reality. Later, she had come alive in the drama club in high school, surprising herself as well as her friends. The drama coach had said she had talent. But her overriding ambition was to be free of the foster care system and to live independently. Celia had put her dreams of being an artist and actress on hold and sought employment that would provide some financial stability.  

She had attended art school, though it was a financial struggle. After completing her studies, Celia faced the harsh reality of a competitive job market that offered few opportunities for someone with her qualifications. Faced with mounting bills and a desire to break free from the constraints of her upbringing, she took on various odd jobs to make ends meet.

One day, Celia stumbled upon a job opening with Carlisle Catering, a renowned catering company known for its involvement in high-profile events. The opportunity to work at upscale parties and rub shoulders with the affluent elite appealed to her sense of curiosity and the potential to network her way into better opportunities.

She was a survivor, doing what she needed to do to live. She was also twenty-eight. At sixteen, in Amelia’s circumstances, what would she have done? She couldn’t even begin to answer that question.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

5



[image: image]


It turned out that in the wake of Richard’s murder, Amelia's disappearance had regained significant attention, and there was an online appeal for her safe return. It wasn’t clear who was making the appeal. Celia, still at Lloyd’s apartment two days later, was obsessed with reports of the search for Richard’s killer and the renewed search for Amelia.

She had made several trips outdoors to shop for food and to pick up clothes from her apartment. Each time she wore the blond wig. She experimented with makeup, retrieving all her makeup from her apartment. She realized she was making up her face to look more like Amelia’s. One thing that had interested her when she performed in small productions was the use of makeup and clothing to create the image best suited to the characteristics she wanted to portray. Now she enjoyed experimenting with makeup, even clothes, to create an image of how Amelia might look in the present day.

Her own apartment was quiet, undisturbed, the other occupants of the building disinterested in her presence as usual, but she continued to stay at Lloyds. She felt safer there, even though he was still away. 

She texted him to tell him she had been catering for the party where Richard Davenport had been killed and she felt safer at his place. As expected, he responded, saying to stay as long as she wanted. She didn’t add that she was using his wigs as a disguise or that she was experimenting with makeup. She wanted to maintain a low profile for now. And experimenting with her hair and makeup, even her voice, provided a creative outlet. That’s how she explained it to herself.

There had been no calls from Carlisle Catering, and that suited her fine. It gave her a chance to indulge her interest in art and drama, her true passions, but passions that didn’t pay the bills. 

After obtaining her degree in fine arts, Celia soon recognized the challenges of establishing herself as a visual artist. But, instead of turning her attention away from pursuing creativity, Celia had explored another artistic avenue that would allow her to channel her creativity. She had become fascinated by the world of acting and theater and was drawn to the idea of using her artistic skills to convey emotions and narratives in a dynamic and interactive way. She had chosen another nonlucrative profession, but one she knew she had a talent for and maybe she would be one of the lucky ones.

Celia enrolled in acting classes and soon felt she had found her calling. This is what she wanted to do. She tirelessly honed her skills in acting, voice modulation, and stage presence. Her hope was her background in fine arts gave her a unique perspective on character development, set design, and overall artistic direction, setting her apart as a multidisciplinary artist. 

Through her studies and performances, she learned to portray characters with behavior quirks distinctly different from her own, to convey complex emotions, and to engage with audiences on an intimate level. Her experiences on stage were exciting and fulfilling, allowing her to explore the intersection of visual art and performance. She hadn’t ruled out incorporating elements of painting or sculpting and contributing to the artistic design of the productions she was part of. She was full of dreams and ambitions.

However, as with her pursuit of fine arts, Celia encountered challenges in establishing a stable career in the competitive world of acting. The sporadic nature of roles and the uncertainties of the entertainment industry led her to take on various part-time jobs. The catering job was one of the best such jobs so far and most of the time she was grateful she had landed the gig with Carlyle Catering.

But there was something about the story of Amelia, and the elegant mansion owned by Richard Davenport, that drew her in. And her resemblance to the young Amelia was uncanny and unsettling. She found herself daydreaming more and more about what her life would be like now if she had grown up surrounded by such wealth, with parents who remained married and who missed her. Amelia only had to show up and walk back into a life of luxury.

Celia wasn’t sure when the plan began to formulate in her mind, but she was playing with the idea long before she became consciously aware that she was preparing to impersonate Amelia. Her mind raced with excitement as she realized that becoming Amelia could offer her protection, a chance to hide in plain sight from the man who had shot Richard Davenport. It would be daring, reckless, but would also be so exciting. Celia could simply disappear as Amelia re-emerged from wherever she had gone.

If Amelia failed to appear to claim it, the money she would inherit from Richard would remain in the Davenport funds. But if Amelia materialized, claimed her inheritance, and again distanced herself from her family to live her own life, it would be understandable. She was an adult now, no longer a teenager, and was entitled to live her own life. It was unlikely she was qualified to work in the Davenport corporation after ten years of living underground. She had spent ten years—all her adult life—living apart from her family. They would be happy to see her, but would understand that she needed to continue to live the life she had chosen.

It was merely a fantasy at first, a daydream, a reckless challenge, as Celia gazed in the mirror and created Amelia’s face, using highlighters, eyebrow pencils, and trying different hairstyles. If the real Amelia would not appear to claim her inheritance, why couldn’t it be claimed by someone who would put it to good use?

Celia immersed herself in researching Amelia's background, reading every available piece of information she could find, poring over articles and especially photos of Amelia. She moved on to learn everything she could about the Davenport family, the dynamics, and the ongoing investigation. William, Richard’s brother, was Amelia’s father, and Sylvia was her mother. There were a few photos of them taken at social functions over the past few years.  Sylvia was blond and thin. William looked serious and harried, not relaxed and charming like Richard.

By the time Lloyd returned, Celia’s plan was formulated. She would protect Lloyd and not reveal her intentions to him. He could not be accused of aiding and abetting a fraud if the worst happened, and she was discovered. But she would use his skills to change her hair color and style. 

On her own she had already reshaped her eyebrows, contoured her nose with makeup, and after some misgivings about the expense, had invested in contact lenses tinted the exact shade of light brown as Amelia’s eyes as shown in some of the color photos she could enlarge. She had clipped the eyes from the photos so that the face wasn’t revealed, and brought them to the store, this time wearing a dark wig and paying in cash. She wanted no connection to be made to her. 

Lloyd returned, full of empathy and eager to hear the full story of the shooting. She told him then about having seen the shooter, having, in fact, seen the murder taking place. “I didn’t want to tell you on the phone. I’m so afraid he will find me,” she said, not having to pretend to being terrified. The terror had never left. “That’s the reason I stayed here. And I borrowed your wigs when I went out.”

Lloyd nodded, eyes bulging.

“But I want to move away. I don’t feel safe here. I always wanted to live in Los Angeles. So, I’ll go there. I don’t want to put you in danger by continuing to stay in your apartment. Only, can you help me change my hair color and style first before I go?”

Lloyd readily agreed, and she produced the picture of the sixteen-year-old Amelia. His eyes widened. “That’s the Davenport girl who disappeared,” he gasped.

“I know. I saw her on the news, and I thought I could look so different if my hair was lighter—that color, in fact. It would suit me, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes, but you would look more like her. Is that what you want?”

“I just like the color and style. After all, I will be in Los Angeles, far away from the Davenports.”

Lloyd still looked doubtful, but seemed to accept her decision. After all, she would be moving across the country. He did an excellent job and when he was finished, they both pronounced that she looked quite different.

“That’s my goal — to look unrecognizable. Maybe it will even help my acting career. I’ll get some photos taken in Los Angeles, but this will be my new look.”

While Lloyd was working on her hair, Celia told him she would try her luck as an actress in Los Angeles. She would adopt a stage name but hadn’t decided yet what it would be.  She would let him know. 

“Your face would become very public. Is that safe if you want to hide?” Lloyd asked worriedly.

“If I’m lucky and become famous, my face would be public, but I’m hoping my fresh look and name will be a good enough disguise. I’ll deal with being discovered if it happens,” Celia laughed. “But I will lie low for a few months. I’m not likely to become an overnight sensation. Maybe that guy will be caught by then. I will be in touch, of course, when I get there.”  

Celia left Lloyd’s apartment after hugs and kisses and promises to call and tell him everything. She returned to her own place, pleased that her neighbor down the hall simply nodded at her, not recognizing her.  She hadn’t yet added the tinted contact lenses or applied makeup to change the contours of her face.  This she now did with great care. 

She was not subletting the apartment, though she had led Lloyd to believe she would. If someone searched for Celia Forbes, she would still be listed as residing in this apartment. But she wouldn’t be here. She would be hidden in plain sight. If her plan worked, that is.

She packed a small suitcase of carefully selected clothes and her makeup, and left the apartment, but not to go to the airport. She made her way to Grand Central Station and boarded a train to Rockport, Connecticut, where Amelia's family lived.
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She could not find a video of Amelia, except for one short blurry one where she hadn’t spoken and so didn’t know how Amelia sounded when she spoke, and very little information about how she moved. But she had come up with an explanation that she hoped would defray suspicion. She had been in an accident that affected her memory. Then she saw her picture on television and realized she was Amelia. That’s the story she would tell.

Celia congratulated herself for her cleverness. She was protected in the event they didn’t believe her. She could claim she was a young woman with no memory and not trying to mislead anyone. It was an honest mistake. She would apologize, leave rapidly, and disappear. 

If they believed her, ten years had passed since they saw Amelia. She couldn’t explain what had happened during those ten years because she had no memory, but her experiences had affected her behavior. It would excuse any new mannerisms or different verbal expressions. 

The voice bothered her. She didn’t know what Amelia had sounded like. She would be careful to only speak when people were looking at her face. Hopefully, the physical resemblance to Amelia would cause them to focus less on the sound of her voice.

It would challenge her acting skills like they’d never been challenged before. She would be playing the role of a lifetime. If she stopped to think too much about it, she would be terrified. Right now, she was holding the terror in check. Adrenaline was pumping through her, as if she was preparing to go onstage to give the performance of a lifetime.

It was even more important that Celia disappear now after she had given a description of the shooter to the police. She hadn’t intended to do so. It had just happened. It was only later she realized it might have increased the danger she was in.

There had been a call from Carlyle Catering requesting her to show up at their offices on Tuesday morning. When she asked why, she was told it was about the Richard Davenport shooting. All the staff who had worked that night were being asked to come in to be questioned by the police.

It was an adjustment returning to her usual appearance, the one Carlyle was familiar with. She had been so busy changing her appearance to look more like Amelia. But luckily the summons to go into the Carlyle offices happened before Lloyd had returned and changed her hairstyle and color. 

It was the first time since the shooting she had gone out in public looking the way she had at the party, and she felt distinctly uneasy. She looked around her nervously as she got out of the taxi and entered the midtown building, but if anyone was watching, she didn’t notice. In the main outer office, she found her coworkers from the night of the party, assembled and chatting in low tones. There were three policemen in the room.

Celia was one of the last people to arrive. The gray-haired burly policeman, whose nametag said Lally, addressed the group. After a ponderous introduction, he clarified that anything they had noticed at the party that might shed light on the shooting should be shared.

“It’s all a blur for me. We are usually so busy at these events we notice nothing unless it’s really dramatic.” That was Sharon. There were several murmurs of assent.

John Dunne volunteered that he had overheard Richard commenting that he was going to his office to pick up something for the surprise revelation he would make shortly.

“Do you recall the time?” Lally asked, eyes alert.

“No. I wasn’t paying attention to time,” John answered in a crestfallen tone. He seemed disappointed in his inability to be more helpful.

“Did he leave alone?” Lally asked. 

“I think so, yes.”

“Who was in the group when he made that comment?”

“I don’t know anyone’s name, but I might recognize some faces if I saw them again.”

“Celia talked to Richard earlier in the evening before the party got started,” Jeremy said.

All eyes turned to Celia. “I asked him about the photo of his niece. I didn’t know the story. He told me about her disappearance. Then he left, saying he needed to prepare to make a surprise announcement. He didn’t say what it was. But that was before the guests arrived.”

Jeremy said, “before the party I advised him to remove any small items from the main area, things that could be displaced or broken. I understood the private part of the house would be locked up and out of reach of guests.”

“That wasn’t the case,” Lally answered. “Anyone at the party could easily access the hallway leading to his office and the office itself.” 

“Were there security cameras?” That was John Dunne again.

Celia’s heart raced. Security cameras? She hadn’t even considered the possibility. What if she was on video letting herself into Richard’s office and then out? But then the video would have captured Richard and the gunman entering the office, too. She dismissed the idea.

“The security cameras were turned off,” Lally said. 

“There was a man who left with other guests who looked creepy. He stared at me as he left.” As several pairs of eyes focused on her, Celia realized how ridiculous she sounded. Even worse than John Dunne’s scrambling attempts to be helpful.

She continued. “It’s just that I hadn’t noticed him earlier. He was walking out of the house with other guests, but he wasn’t talking to them. I don’t think they knew him.” She shrugged. “That was my impression, but we were all in shock. We had just heard about Richard’s shooting. I’m trying to follow your instructions and mention anything that stood out in my memory.”

“I appreciate that,” Lally said, his voice level. “Can you describe him?”

“Medium height, thin, dark hair, a hooked nose and dark eyes that stared coldly.”

“You would recognize this man if you saw him again?”

“Most definitely.”

Celia noticed one of the other cops making notes.

She felt momentarily virtuous. She had given a description of Richard’s murderer to the police. Would that be enough to find him? She hadn’t said she had seen him shoot Richard, but if the police followed up, they could find him. That’s what they did—follow up on clues.

As if to answer her thoughts, Lally said, “we are interviewing party guests. We appreciate your input. Please reach out to us if you remember anything else, no matter how insignificant you think it is.”

Then, it seemed, the interview was at an end. 

Before leaving, Celia told the assistant in charge of scheduling that she would be unavailable for a few weeks and would get back in touch when she was ready to take on more assignments.

But if they captured the man with the cold eyes, they would have Celia to thank. And he would have Celia to blame.
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The only taxi at the train station was idling. The other passengers all walked purposefully past it towards the nearby parking lot where they climbed into their BMWs and Porsches. Celia approached quickly. All it would take was one person to climb in before she reached the taxi, and her plans would be disrupted. She hadn’t thought this through, had just assumed there would be plenty of taxis. It made her anxious. What else had she failed to consider?

She nodded towards the taxi-driver. “Can you take me to 25 Pine Road, Ashland?”

“Sure ma’am.”  If he recognized the Davenport address, he showed no sign, but drove silently away from the train station, turning onto a quiet road shaded by many stately trees of many types, not just pines, despite the name. 

Eventually, he braked before a driveway. The black wrought-iron gates were open, and the driveway curved so that she didn’t immediately see the house. She sighed in relief. She had considered the possibility the gates would be locked, or there would be reporters lying in wait. But all was quiet. There were some things she couldn’t know ahead of time. She’d had to take the chance.

Her heart pounded with a mixture of nervousness and determination as the William and Sylvia Davenport family home came into view. The elegant, sprawling house of white brick exuded an air of privilege. It stood silently in the afternoon sun. The manicured lawns and ornate architecture were intimidating.

“Here you are, miss.”

She paid the driver, scrambled out of the taxi, glanced quickly at the windows of the house but saw no movement, no sign that anyone had noticed her arrival. She stood and watched as the taxi drove back down the driveway and out of view. There was no turning back now. 

She had timed it so that she would arrive mid-afternoon, hoping to find Amelia’s mother, Sylvia, home alone. From what she had gleaned from newspaper and television reports, Sylvia didn’t have a job. But of course, that didn’t mean she would be at home in the afternoon. 

If she was, and Celia could see her alone and if she could convince Sylvia she was Amelia, it might be easier to convince William later. Those were a lot of ifs. But it would be less challenging to convince one person at a time that she was Amelia. 

The only video of Sylvia she had found was taken around the time Amelia had disappeared, and she had appeared uncertain, overwhelmed, whereas in the television coverage, William appeared grim and watchful. Of the two, William might be harder to convince.

But what if no one was home? That was another chance Celia had had to take. Well, then Celia would play the role of the confused daughter with amnesia and sit on those polished marble steps until someone showed up.

She needed to act now before she lost her courage. Taking a deep breath to
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