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But it must be said from the outset that
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LOST WEEKEND
















one






Nick Petrov, in the witness box, waited for the next question. The lawyer for the accused looked up from his yellow pad and fastened his skeptical gazefamiliar to millions of cable talk show viewerson Petrovs face. The lawyer had eyebrows like Einsteins, resembled him in general, Petrov thought, but with a better haircut. Perfume from the previous witness still hung in the air.


Been quite the career, said the lawyer, hasnt it, Mr. Petrov? So far.


A better haircut and a meaner disposition. Thats not for me to say, Petrov said. Hed been on the stand for twenty-eight minutes, long enough to have formed the opinion that there was only one juror to worry aboutthe middle-aged woman in the back row, a lapis butterfly brooch on her lapel. The eleven other faces said guilty in the first degree, at least to him; but her face, soft, pretty, unadorned, had mercy written all over it. The defendant, Ty Canning, polishing his glasses on the end of his tie, had shown none.


But its what you think, said the lawyer. That youre the sharpest tool in the shed.


Is that a question? Petrov said.


Most definitely, said the lawyer.



Do I have to answer it, Your Honor?


The witness will answer the question, said the judge.


Im more like a leaf blower, Petrov said.


Some people laughed; but not the butterfly woman.


You think this is funny? said the lawyer. Petrov remained silent, and the lawyer, perhaps slightly off-stride, didnt demand an answer. He flipped through the yellow pad in an irritated way. Petrov, habitual noticer of little things, saw that his eyes werent moving, meaning he wasnt actually reading. Was this a dramatic pause or had he lost the thread? Your Honor, the lawyer said, Id like the jury to hear that last question and answer again. Hed lost the thread; the self-confident but inferior younger brother whod never arrived to disturb the Einstein family dynamic. Petrov waited for an opening.


Question, said the court reporter. What did the defendant say on the ride back from Mexico? Answer: He said, You got me.


You got me, said the lawyer, facing the jury. Sounds definitive. Practically an admission of guilt. He spun around to Petrov. But in your deposition of June eleven, you stated the defendants words were What makes you think it was me? Not an admission of guilt, more like the aggrieved response of an innocent man. He paused. Now, remembering that you are under oath, which one of your answers should the jury believe?


Petrov felt the butterfly womans gaze on his face, knew that phrasethe aggrieved response of an innocent mantouched something deep inside her. The jurors, wide awake now, leaned forward in anticipation. Both, Petrov said.


Both? Those eyebrows, lively and articulate, rose in dis-belief. Are you aware of what would happen to your license if you put yourself in the position of giving false testimony?


I am aware, Petrov said. He met the lawyers gaze. In the deposition, I was asked only what the defendants first words wereWhat makes you think it was me? It was after I explained the leads Id followed that he made the second remarkYou got me. There was also a third remark, just before I turned him over.


Silence. The lawyer understood, the judge understood, everyone with the slightest knowledge of cross-examination tactics understood that you never asked a question without knowing the answer. But a trial had dramatic form, and that form now demanded the question be asked.


The lawyer licked his lips. Third remark?


The defendant also said, I enjoyed every minute of it.


Before the lawyer could respond, Ty Canning, a rich young man whose manner had been impeccable throughout the trial, shouted, The fuck I did, and pounded his fist on the table. A vein throbbed in his neck and his face swelled and reddened, the effect phallic, out of control, dangerous: one of those electric courtroom moments that happened mostly in stories. The butterfly woman recoiled. The judge banged her gavel. The marshals moved in.


There were no further questions. Petrov stepped down. One of the marshals gave him a discreet pat on the back on the way out.





The Santa Ana was blowing, hot and dry. Petrov loved the heat, possibly some reaction to his birthplace, even though hed left Russia at the age of two and had no memories of it. But crossing the parking lot outside the county courthouse, Petrov found himself thinking of a cooling swim. Friday afternoon, a few minutes after three. Hed been planning to spend the weekend at the lakewhy not leave now, arrive in daylight, maybe do a little fishing too? He had the car door open when a woman called, Mr. Petrov?



She was hurrying across the lot: midthirties, judging by her face, although her body looked ten years younger and her clotheshalter top and midthigh skirtbelonged on a teenager. Her eyes were the anxious eyes of a prospective client.


My names Liza, she said. She came to a stop, rocking back slightly on her high heels. Lisa, really, but Liza professionally. Liza Rummel. Its about Amanda.


Whos she?


Liza Rummel shook her head, a quick side-to-side, erasing and starting over. I saw on Court TV youd be testifying today. Thats why I came down here.


From where?


From where? Van Nuys. Weve been living in Encino but now were in Van Nuys. Amanda liked the old place much better, come to think of itI wonder if thats a factor.


In what?


Amandas disappearance, Mr. Petrov, the reason Im here. Thats your specialty, right? Missing children?


Missing persons in general, Petrov said. Is Amanda your daughter?


Shes a good kid, despite everything.


Petrov took that for a yes. What kind of everything? he said.


Normal teenage rebellion, I guess youd say. Shell be sixteen in November. The twenty-third. Her eyes teared up a little. She was born on Thanksgiving.


How long has she been missing?


Three days and two nights.


When did you last see her?


Actually see her? Tuesday morning. Shed gone to sleep by the time I got home.


When was that?


About four, four-thirty.



Wednesday morning?


She looked him in the eye. Correct.


Did you check her room?


No. But her breakfast dishes were on the table when I got up.


Did you call the police?


Wednesday night, when she didnt come home. But you know the cops. They think shes just another runaway. Turn up again when she gets hungry.


Has she disappeared before?


Sort of. But this time Im really worried.


Whats different?


Ive got a bad feeling.


A bad feeling. Petrov searched for signs of it on her face. Years ago, just starting out, hed sketched and labeled ninety-three facial expressions. Anxiety, number sixty-one, was what he saw now. Dread, absent from her face, was sixty-eight. Why? he said.


The other times were after we had a fight or something. This is for no good reason.


What kind of fights? Petrov said.


The usualhomework, curfew, smoking.


Physical fights?


Oh, no. Liza Rummel put her hand to her breast, the gesture innocent, the breast heavy; both somewhat artificial.


What have you done to find her?


Besides calling the police? Everything I could think ofdriving around, checking with the school.


In Petrovs experience, most people could think of more. He watched her. Was there something familiar about her, around the mouth, perhaps? She had full, shapely lips, mobile and expressive. Have we met somewhere? he said.


No. Id of remembered meeting you. He knew what was coming next. From the movie, she said.



The movie: ten years old now, and not a real movie in Petrovs eyes, just a TV movie-of-the-week, The Reasoner Case, Armand Assante starring as Nick Petrov; here, riding a tiny wave of hype, and gone. Was there another town in the whole country where anyone would remember? But this was L.A.


Have you got a picture of Amanda?


Liza Rummel flipped open her wallet. This was at the Empty Box concert in July.


Petrov took the photo of Amanda. Face, mouth, eyes: a little lost already, the runaway look. Finding them, returning them, hardly ever changed it. Hardly ever, but not never. Empty Box is a band?


She thinks theyre God.


What kind of music?


You know. Hard to describe.


Petrov liked the name of the band; he was also drawn to that age discrepancy between Liza Rummels face and body, one of those human fault lines he had trouble staying away from. But the truth was hed never turned down a case that involved a child. Ill need to see her room, he said.


Meaning youll help? Excitement lit her eyes, got washed over almost at once by worry. I dont have a lot of money. Liza fumbled in her bag. Heres fifty bucks. Is that okay to start? She placed it on his palm, folded his hand around the money, squeezed it in both of hers. Her hands were hot and wet; the money hot and wet too. A big motorcycle cop watched from the other side of the parking lot, sunlight glinting on his blond mustache.


My retainer is five hundred dollars, Petrov said. After that, its three hundred a day plus any special expenses like air travel, which I always clear with the client first.


Oh, she said, letting go of his hand.


Maybe you should try the police again, Petrov said. Ill give you the name of someone good.


Do you take checks? Liza Rummel said.


Petrov took a check for four hundred and fifty dollars. He walked Liza to her car, an old baby blue Mustang convertible, dented on the outside, littered within, the ashtray full of red-tipped cigarette butts. Climbing in, she looked up and said, Did you ever actually get to meet Armand Assante?


Once or twice.


Whats he like?





Liza Rummel drove the baby blue Mustang in a way that said the carin its ideal, brand-new formwas her. Petrov followed110 to the 101listening to a Jussi Bjoerling recital. A man in the audienceprobably long dead, this was Paris, 1956called out a request: Nessun Dorma. Laughter followed. Petrov had often listened to the recording, but now for the first time picked out one woman quite clearly, her amusement and excitement, sexuality even, captured in digital form forever. He could almost see the pearls around her neck.





Liza Rummel lived in a small clapboard house with a single palm tree on the lawn, its leaves dusty and gray. She held the door for him. Dont mind the mess.


Petrov went inside. He didnt see any mess, didnt see much at all. The only light came through a single round hole in one of the drawn shades, dust motes drifting through the narrow beam. Shadowy furniture shapes stood here and there. He smelled bacon.


I work nights, Liza said, explaining what, he didnt know: mess? darkness? Amanda?


Doing what? said Petrov, although he had a notion.



Pause. Is everything we discuss between just us, or does there have to be some paperwork first?


Im obligated to report crimes, paperwork or not, Petrov said. On the other hand, theres discretion in everything.


How about an escort service?


Working for one, said Petrov, or owning it?


Owning it? In my dreams.


Then its between you and me. Petrov switched on a lamp. On the rug at its basea blue rug, same shade as the Mustanglay a stuffed animal. Elephant with a gold crown: Babar.


Amanda has a little brother or sister? Petrov said.


Shes an only child, said Liza.


Petrov picked up Babar: spats, green suit, the face of a steady king. He had a sudden memory: the feel of the thick page of a Babar book as his mother read to him, and the crisp sound it made when she turned to the next one. He could also picture the ruby ring on her hand, like a wonderful candy. Another amazing memory came to him: hed licked the ruby onceno taste at all, like licking a windowpane. And had his mother, thinking hed been licking her hand, actually smacked him? Petrov was astonished. Hed been three years old when his mother died, had no memories of her or of that time at all. Yet here were two, coming out of nowhere.


He looked up. Liza was watching him. I know what youre thinking, she said. Amandas too old to be playing with stuffed animals.


Is that your opinion?


She doesnt actually play with him, not make-believe or anything like that. They just sort of cuddle when she watches TV.


A big flat-screen, probably worth more than the Mustang, hung on the opposite wall. What does she watch?


The Weather Channel mostly, Id say. But I dont see what that has to do with anything. Didnt you want to see her room?





Amandas room: unmade bed, desk with two drawers half open, closet door open too, clothes and gum wrappers on the floor; disorder everywhere, except for the Empty Box poster taped perfectly straight on the wall. Ill need to look around, Petrov said. He noticed a ticket stub stapled to the poster: Empty Box at the Beacon Theater in Inglewood, August 23.


Do whatever you have to, Liza said.


Petrov took out his notebook, tore out a sheet, handed it to her. Id like a list of her friendsaddresses and phone numbers if possible.


Amanda hasnt really made new friends here yet, not since the move.


What about her old friends?


From Encino? Theyve kind of fallen away.


Why is that?


She shrugged. Not in the same school anymore, you know kids. An idea came to her: he could see its movements behind her eyes. Have you got any yourself?


Unusual: clients seldom had questions about him. First, they werent interested to begin with. Second, they were consumed by their problem, whatever it was. Therefore: Was this woman interested in him in some way? Was she not consumed by her problem? Or was she an exception to the rule, and if so, why? I have a son.


How old?


About Amandas age.


Whats his name?


Dmitri.


Thats kind of different. Whats your wifes name?



Were divorced. He tapped the notebook page in her hand. Do your best with this. Liza went out.


Petrov searched Amandas room. Not from top to bottom, but from bottom to top. Long ago hed learned that the best discoveries were made low down. He knelt, took out his pencil flash, shone it under Amandas bed; and made a discovery right awaya Hallmark card, torn in three pieces. As he rose to examine it, a tiny, penny-size headache popped up above his left eye, centered perhaps three centimeters behind his brow.













two






Petrov found Liza Rummel sitting at her kitchen table, chewing on a pencil, the notebook page and a phone book before her. This is all I could come up with, she said, handing him the sheet.


At the top was a crossed-out name, Mindy or Mandy. Below that, Petrov read:





Sarah Mathis? Mathews? still at Encino HS


Abby somebody from volleyball


Maybe Beth Franklin?




Below that, shed doodled a tulip with a bee hovering over the petals. A good drawing, the bee not cute or anthropomorphized in any way.


Amanda plays volleyball? Petrov said.


Until last year. She kind of gave it up. The coach even called a few times, trying to change her mind.


Whats the coachs name?


Ms.Oh, its on the tip of my tongue, said Liza. Itll come to me. But it didnt. Beth Franklin might be better. Im not saying they were friends, but she does live down the street. Twelve ninety-six. Her mothers our landlord.


Was Amanda good at volleyball?



I think so. Shes five-ten, you know.


Liza was about five-three. How tall is her father? Petrov said.


Her father?


To account for Amandas height.


Oh. Liza bit her lip. Im not sure exactly.


Approximately.


A little taller than you.


Id like to talk to him.


Hes not around.


Youre divorced?


More like never married in the first place.


Does Amanda use your surname?


Correct.


Whats her fathers name?


She shook her head. Hes got nothing to do with this.


Petrov glanced at the bee again, noticed shed even included the stinger. The penny-size headache over his left eye sharpened slightly. Petrov did not get headaches, had trouble recalling even a single one since college morning-afters.


How long have you been separated? he said.


Ages. Amanda doesnt know him at all, if thats where youre going with this.


Whats her attitude toward him?


None. I told you. She doesnt know him and doesnt want to know him.


What about you and Amanda?


Huh?


Describe your relationship.


Great. Were more like sisters.


The phone rang. Liza grabbed it, answered. He read her mind: Amanda. But it wasnt. She twisted around, took a napkin from the counter, wrote on it. Petrov read upside down: Airport Marriott9:30#219. She clicked off.



Petrov said: Was Amandas father a client?


Pause: she absorbed it. He sensed something tough and hard inside her, like scar tissue. Thats an ugly thing to say.


But whats the answer?


She pushed herself away from the table, got to her feet. You were much nicer in the movie.


Petrov got ready to return her check and the fifty dollars, something he realized at that moment he didnt want to do. The case had pulled him in quickly, although he couldnt see why: there was nothing atypical about it so far.


Liza turned her back, stared out the kitchen window. Had he mishandled the questioning? If a kid disappears you had to account for both parents, and right away: that was basic. He heard her take a deep breath. I was still in school when Amanda was born, she said.


Her voice caught, so slightly he almost missed it. A year or two more of the life she was leading and it might not, the past fully scarred over. Where was this? Petrov said.


UC-Irvine.


What was your major?


Communications, it would have been.


But?


I didnt graduate.


Because of Amanda?


Liza faced him. Amanda?


An obvious question. Why did it puzzle her? The burden of single motherhood and being a student at the same time, Petrov said.


Amanda had nothing to do with my dropping out. And you know something else? I dont know how you ever find anybody, sitting here asking a lot of irrelevant questions while time ticks away.


The answer was almost always luck and persistence. He kept it to himself. Id like to see Amandas birth certificate.



Why?


I always do that in a missing persons case.


Its lost.


When did that happen?


Search me.


From his pocket, Petrov took the Hallmark card hed found under Amandas bed, fitted the pieces together on the table. On the front was a picture of two little kids walking through a field of flowers, a wicker basket between them. Inside, in big girlish script: Hey, Ruiwell help each other, ok? xo Amanda.


Is that Amandas writing?


Yes.


Any idea what it means?


No.


Who is Rui?


Couldnt tell you.


She never mentioned him?


Not to me.


Possibly a boyfriend you didnt approve of?


No.


Their eyes met. Liza had no trouble holding his gaze, but there was something about the cast of light in her irises, a tiny fluctuation, as though she were being sucked down some well of thought. That, and the fact that she didnt ask any questions about the card, where found, why not sent, why torn in pieces: Petrov decided he couldnt trust her.


Has Amanda seemed worried about anything lately?


Not that I know of.


Some problem with you maybe? Petrov said. Unrelated to a boyfriend.


I told youwe get along great. What are you driving at?


Does she know what you do for a living? Petrov said.


Liza blinked, a long, slow blink, as though she couldnt bear to see him anymore. When her eyelids opened, she could no longer meet his gaze. Are you trying to upset me deliberately? she said.


Im trying to find out why your daughters gone. More than once, in his experience, the shortest route to getting them back.


Lizas eyes filled with tears, color and form vanishing, as though theyd liquefied. The blood drained from her face, except for the lips, which went very red. Theres no justicethats why shes gone. Liza started crying.


What do you mean?


She might not have heard him. The crying took over, unrestrained, croaking, mucousy. Petrov opened the back door and went outside.


Liza had a little swimming pool in her backyard. A white balla volleyballfloated on the scummy surface, out of arms reach. The skimmer lay by the fence dividing the property from the neighbors. Petrov knelt by the edge of the water, extended the aluminum pole, fished for the ball. He had it about halfway in when something rippled just under the surface. He had a wild thought: Amanda, bloated with the gases of decomposition, floating up. But it wasnt Amanda. Instead a snakethick and blackcame gliding out of the water and up the pole. Petrov let go. The skimmer sank out of sight, taking the snake with it.


All at once he felt strange, very hot and breathless. Sweat started pouring off his face. He loosened his tie. A third memory from prememory time came to him: opening the door of his fathers study to find his father at the desk and Pauline, the babysitter, on the floor between his legs. He even rememberedwhere was this coming from?his father saying to him: Pauline has dropped my pen. And only now, at this very moment, here by Liza Rummels swimming pool, did he understand the scene. Easy to fix his age by Paulines presencehe knew from family history that Pauline had gone back east after his mothers death. Therefore his mother had still been dying of breast cancer at the time, and hed been not yet three.


The back door opened. Liza came out, no longer crying, wearing jeans and a loose T-shirt, makeup removed, hair in a ponytail. The volleyball had drifted within reach. Petrov picked it up, rose. What did you mean, he said, theres no justice?


She shrugged. How could there be, with Amanda gone?


He handed her the ball. Great season, Amanda was written on it in red ink, and some teammates had signedTiffany Mattes, Jen Dupuis, Abby Cohen, BJ Tillison, Angie Garcia; plus Coach Betsy Matsu.


Betsy Matsu, said Liza. I knew it would come to me. Sorry if I lost it in there. Youll still try your hardest, wont you?


Ill need the ball.


She gave it back. Amanda thinks I work for a caterer, she said.


I wont tell her anything different, Petrov said, immediately regretting the words, which implied he would find her, giving hope he had no right to give.





Petrov drove half a mile down the block. The houses got nicer. He parked in front of 1296, knocked on the front door. The welcome mat read: Home Sweet Home.


The door opened and a woman in an exercise outfit looked out. She had a wiry body, leathery skin, impatient face.


Ms. Franklin?


Im not buying anything.


Nick Petrov, he said, showing her his license. One of your neighbors is missing and Im hoping you can help me find her.


I dont know any of the neighbors.


Amanda Rummel, he said. I believe shes a friend of your daughter Beth.


Over her shoulder, he could see down a hallway and into the kitchen; an exercise show played on the countertop TV.


Who told you that?


Liza Rummel. I understand youre her landlord.


Not for much longer.


Why is that?


The lease is up, end of the month.


And theyre not renewing?


Correct.


Any idea why?


Yeah, Ive got an idea why. But I dont see how its any concern of yours.


Everything about the Rummels is my concern. I want to get the girl home safe.


A car full of teenagers squealed up to the curb and one got out, a chubby girl with a butterfly tattoobig and redon her bare midriff. Petrov thought at once of the juror with the butterfly brooch. A coincidence, meaningless: but suddenly his heart started beating very fast, as though hed done something wrong and fate was stepping in. His headache disappeared. Or not quite: instead it had grown almost undetectably faint and changed its position, moving outside his head and hovering just a little above. Not possible, of course: but he could feel it there, poised.


The girl came up the path, backpack dangling from her hand. Ms. Franklin checked her watch. Where have you been? she said.


Pizza, said the girl, glancing up at Petrov.



Go on in the house.


Petrov stepped aside. The girl went in, dropping her backpack, kicking off her shoes, heading for the kitchen.


Pizza, my ass, said her mother. Theyve been smoking weed.


Petrov nodded; hed caught the smell too. But shes home safe, he said.


The woman gave him a long look, let out a resigned sort of breath. Theyre not renewing because I raised the rent. Her eyes narrowed. As I have every right to do. I checked around. Theyre way below market. I could be getting eighteen hundred a month for that place. And you know what shes been paying?


Fifteen fifty.


She told you?


Just a guess, Petrov said. Does she want to stay there?


What do you think? Two bedrooms, one and a half baths, swimming pool, brand-name appliances, good neighborhoodwho wouldnt?


Did it mean anything that Liza could cover his retainer and fee, but not this rent increase? Petrov didnt know. He took out his wallet, counted two hundred and fifty dollars from what he thought of as his bribe roll. Tell her youre granting an extension at the old rate. Make up some reason. He held out the money.


I dont get it, she said. Are you some kind of do-gooder?


No, Petrov said. But added instability in Lizas life wouldnt help him solve the case.


Any strings attached?


Just one, Petrov said. Have the pool cleaned.


Thats easy enough, the woman said, taking the money. Ill do it myself.






Like Ive got no idea where shed go, Beth said. We dont really hang out or anything. They sat in the family room, Beth and her mother at opposite ends of a white leather couch, Petrov in a matching chair.


But you go to the same school.


Van Nuys West. Were not in the same classes. Amandas kind of a brain.


Petrov thought of the photograph: had he seen signs of braininess? What makes you say that?


Just the way she talks.


How does she talk?


Like you.


Can you remember anything brainy she said?


Beth adjusted her face for thinking, surprised herself by coming up with something. She was standing next to me at the pep rally. This was for the Agoura game, a couple weeks ago. The captain of the team made this speech about how not enough kids are coming to the games, real pissed off. Amanda said, Do you think he likes football for its own sake, or is it just the attention? Thats brainy, right?


What was your answer?


He does it to get laid.


Beth! said her mother.


MomIm fifteen.


Thats no excuse for


Petrov interrupted. What was her reaction to that?


She laughed.


He took out the photograph. Is this a good picture of her?


Not really. She looks kind of drunk or something.


He examined it himself. Braininess? He wasnt sure. There was something blurry about the girl, even though the shot was in focus. Does Amanda drink?


Not that I know of.


What about drugs?


I wouldnt know about that either.


Petrov could still smell pot, probably trapped in her hair. Im talking about serious drugs.


Beth stared at her feet, short, wide feet with scarlet toenails. They matched the butterfly and her bloodshot eyes.


Amanda may be in danger, Petrov said.


Beths gaze stayed on her feet. Was she just waiting for this to be over?


Has she ever said anything about running away? Petrov said.


No.


Does she have any enemies?


She only came the middle of last year. Making enemies takes longer at our school.


What about enemies outside the school?


Beth shrugged.


How does she get along with her mother?


Okay, I guess.


Are they like sisters?


Beths eyes went to him quickly, then away. Like sisters? she said.


Her mother said, Some mothers and daughters get along like sisters, believe it or not.


Whats so good about that? said Beth.


Whats so good about enjoying each others company? her mother said. Speaking respectfully to one another? Having the common


Petrov held up his hand. A little to his surprise, she stopped talking. Mother and daughter watched him. In the silence, his mind went back to the look in Beths eyes when hed asked about Amandas and Lizas relationship. Of course, hed meant Do they get along like sisters? but hed said, Are they like sisters? and it had triggered something inside her. He took a wild guess, based on almost nothing, just that shift in Beths eyes and the missing birth certificate. Are you suggesting that Amanda and Liza Rummel are actually sisters?


Beth shook her head, a little too vigorously.


But youre suggesting something.


A pause. Petrov let it get longer. Finally Beth spoke: I promised Amanda I wouldnt tell.


He waited. Her mother, silent now, waited too.


Promise you wont tell, Beth said.


I cant, Petrov said.


Then promise not to tell where you heard it.


Ill try to avoid that. But I cant promise.


Beth looked up at him, understood, nodded. Amandas moms not her real mom. Shes adopted.


When did she tell you this?


After that pep rally. We missed the bus, on account of it went on so long, and ended up walking home together.


Whos her real mom? Petrov said.


Like, the name?


The name.


She didnt say. Anyway, her real moms dead.


When did that happen?


A long time ago. She got killed.


Killed?


Murdered, Amanda said.


Petrov heard Beths mother suck in her breath. By whom? he said.


Its a secret.



I dont understand, Petrov said.
 

Thats what she told me, said Beth.
 

Did she mean its an unsolved case?
 

I guess.
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