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AN EXCERPT FROM SNAPSHOT






A Matter of Trust











For Jacob and Dani, with my unconditional love always, from Mom.
 

One may smile, and smile, and be a villain. 

—Shakespeare, Hamlet, act I, scene 5 


CHAPTER 1 

If life was like a play, then the director had the ultimate power. The power to blight men’s lives, or to give them what they most longed for. Even the power to utter the ultimate yes or no.

Tonight was a special engagement. One night only. Never to be repeated. The stage was a hundred-year-old two-story house, lit from top to bottom as if electricity cost nothing. The director watched from the quiet residential lane. At the director’s side was the killer. It was a walk-on role with no dialogue.

Now for the lead actress to make her entrance.

Anticipation grew, thrumming like a bow string.

But where was she? Ah, there. In the basement by the window, phone clamped between ear and shoulder, pulling a box from a shelf. 

The director nodded, and the killer raised the gun.

The lead bent over and set the box on the floor. Then she knelt beside it, dropping from view before the killer could take aim.

The director motioned for the killer to wait. Exhaling slowly, the killer lowered the gun.
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“It was all right there on Facebook,” Mia Quinn said into the phone as she tugged at the lid on the blue plastic eighteen-gallon storage tub. “Darin’s dad made screen captures in case anyone tries to take anything down. He showed me a few of them.”

“Facebook is God’s gift to prosecutors,” Colleen Miller said. “A couple of months ago I had this defendant on the stand. He swore on his mama’s grave that he didn’t sell drugs and that he’d never even held a gun. Then I asked him to explain why, if that were true, he had a Facebook status update showing himself holding a Glock, smoking a blunt, and flashing a sheaf of hundreds.” Colleen laughed. “It was all over right there.”

“It’s hard to argue with proof that we can put right up on the screen in front of the jury.” Mia finally managed to pry off the lid, revealing fishing supplies: a tan canvas vest, a tackle box, and a reel. 

There, that wasn’t so hard, she told herself. This stuff can go in the garage sale, no problem. The cold from the basement’s cement floor seeped through her old jeans, worn soft as flannel. Outside, the dark pressed up against the windows, half set in the ground. Summer had passed in a blur, and now winter was coming.

Colleen said, “I love how defendants can’t help but post incriminating pictures of themselves flashing gang signs and all the stuff they’re not supposed to have. Now if only we could get our witnesses to stop using it. You know the other side is checking it as much as we are.”

 

As prosecutors for Washington’s King County District Attorney’s Office, Mia and Colleen didn’t get to choose their clientele. The hard truth was that sometimes the victims and the witnesses they built a case around were only a little bit better than the bad guys they were trying to put away. This was blue-collar law, not white-shoe. It was down and dirty, blood and guts, real people as opposed to companies squabbling genteelly over money.

But being a prosecutor also meant you made a real difference. Which was why Mia had been glad to go back to work at the same office she had left nearly five years earlier, even if the reason she needed to return was terrible.

“When I left, I don’t think we were checking the Internet nearly as much.” Still on her knees, the phone pressed up against her ear, Mia dragged over another box from the nearest shelf. No matter how much she didn’t want to face this, it had to be done. “Now everyone Tweets or has a blog or at least a Facebook page. Even my dad is on Facebook, although his picture is still that generic blue silhouette.”

Mia pulled the lid from the second box. It held the vintage black pin-striped suit Scott wore when they got married. In the wedding photos he had looked all ears and teeth and Adam’s apple—too young to be getting married. Over the years he had fleshed out to the point he complained about love handles.

Underneath the suit was a cardigan his mother had knit him in college, cream colored with two stags rearing on the back. He had never worn it. The sweater and the suit were like so much else down here, stuff Scott had never quite parted with.

“A lot changed while you were gone,” Colleen said. “Frank’s the district attorney, the murder rate is lower than it’s been since 1955, even though the economy is in the toilet, and now a killer is likely to be some crazy guy with a grudge and a bunch of guns and a plan to take out a whole restaurant full of people. And of course everyone’s on the Internet now, even bad guys. Right before you came back I prosecuted a guy who claimed he didn’t even know the victim. Only I found photos of them together on his friend’s Flickr account.” Colleen’s low laugh was tinged with sadness. “If there’s one thing this job has taught me, it’s to turn over rocks—but sometimes you don’t like what you find underneath. Lately I’ve been thinking how flat-out ugly it can get when you start looking.”

Mia nodded, forgetting for a moment that Colleen couldn’t see her. A familiar smell teased her. And suddenly it was like Scott was right there in the room with her. She closed her eyes and imagined him pulling her to her feet, slipping behind her to lift her hair and kiss the back of her neck.

How long had it been since he had done that?

“Still there, Mia?” Colleen asked.

She shook herself. “Sorry. It’s like every box I open is a surprise package. How about you? Have you found anything you want to add to my garage sale?”

“I’m rooting around in my basement, but all I’ve found so far are some old albums. I’m talking vinyl. Do you think anyone would want Fleetwood Mac’s Rumor and Sigh?”

“You never know. I wish Gabe would start playing that instead of whatever it is he does listen to.” Even from the basement Mia could hear her fourteen-year-old’s music two floors above. Discordant, angry. It wasn’t singing so much as yelling set to a thrumming bass line and pounding drums.

Colleen said, “You know, you could probably get more if you put your stuff on Craigslist.”

Mia had thought about this when she sat up late at night with her computer and her calculator and her file full of bills. “Yeah, but then I’d have to set up meetings with every potential buyer. That takes too much time and just lets a lot of people know too much about me. A garage sale will get it all over with at once.”

“Still, before you go pricing everything at a quarter, let me come over and look through it with you,” Colleen insisted. “Some stuff might do great on eBay.”

“Sure.” Mia lifted her head and scanned the basement. It was overwhelming. Boxes and boxes and boxes, some filled with Scott’s old files. A bench and a rack of weights. Gray Rubbermaid cabinets, some of them filled with pantry items, others with cans of paint, plastic bottles of automotive additives, baby food jars full of screws. And what about Scott’s power tools? In the corner was an electric saw. That should definitely go before Gabe decided to make something one afternoon and sawed his fingers off.

Colleen cleared her throat. “And, Mia, I know things have been hard, so if you’re tight for money, I could maybe—”

Mia cut her off. “We’re fine,” she lied. The hole was so big that no matter what she threw in, it would never be filled up. Just like the hole in her heart. She returned to her original question, the one that had prompted her to call Colleen on a Sunday night. “I want to file against those kids,” she said. “I know you didn’t get a chance to look at them, but their posts were like weapons. It hurt me to read them. I can’t imagine what it was like for Darin Dane.”

Mia was still trying to figure out exactly how the politics of her job had changed, and it was easier to ask Colleen off-line without worrying if she was stepping on toes. “Darin’s dad has more than enough proof that these kids hounded his son to death. We can charge them with cyberstalking, harassment, violation of civil rights . . .”

“I don’t know . . .” Colleen’s voice trailed off. She had been the first to talk to Darin’s father but had ended up asking Mia to step in because her caseload was too heavy. “I just keep imagining what Frank will say.” Frank was Frank D’Amato, once just Colleen and Mia’s co-worker, now the King County prosecutor. He prided himself on the office’s winning record. But key to that record was taking on cases you couldn’t lose. “This kid was fragile to begin with. He’s been in counseling since, what—since he was eleven or twelve? Frank will say his demons were all in his head, not at the school.”

“But those messages they posted about him were vicious. They said he was ugly, deformed, stupid, crazy. They urged him to kill himself.” Mia regarded the shop vac. If she kept it, what would she use it for? If she tried to sell it at the garage sale, would anyone buy it? Or should she just give up and haul it to Goodwill? And then there were the leaf blower, lawn mower, and extension ladder. She had never used any of them. Even before Brooke was born, Scott had taken care of the outside part of their lives. Now she would have to get over her fear of heights if she wanted to make sure the gutters didn’t overflow during Seattle’s rainy season. Which was pretty much November through May.

“Some of the posts said the world would be better if he were dead,” she continued. “It’s a hate crime. Darin was gay, or at least everyone thought he was.”

Her eyes suddenly filled with tears at the thought of Darin, the same age as Gabe, although the two boys could not be more different. And while she had no worries that Gabe was being bullied, Mia had made it clear to him that he had to show her his computer screen or share his passwords anytime she asked.

“Frank will say it’s normal for teens to have spats, to have hierarchies, even to ostracize one kid,” Colleen said. “And school’s only been in session for, what—two weeks? Frank will say that short of a time period isn’t enough to prove causality.”

Mia took a deep breath. “Yes, but these kids had been targeting him for months. And it didn’t let up just because school was out for summer. They were relentless, and the Internet made it easy to harass him around the clock. The only thing school being back in session gave them was easy access to his physical person. The autopsy found bruises consistent with his having been hit, kicked, and punched.”

The silence spun out so long Mia thought their connection had been dropped. Then Colleen said carefully, “You might need to be realistic, Mia. Frank’s up for reelection this fall. To win he needs a big war chest. And the kids you’re talking about, the ones who went to school with Darin Dane, also happen to be the sons and daughters of some of Seattle’s richest parents. People who are software engineers, doctors, lawyers. They’re not going to let someone smear their kids, especially not right when they’re trying to get them into good colleges. And they’re not going to support a DA who lets one of his attorneys do that.”

“Doesn’t Frank want to do what’s right more than he wants to win?”

“Nothing is black-and-white,” Colleen said simply. “Nothing.”

Mia lifted the top from the next box. It was filled with Scott’s ski clothes. Just another hobby they hadn’t had time for since Brooke was born.

Mia lifted a pair of black ski pants and blinked in surprise at what she found underneath. It couldn’t be—could it? She pushed herself to her feet.

Mia must have made a little noise, because Colleen said, “Mia? Is something wrong?”
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A head bobbed at the bottom of the window. There. Finally. She was getting to her feet.

At a motion from the director, the killer stepped out of the shadows, lifted the gun, and carefully lined the sights up on the white column of her throat. The director watched dispassionately. The lead wasn’t a person anymore, but she hadn’t really been one for a while, had she? She was a problem.

A problem that could be solved with a single twitch of the finger. 

The director nodded, and the killer pulled the trigger.


CHAPTER 2 

Colleen?” Mia said after the sudden boom and clatter. “What the heck was that?”

No answer.

“Colleen?”

A gunshot, Mia thought. Her blood turned to slush. That was a gunshot.

No. That was impossible.

Wasn’t it?

“Colleen?”

She must have imagined the boom. Or misunderstood it. The clatter, though, the clatter made sense. Colleen had simply dropped the phone. Any second now and she would pick it up, laughing and apologizing for her clumsiness.

Mia pushed back her memory’s insistence that there had been a boom first. The memory that reminded her that the sound of the phone falling to the ground had come second.

Because the first sound could not have been a gunshot.

“Hello? Colleen? Hello?” Mia held her breath, straining to hear. 

And after a second she did hear something. But it was another puzzle. A watery bubbling. Like the sound four-year-old Brooke made when she felt brave enough to put her face in the tub and blow bubbles. And then, terrifying and sharp and impossible to deny, a moan. 

 “Colleen?” she said again, but more softly. Part of her already knew there might not be an answer.

She had to call the police. But how? If she hung up on Colleen, she would sever her friend’s only connection to the outside world.

Her cell phone. In her mind’s eye Mia saw it on the kitchen counter. She raced up the basement stairs, rounded the corner, and snatched up the phone. The music thumped overhead. “Gabe!” she shouted as she dialed 911, still clamping the landline phone, the one connected to Colleen, between her right shoulder and ear. “Gabe, turn that off!”

“Police, fire, or medical?” a voice said in her left ear.

“Medical. And probably police.” Overhead the music dropped a few decibels.

“What is the nature of your problem?”

“I was just on the phone with Colleen Miller, my co-worker, when there was a loud noise. I think it was a gunshot.” Mia felt like she couldn’t speak fast enough. “Our connection is still open, so I called you on a different phone, but Colleen’s not talking. The only thing I can hear is her breathing, but it sounds all, all wet. And she’s moaning.”

Even the unflappable 911 dispatcher’s tone changed at that. In answer to her rapid-fire questions, Mia provided her own name as well as Colleen’s name, address, and phone number, and the fact that she lived alone. As Mia spoke she hurried up the stairs to the second floor. In her right ear she couldn’t hear the moan anymore, let alone the sound that must be Colleen’s sputtering breath. Had her friend stopped making sounds, or was it simply too noisy to hear her?

Mia flung open the door to Gabe’s room. He was bent over his electric guitar, his too-long bangs a brown curtain in front of his eyes. At the sound of the door banging open, he scowled and then stabbed a button on his computer keyboard. The music abruptly ceased.

“I already turned it d—” He stopped himself when he saw Mia’s expression and the two phones she held, one to each ear.

Mia answered another of the dispatcher’s questions. “As far as I know, Colleen doesn’t have any guns in the home.” Suddenly she thought of an explanation. “She was looking for something in her basement right before it happened. Maybe her ex left a gun behind she didn’t know about and she dropped it or something.” Even though Colleen and Martin had been divorced for fifteen years, anything was possible, wasn’t it?

Gabe’s mouth fell open.

“Has she said anything to you?” the dispatcher asked. “Can you still hear her?”

Mia held herself perfectly still and was rewarded, if that was the right word, with a faint sound pulsing against her ear. “Just that bubbling sound of her breathing, that’s all I can hear now. Nothing else. You’ve got to tell them to hurry.” She couldn’t bear to think of Colleen all alone and struggling to breathe.

“I’ve dispatched police and an ambulance to the scene,” the dispatcher said. “Don’t hang up, Mia. I need you to stay on the line and tell me anything you hear.”

“Look, I’m going to give my son the phone and have him listen. I’ll have him call you guys on his cell phone if she says anything. But I need to get over there, and I can’t do that and listen.”

In her ear, the dispatcher started to argue, but Mia was already hitting the button to end the call on her cell. Over the past few terrible months, she and Colleen had reconnected, becoming even closer than before. If Colleen needed her, Mia would be there, no ifs, ands, or buts.

With the sudden silence of no music and no 911 dispatcher, Mia listened again. Nothing except the faint gurgling sound that must be Colleen breathing.

“Mom—what’s going on?” Gabe had pushed the hair out of his eyes, and Mia suddenly understood why he might wear it like that. Gabe wasn’t old enough yet to have mastered how to hide his feelings, so he let his hair do it for him. His eyes were huge and dark, as vulnerable as a fawn’s.

“Something’s happened at Colleen’s. Maybe an accident with a gun. I need you to do two things for me. One, be here in case Brooke wakes up. And two, stay on the line and listen. It doesn’t sound like Colleen can talk, but if she says anything, I need you to listen carefully and write down exactly what she says. And if she can talk, ask her what’s wrong, what happened, and then call 911 on your cell and tell them what she says.”

Mia held out the phone, but Gabe didn’t take it.

“Wait—where are you going?” His voice cracked.

“To Colleen’s in case I can help. Look—all you have to do is listen.” Mia pressed the phone in his hand and ran back into the hall and down the stairs.

A few months ago Mia wouldn’t have asked Gabriel to watch his four-year-old sister, let alone insist he listen to those terrible sounds on the other end of the phone line. But a lot had changed in a few months.

She grabbed up her purse and car keys from the small table next to the front door and ran outside, twisting the lock behind her.

The drive to Colleen’s house normally took a little less than twenty minutes. Tonight it took about twelve. A police car, siren wailing, passed as she pulled over to the shoulder, and then another. A block or two from Colleen’s house, more lights slashed the night ahead of her.

Mia had to park a few houses back because of the number of police cars, marked and unmarked. She was at the top of Colleen’s driveway when a young cop stepped in front of her, arms spread wide.

“Ma’am, stop. You can’t go any farther.”

“But I’m a friend of Colleen’s. Is she okay?” Part of Mia already knew the answer. An ambulance was in front of the house, but it was just sitting there, no siren, not even any lights. Two paramedics leaned against the side panel, talking in low voices.

“Ma’am, I need you to get back.”

“Look.” Mia took a deep breath. “I’m an attorney with the King County Prosecutor’s Office, same as Colleen. I was on the phone with her when something happened. I’m the one who called 911.”

A man spoke behind her. “It’s okay, Orkney.” 

Mia turned. Charlie Carlson, one of Seattle’s homicide detectives, had just arrived.

A wave of nausea swept over Mia as her stomach crammed itself into the back of her throat. She put her hand to her mouth. From behind the shelter of her fingers, she said, “Oh no, Charlie. If you’re here, it can’t be good news for Colleen.”

He didn’t answer her directly. Instead he said, “I heard you were back. Heck of a way to see you again.” He had a nose that bent at the tip and dark hair that Mia had always thought was really too long for a cop. But Charlie was known for coming close to the line—and sometimes crossing it. As Mia well knew.

“I was on the phone with her when she was shot. At least it sounded like a shot.” Mia’s thoughts suddenly flew to Gabriel. “In fact, my son—”

“You were on the line with her?” Charlie interrupted. “Did she say who shot her?”

“She wasn’t doing anything beyond trying to breathe.” She hoped Gabe hadn’t heard the moment when Colleen’s breathing must have ceased. “Look, my son could still be on the line with her. I asked him to listen in case she said anything. You’ve got to let me talk to him and tell him he can hang up.”

She started down the driveway, but Charlie put a hand on her shoulder.

“Hold up, Mia. You can’t go down there. This is a crime scene.” 

Who was Charlie Carlson to tell her what she was allowed to do at a crime scene? She opened her mouth to protest. If Gabe was still on the line, the next voice she wanted him to hear was hers.

Before she could argue, Charlie said, “I’ll take care of it right now,” and started to jog down the driveway while pulling a pair of blue vinyl gloves from his back pocket. He called back over his shoulder, “What’s your son’s name?”

“Gabriel.”

Charlie ducked inside.

Mia waited in the darkness at the top of the driveway, hugging herself even though it wasn’t that cold. Men talked in low voices and radios crackled. Down the street, three crime-scene techs were pulling on their identical boots and white Tyvek suits. Farther back, neighbors gathered in clumps, talking or standing with their hands over their mouths.

Here it was quiet and pitch-black. The nearest house to Colleen didn’t have a single light on. It had been for sale for a couple of months, and now the For Sale sign listed to one side.

No stars out. Mia reminded herself that the stars were still there, just hidden by a blanket of clouds.

And suddenly Charlie was galloping up the drive to her, yelling as he went. “Mia, when I picked up the phone, no one was on it. But I could hear someone screaming in the background.” He had nearly reached her. “It sounded like a little girl.”

Mia’s vision spun like water swirling down a drain. Brooke. He was talking about Brooke.

And Brooke was screaming.

Screaming.

Charlie grabbed her upper arm and tugged her forward. “Come on! I’ll take you home with lights and siren.”


CHAPTER 3 

After his mom ran downstairs and rushed to Colleen’s, Gabe sat very, very still. His suddenly sweaty hand pressed the phone against the side of his head.

In his ear was a sound like an aquarium. It was bearable if he thought of it like that. If he pictured bubbles rising through clear water filled with colorful fish and miniature plastic castles.

Not when he thought of it as a woman gagging on her own blood.

If there was one thing in the world Gabe didn’t want to be doing, it was listening to what sounded like his mom’s friend dying.

His shoulders hunched suddenly, and he shivered so hard the phone rattled against his cheek. Gabe felt like he had last winter when he had the flu. Shaky. Nauseated. Not quite real.

And this couldn’t be real, could it?

Their home phone had a button you could push to put it on speaker. He pressed it and set the phone down on his desk. The wet, almost slurpy sounds were still there, but they no longer felt like they were part of him, rattling around inside his skull.

Gabe tried to turn the sounds into background noise. Like the hum of an air conditioner.

His eyes fell on his history textbook. He should be reading it, but of course he couldn’t do anything right now. Just listen. Listen and hope that the ambulance people would get there in time to save Colleen Miller.

Three months ago Gabe would have said this was going to be a great year. High school instead of middle school. Getting a learner’s permit in the spring. Making the football team, even though he wasn’t that big. At least not yet.

But everything had changed, hadn’t it? And Gabe was just expected to suck it up and deal with it. Overnight, it seemed, his mom had become the enemy.

She was crabby all the time now. Always nagging. Always yelling. Sometimes at herself, but mostly at him. Even when she was just asking questions, it sounded like yelling. Where had he been, who had he been with, what had he been doing?

But most of her sentences began with “Why didn’t you . . .” Why didn’t you . . . finish your homework, make sure Brooke took a bath, tell me you had to bring in art supplies for class?

Gabe started when the tone of Colleen’s breathing changed. It roughened, paused—his stomach did a slow flip—then, after a watery gasp, resumed its rhythmic gurgle.

It was the most horrible sound he had ever heard. Gabe closed his eyes and tried to distract himself by thinking about how his mom wanted him to give up his whole entire life just because his dad wasn’t around anymore. Just because she had to go back to work. 

It wasn’t like he didn’t love his little sister. But everyone else on the team hung out together after practice, and meanwhile he was stuck being Brooke’s unpaid babysitter. And there was dinner to start and the house to pick up, at least according to his mom.

She said they all had to pull together or they would fall apart.

But for Gabe, his new life was like being an adult without any of the good parts. He had all these responsibilities, but no money, no car, no freedom. If he were an adult, he could choose whether or not to have a kid. But he hadn’t gotten to choose Brooke.

“Taxation without representation, dude,” as his friend Tyler put it. 

The only good thing that had come out of everything changing was his new phone. It could do everything, in addition to allowing his mom to call him a dozen times a day. She never texted him. She didn’t get that no one called anymore. You didn’t have to answer a text right away. Texting gave you time to think about what to say and a record of everything you had said.

From the landline phone on the desk, Colleen kept inhaling and exhaling in that strange, watery way.

He couldn’t take this anymore. He couldn’t just sit here and listen to these wet gasps.

Gabe picked up his cell and tapped out a text.

Gabe: You won’t believe what I’m doing.

Tyler’s reply came faster than he had hoped.

Tyler: What?

Gabe: Listening to some lady who’s dying. It’s horrible.

A faint groan rose from the phone lying on his desk. Bile flooded Gabe’s mouth. The only thing tethering him to sanity was the cell phone in his hands.

Tyler: JK?

Gabe’s thumbs flew over the tiny virtual keyboard.

Gabe: I wish. Mom was talking to friend on phone and then I guess she was shot. The friend, I mean. Now Mom’s going over there and making me listen in case she says something. Only she can’t talk. Just breathe. But it sounds all wrong.

Tyler: That’s awful. Do you know her?

Gabe: Sort of.

Colleen was old, even older than his mom. She had a daughter in college but seemed to have forgotten how to act around kids. Her attempts at conversation had a slightly desperate quality. Every time she saw him, she asked him what his favorite subject was in school. And every time he said, “Lunch,” she laughed in a fake-y, high-pitched way.

Only Gabe would give anything now to hear her fake laugh. Not this. He strained to hear sirens or footsteps or rescuers shouting in the background, but there was nothing but the harsh, irregular rasp of her breath. And then even that stopped.

Gabe: I just want to hang up and tell my mom we got disconnected.

But if he lied, his mom would probably know just by looking at his face.

Without warning, a scream shattered the night. Gabe’s whole body jolted like he had just stuck his finger in an electric socket. He let his cell phone fall to his desk.

The scream hadn’t come from Colleen’s house.

It had come from right down the hall.

From the room where his sister slept.

Gabe’s head whipped around. He saw no one in the hall. And he hadn’t heard anyone come in, although he had been so focused on the two phones he had blocked out the rest of his surroundings. Could a burglar have snuck in after his mom ran out? Had she forgotten to lock the front door?

Another scream pierced the silence.

“I’m coming, Brooke! I’m coming.” He jumped to his feet. At the last second he grabbed the landline phone, the one that was still connected to Colleen. As he picked it up, a new sound came from it. Something he didn’t have time to think about now.

Instead he ran down the hall and opened the door to Brooke’s bedroom.

Brooke was sitting bolt upright in her little pale blue wooden toddler bed. Her mouth was stretched wide in terror, and the whites showed top and bottom on her eyes. Her breathing was fast and shallow. She didn’t even turn toward him. Instead her staring eyes were focused on one corner of the room. The corner where the window was. The corner he couldn’t see because the door only opened three-fourths of the way and then was blocked by the dresser.

Gabe let the phone slip from his suddenly boneless hand. What was his sister looking at? Who was in the room?

Brooke screamed again, her hands coming up in front of her face, ready to ward off a blow.

Taking a deep breath, Gabe charged forward to put himself between whoever it was and his little sister.


CHAPTER 4 

Dispatch informed Charlie Carlson that all available officers in the area had already been deployed—to Colleen Miller’s house.

That meant that whatever was happening at Mia Quinn’s house, Charlie would be the first officer on the scene.

Charlie and Mia, which might be a mistake. A kid screaming could mean a lot of things. Some of them very bad. Some of them things no parent should ever witness. He requested another unit to be scrambled from Colleen’s, but knew he would still beat them there. Mia had already told him the fastest route to take. Made even faster by how Charlie was driving.

Going sixty in a residential area was a dumb idea, despite the fact that he had turned on the siren, the alternately flashing lights in the grill, and the red-and-blue light bar in the rear window. He was traveling too fast for any pedestrian—and most drivers—to react. Charlie goosed it up to sixty-five, his eyes scanning back and forth. One evening jogger dressed all in black except for white earbuds, and that would be all she wrote.

Meanwhile, Mia was speed-dialing a number on her cell phone. She pressed it to her head, the index finger of her free hand closing the other ear. Her lips were a tight line. After a long moment she shook her head and tapped a button to turn off the phone.

“Why didn’t you take Colleen’s phone with you?” she demanded. “I need to know what’s wrong.” She groaned. “If something’s happened to my kids . . .”

“I couldn’t, Mia.” He had to raise his voice to be heard over the siren. He and Mia had tangled when she first started working at King County, but that was a long time ago and it didn’t matter now. Not when two kids were in danger. “It was a landline.”

Colleen Miller had been sprawled on her side on top of a dozen record albums, her head turned to face the ceiling, a slick of blood painting her upper lip and chin. The bullet had caught her just below the hollow of her throat. More blood pooled like thick syrup under her head and upper torso, on top of the LPs. The phone rested on the floor near her bottom shoulder, just a few inches from her mouth. If Colleen had been breathing after Mia heard the shot, it didn’t look like it could have gone on for very long.

Charlie had taken two quick photos of the phone—noting that there was no blood on the black-and-silver face—so he could put it back exactly where it had been after he told Mia’s kid it was okay to hang up. That the boy could stop listening for the dead woman to name her killer.

With gloved hands, Charlie had gingerly picked up the phone. But when he put it to his ear, all he heard was a little kid screaming. 

Now Mia asked, “Was Brooke saying anything?”

“Not that I could tell,” Charlie said, hedging a little. It had just been wordless screams, seemingly without even a pause for breath. “I’m pretty sure I could hear your boy calling her name in the background.” Again, he left out the panic in the older kid’s voice.

“Did Brooke sound like she was hurt?” Mia’s voice had gotten smaller, until it was barely audible over the thrum of the tires and the wail of the siren.

Parents seemed to know unerringly whether a child’s cry was faked, whether it sprang from boredom or genuine pain. Charlie might not be a parent, but he knew what had been under the sounds he had heard.

Sheer terror.

“I don’t know.” Not knowing whether it was right or wrong to say even part of what he was thinking, Charlie just went ahead. “She was pretty loud. If your daughter’s hurt, it didn’t affect her lungs any.” He thought of how the blood must have bubbled in Colleen’s airway and then out through her mouth.

“Brooke walked in her sleep last week.” Again Mia tapped on her phone and then held it to her ear, but Charlie could tell by her posture that she no longer expected anyone to answer. A few seconds later she put it back in her lap. “Maybe she fell out of bed and hurt herself. Our schedule has really changed since I went back to work. Her bedtime is all messed up.”

Charlie just hoped that the reason for the screams would turn out to be trivial. Something that would seem like an overreaction tomorrow.

But then he thought of the horror and panic and fear he had heard in the little girl’s voice. Crime was down all over the city, but just last month he had worked the case of a Yugoslavian immigrant who had gone crazy and stabbed to death three of his neighbors. Including a seven-year-old girl the guy had chased out into the front yard.

He pushed the accelerator up to nearly seventy. “You don’t carry, do you?”

“No.” Mia shook her head.

“Is there a gun at your house?” Maybe that had been what had happened. Mom was gone, so the kids decided to take out the gun and play cowboys or gangbangers? Or, even more likely, the older boy was jumpy because his mom had gone tearing off in the middle of the night, heard a noise, and accidentally shot his sister?

“No,” Mia said again.

Nodding, Charlie blew air through pursed lips. Guns and kids didn’t mix, not in his opinion. But when he thought of that little girl screaming, he found himself wishing that the other kid, the boy named Gabriel, had something to protect them both with. Something a little bit more powerful than a can of bug spray or a tennis racquet.

Mia’s hands were braced on the dash. She leaned forward, her eyes fastened on the road, as if the extra few inches somehow helped her get to her kids faster.

“Put on your seat belt.” Charlie was doing seventy in a twenty-five zone. His seat belt had gone on at the same time he turned the key in the ignition. He had once seen a rookie cop after a collision at 105 miles an hour. The kid had metal for hips and wasn’t on the force anymore.

Mia didn’t move. He grunted impatiently.

“Mia, come on, put on your seat belt. We need to get you there in one piece.”

Slowly, like someone in a dream, she sat back and pulled the belt across her body, her eyes never leaving the road.

“Tell me about your kids.” It might be useful information, but mostly it would keep Mia focused. Keep her mind off what horror might be going on at her house. Charlie saw gleaming knives, a tumble down an entire flight of stairs, a fast-moving fire, a meth-addled burglar. The trouble with their line of work was that your memory—not your imagination—could supply you with a million terrible vignettes.

Mia took a deep breath. “My son, Gabriel, he’s fourteen. He’s a freshman this year. And Brooke is four.”

A long gap between kids. With anyone else, Charlie might have figured that the two kids were the product of different marriages, each husband wanting kids of his own. But Charlie had known Mia back in her first turn through the King County Prosecutor’s Office, back before she decided to stay home and play house full-time. Her decision had always surprised him.

Then again, while Charlie had been married three times, he didn’t have any kids, so he didn’t know what it was like trying to be both a mom and a prosecutor.

“And what’s Gabriel like?”

“He’s a really good kid.” Mia took a shaky breath. “I mean, he’s been having a hard time with what happened, but what kid wouldn’t? Normally I never would have asked him to listen to Colleen, but I didn’t have much choice.”

Single mothers. The world was full of them. Charlie had no idea how they did it all, how they wiped noses and packed lunches and reviewed homework and joined the PTA or whatever else it was they did.

Charlie didn’t even have a cat.

“And your daughter? What’s she like?” He hoped this wouldn’t remind Mia about the screaming, but then again, it was clear that the screaming was all she could think about.

A smile touched her lips. “Brooke is four, but she thinks she’s older. She’s really proud of herself that she can put dishes in the dishwasher and help make her bed.”

As she spoke, Mia’s gaze never wavered from the dark road ahead of them. She was blond, blue-eyed, about five foot seven, slender. Not his type. He liked them short and dark and curvy. Plus she was far too rigid. She had never understood that sometimes you had to look at the big picture.

Charlie tore his eyes away. He had to be like Mia and keep his eyes on the road. So many bicyclists these days didn’t have lights, let alone helmets. An ER nurse he dated said her hospital had a name for people like that.

Donors.

Mia continued, “All this change has been hard on Brooke too. Now she’s in preschool full-time and then Gabe has to pick her up after school or football practice. Both of my kids are being forced to grow up too fast.”

“What were they doing when you left?” Charlie asked.

“Brooke was sleeping. And Gabriel should have been doing homework. But when I went in to tell him about Colleen, he was playing his guitar to music on his computer.” Mia fell quiet and hit Redial. After a few seconds she touched the button to end the call. Her next words burst out of her. “I never should have left them alone.” Her eyes widened. “Charlie—what if it was all a ruse to get me to leave?” 

“What do you mean?”

“How was Colleen killed?” Mia turned away from the road and stared at him wide-eyed.

“Shot in the chest.” 

“Where was she in her house?” 

“In her basement.” Charlie wondered where she was going with this.

“That’s just like Stan.” When she saw his blank look, she said, “You know. Stan Slavich. He used to work in my office. Until he was murdered.”

Charlie hadn’t thought about Stan in several years. He was pretty sure a homicide detective named Carmen Zapata had handled that case. Carmen was dead now. Breast cancer. Charlie said, “We never solved that one, did we?”

“No. And think about it, Charlie.” Mia’s back went rigid as she ticked off the coincidences. “Stan was a King County prosecutor. Just like Colleen. He was shot through the basement window of his home. Just like Colleen. And he was all alone when he was shot. Just like Colleen. What if someone is targeting prosecutors? What if they came for me next—and went after my kids when they figured out I wasn’t home?”

“They would have to move awful fast.” There were a lot of things Charlie thought were possible, but this wasn’t one of them. “I don’t think whatever’s happening at your house is connected to Colleen, Mia. Maybe there is some kind of a connection between Stan and Colleen, but I doubt it goes any further than that.”

The parallels between the two killings were too hard to ignore, though. Charlie didn’t believe in coincidences. He didn’t believe in much he couldn’t see, hear, touch, taste, smell. “When did Stan die, anyway? Six years ago?”

“Four and a half. I know exactly because I was on bed rest with Brooke. They wouldn’t even let me go to the funeral. Scott was really disturbed when Stan was killed. And then Brooke was born four weeks early. So Scott talked me into not going back.” She gave a shaky laugh. “You probably heard how well that worked out.” She turned back to look at the street. “It’s right at the second light, and then it’s just around the corner.” Mia undid her seat belt.

Charlie cut the siren. If there was a bad guy in the house, he didn’t want him to feel his back was against the wall. “Let me go in alone first and see what’s wrong.” And if it was really bad, maybe he could keep Mia away from it. There were certain sights no one should ever see.

Charlie had seen most of them.

“No way, Charlie.” She was in full mama bear mode now, ready to rise up on her hind legs and swipe her claws at whatever got between her and her cubs. “Don’t argue with me. Those are my babies in there.”

She was out of the car before it had even come to a stop. Charlie barely threw it into park and ran after her, cursing himself. Whatever was happening in the house was bad enough.

He didn’t need Mia to become a third victim.


CHAPTER 5 

As she sprinted across her lawn, Mia heard muffled screams coming from the second floor of her house. The sounds gave wings to her feet.

What was wrong? She saw no strange cars, no flames, no smoke. The house was lit up from top to bottom, but the blinds were drawn. 

Usually she liked how far apart the houses were here. But as she sprinted up the three stairs to the porch, Mia wished that she and her neighbors lived cheek by jowl.

She turned the knob and yanked the front door back. A shock ran up her arm and into her shoulder when it didn’t budge.

The front door was still locked. No unlocked door, no strange cars, no flames, no smoke. No sign of anything amiss.

But somewhere above her, Brooke was still screaming, barely pausing for breath. At the end of each ululation, the sound was nearly a sob.

While Mia fumbled her key into the lock, Charlie peered through one of the door’s small paned windows, one hand cupped around his eyes. His gun was out of its holster and by his side. The sight of it did not reassure Mia.

She twisted the key and threw open the door. “Brooke? Gabe?” she yelled as she ran into the empty entryway, Charlie at her heels. “What’s wrong?”

For an answer, Brooke only screamed again. 

“Mom!” Gabe called, his tone so desperate that tears sparked her eyes. “Something’s really wrong with Brooke!”

Mia flew up the stairs. Her foot slipped on the fifth step and she half fell, banging one knee. Shaking off Charlie’s hand, she bounced back up, not even registering the pain.

No blood, she thought when she reached the doorway to Brooke’s room and tried to make sense of what she saw. Thank God there’s no blood. But something was still terribly wrong.

Gabriel was kneeling on the bed, leaning over Brooke. His hands were on his sister’s shoulders, trying to hold her still. Arms flailing, Brooke twisted back and forth, her body arching, her feet kicking under the covers. She let out another scream that made the hair rise on the back of Mia’s neck.

“Oh, baby, no!” Rushing forward, she squeezed past Gabriel and tried to scoop up Brooke to comfort her. But at her touch, her daughter stiffened and bucked and scratched all the more, her back bending like a bow. She howled again, right next to Mia’s ear. Her skin was clammy. Strands of hair stuck to her forehead. Brooke’s gaze swung to Mia, but her eyes were oddly flat and unfocused.

“Watch out, Mom!” Gabe yelled.

Brooke’s fist hit Mia in the temple so hard that for a moment one side of the room went black. “Brooke, it’s okay,” Mia shouted, trying to pierce through her daughter’s cries. “Brooke, Brooke, Brooke—wake up!”

Instead Brooke kicked and thrashed as if Mia were attacking her. Wincing and tucking her head, Mia tried to grab her wrists, but Brooke fought back even harder, twisting her hands free. Finally Mia leaned her weight across her four-year-old’s body, pinning her arms in place. She pressed her own face into the pillow, cheek to cheek with her daughter. Brooke’s heart felt like it was beating so hard it might burst through her damp skin. Could a heart even beat that fast without causing damage?

Gabe pinned Brooke’s legs in place under the covers, but she continued to fight them both.

Had she eaten some type of poison? Gotten into the sleeping pills the doctor had prescribed for Mia three months earlier? Was she having a seizure?

Her daughter’s breathing was ragged and harsh, each exhale an explosion ending in another howl. It was so rapid that just hearing it made Mia’s own breathing speed up.

“Brooke, baby, can you hear me?” she said, but her daughter’s frenzy didn’t abate.

“How long has this been going on?” Charlie asked from the doorway. Mia glanced back at him. He was holstering his gun.

Gabe jerked his head around, his eyes widening.

“Who are you?”

“That’s Charlie Carlson,” Mia said, still trying to hold her daughter’s tiny body still. She had to raise her voice to be heard over Brooke’s continued keening. “He’s a cop. When he picked up Colleen’s phone to talk to you, he heard Brooke screaming.”

Gabe’s gaze flashed to the phone that lay faceup on the floor a few feet from the bed. “Is Colleen okay? I didn’t hear her say anything, and then Brooke started screaming and I dropped the phone. I’m sorry.”

“We can talk about Colleen later.” Mia tried to say it lightly, as if nothing were wrong. “Right now we need to figure out what’s wrong with Brooke. What happened?”

“I was in my room when she started screaming. I thought someone had broken in or something, but she was all by herself.” Gabe took a shaky breath. “It’s like she’s not really there. I mean, I think she’s hearing something, seeing something, but whatever it is, we can’t see it. It’s like she’s stuck someplace else.”

Could a four-year-old be mentally ill? As if in answer, Brooke let out another terrified wail.

“Should I get dispatch to send an ambulance?” Charlie asked.

“No,” Mia said. “I want to try something.” Shouting and holding Brooke down weren’t working. “Let go of her legs,” she told Gabe. “Go stand in the doorway with Charlie.”

She was working off instinct now, a guess that the exact opposite of what she wanted to do—shake Brooke awake, force her back into herself—was what was really called for.

She released Brooke, who continued to flail and screech, but no worse than she had been. Kneeling next to the bed, Mia put her face as close as she could to her daughter’s without touching her and waited for a moment of silence. Brooke let out another half scream, and after it was finished Mia half crooned, half whispered into the pink shell of her daughter’s ear. “Mommy’s here, baby. It’s okay now. You can go to sleep. You can relax.”

There was a pause. Brooke let out another cry, but it was quieter and somehow held a note of sadness. She was on her side now, facing the doorway. Tentatively, Mia put out her hand and lightly touched her daughter’s lower back. Sweat had soaked through her pajamas. Mia began to rub slow, small circles. Brooke continued to cry out, but there were pauses in between, and the volume was diminished. 

“It’s okay, baby. I’m here. It’s okay.”

Outside, sirens suddenly split the night. Mia’s hand jerked. She had forgotten that Charlie had asked for backup. She realized with a little shock that it had probably been less than five minutes since they ran up the stairs.

“I’ll tell them it’s okay,” Charlie said. “Right?”

“Right,” Mia said, her attention still fully focused on her daughter. The sound of the sirens didn’t seem to have penetrated. Brooke’s screams had turned into something more like sobs.

Charlie went down the hall and murmured into his radio.

Slowly Brooke’s cries faded away. In five more minutes she was breathing peacefully, seemingly deep asleep. Gabe tiptoed closer to the bed, and occasionally Mia met his eyes and they exchanged tremulous smiles. Charlie came back to the doorway and watched them without speaking. Even Charlie Carlson, it seemed, knew there were times when it was better to do nothing.

Finally the only remaining sign of whatever had happened to Brooke was a faint flush on her cheeks and a few strands of hair still stuck to her face. Her mouth was loose, her breathing easy.

Slowly Mia lifted her hand. Brooke’s breathing didn’t change. Mia got to her feet. Looking down at her daughter, she found it hard to believe what had just happened, those moments of terror. She hugged Gabe.

Charlie cleared his throat softly, and they both turned to him. “I’ve got to get back out to the crime scene. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

“Talk?” Mia blinked. “Why?”

“Because you’re a witness to Colleen’s murder.”

Gabe’s head whipped around. Mia wanted to throttle Charlie. Her son did not need this terrible news. Not now.

Charlie winced and shot an apologetic look at Mia.

“But I never even saw Colleen tonight,” she protested.

“Yes, but you were on the phone with her when she got shot. You might be the only witness.”


CHAPTER 6 

Mia walked Charlie downstairs. To compensate for her suddenly wobbly knees, she kept a firm grip on the handrail.

“So you’re going back to Colleen’s?” she asked.

“Yeah. I need to get a search warrant so the crime-scene techs can do their thing.” He ran a hand through his hair, somehow managing to leave it even messier than it was before. “Sure you’re gonna be okay?”

“I’m fine.”

Charlie tilted his head and looked at her without speaking.

Mia laughed a little, surprised she was capable of it.

“Of course everything’s terrible. I mean, Colleen’s dead and Brooke just had the worst nightmare I’ve ever seen. But my family is safe. And if the past couple of months have taught me anything, it’s how important that is.”

Sadness pulsed through Mia at the thought of her little family, just the three of them. It was like she had lost a leg but had somehow gotten used to hopping and lurching, grabbing on to whatever she could for balance while still feeling the ache of the phantom limb.

Charlie held out his hand. “Give me your keys. I’ll have someone run your car back here tonight and put the keys through the mail slot.” 

Her car. Mia blinked. She had completely forgotten that it was still parked on Colleen’s block.

“Oh, thanks. That will be twice you’ve saved me tonight.” Only where were her keys? She patted her flat pockets. The entry table was bare. “The thing is, I don’t remember where I left them.”

Charlie opened the door and there was a telltale jingle. The keys were still dangling from the lock. He pulled them out. “Be sure to lock up after I leave.”

Mia felt a flash of irritation. She wasn’t so far gone that she would see him out the door and then forget to throw the bolt. And to have Charlie, of all people, giving her advice about being cautious. She knew her annoyance was irrational, her subsiding adrenaline looking for an outlet, but it felt right.

“Don’t worry, I will.” It was all she could do not to roll her eyes, like Gabe at his worst, but Charlie didn’t seem to notice.

“I’ll be in touch tomorrow.” He took his own keys from his pocket.

After turning both locks on the door, she climbed the stairs. Brooke was still asleep, curled on her side, breathing evenly. Gently, Mia closed the door.

She tapped on the door to Gabe’s room. He grunted in answer. When she went in he was looking at Facebook.

She put her hand on his shoulder, then leaned down to hug him. When he stiffened, she straightened up.

“Look, Gabe, about tonight . . .”

Her son kept his eyes on the computer screen. “What?” How was it possible that a single syllable could contain so many layers of disdain and anger?

“I just want to say I’m sorry about what happened. What I asked you to do.”

“Okay.” He still hadn’t turned in his chair. Hadn’t looked her in the eye.

Mia took a deep breath. “Colleen didn’t say anything, did she? Before she . . . she died?”

He bit his lip. “No. There was just that weird sound of her breathing. And then even that”—Gabe hesitated for a long time, and Mia’s heart broke a little—“that stopped.”

“Oh, Gabriel.” She touched his shoulder, and he shrugged off her hand.

His voice twisted. “I was listening so hard, just, you know, hoping she’d start breathing again, but all I could hear was some classical music. And then Brooke started screaming.”

“Maybe I should have stayed here. All I could think was that maybe there was a possibility I could help her.” She sighed. “I’m sorry that I just ended up leaving you to deal with everything.”

“Yeah, I know, Mom.” A flick of the eyes, not quite an eye roll. The vulnerability had disappeared.

Thinking about her last conversation with Colleen, Mia gestured toward his Facebook page. “You know not to say anything about this, right, Gabe? It’s an active murder investigation.”

“Mom! What do you think I’m going to do, put it on my status update?”

“I was only making sure,” she said, hearing a whine creep into her voice that was more appropriate to someone Gabe’s age or even younger. How had everything turned around so fast? She had meant to comfort him, compliment him. Now all they were doing was irritating each other. “I’m going to bed soon, and you should too.”

He nodded. Mia thought it likely they were both lying. There was no way she could go to sleep now, not after everything that had happened. She needed to get some distance from it, find a way to let some of the adrenaline dissipate. It was all too much—the house, the bills, Colleen dead, Brooke’s nightmare, Gabe’s standoffishness. 

Maybe she’d get something to eat. She wasn’t at all hungry, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that food would help quiet her thoughts. It seemed like most people couldn’t resist chocolate, ice cream, cookies, candy. Mia liked sweets just fine, but she didn’t crave them. Instead it was Ritz crackers that called to her, Pringles, Doritos coated with spicy powder that turned her fingers orange. Scott used to joke that Mia had been born with a salt tooth.

She went back down to the basement, planning to grab one of the bags of Kettle potato chips she had hidden in the Rubbermaid cabinet behind a twenty-five-pound bag of basmati rice from Costco. A few weeks earlier PCC Natural Markets had had a special, so she had bought a half dozen bags of chips with flavors like Backyard Barbecue and Loaded Baked Potato and squirreled them away.

She told herself it was a bargain, but it was like an addict stocking up on crack cocaine because it was on sale.

At the bottom of the stairs Mia stopped. The plastic tub she had pried the lid from just before Colleen was shot, the one that had revealed Scott’s little secret, was still open. She didn’t have the energy to think about it tonight. After snapping the lid back on, she lifted the tub back into place. Just one more thing Scott hadn’t quite been honest about.

Just one more hard truth she had learned since he died.

Back upstairs she sat at the dining room table with the bag of chips in front of her. Now that Scott was gone, no one really ate in here. Their house had a dining room nobody used, a living room she only dusted, and a family room that lived up to its name. She faced the sideboard that displayed a framed, enlarged photo of her family, the four of them on a beach in Kauai.

Two weeks after that photo was taken, Scott had died in a single-car accident after meeting with a client.

She ripped open the bag and stuffed a chip into her mouth. “I can’t do this, Scott,” she whispered around shards of chip. “It’s too much.”

He kept smiling, his eyes hidden by sunglasses. One arm was slung around her waist while the other rested on Brooke’s shoulder. Gabe stood a bit to one side, as if already anxious to flee the family unit.

Mia and Scott had just . . . fit. Like two puzzle pieces, they had filled in the empty places of the other. Scott was methodical. Mia more impulsive. Scott came from a stable family. Mia only dreamed of one. At college freshman orientation they ended up seated by each other, and after that they hadn’t looked at anyone else.

And now Scott was dead and everything was a mess. Mia put another chip into her mouth. How could she be both mother and father when it felt like half of her had died along with Scott?

Brooke would never remember her dad. Gabe was going to have to find his way to manhood without his father’s advice, or even his presence.

She shoved three chips in at once. The crunch, the salt, the spices, the way they immediately turned to mush on her tongue—it answered some need. Or numbed it.

She reached for another handful.

And now Colleen was dead. And something terrible had happened to Brooke. And all Mia had were questions with no answers. 

There was nothing to do with the energy and the emotions. Nothing to do but eat.

Mia knew she was eating her feelings. So what? It made her feel better. Emptied out her mind. As long as she was chewing and swallowing and licking spices from her fingers, there wasn’t room in her head for thoughts.

She had talked about it with Colleen only a few days ago, complaining that her pants were getting hard to button. “Sometimes you just need a good food coma,” Colleen had said with a smile that pushed up her plump, ruddy cheeks until they nearly obscured her blue eyes. Colleen loved to eat too.

Had loved to eat.

They had met when Mia joined the King County Prosecutor’s Office right out of law school. She liked Colleen right away, first as a mentor and then as a friend. Colleen called herself a lifer. She had never worked anywhere else. Divorced, with one daughter, she was funny, smart, kind. Honest and real.

Mia had kept working after Gabriel was born, but after Brooke’s birth a month too early, Scott had asked her not to go back, citing Stan’s murder as just one reason. Mia had listened in something of a daze. Even though she had been on bed rest, the baby was so little. Not even five pounds. Brooke nursed and slept for a few minutes and then woke again, mewling.

Scott had left his accounting firm to start his own business two years earlier, and now, he pointed out, he was making good money. And hadn’t they both agreed that these years were so important?

Mia said yes. Colleen had congratulated Mia with her mouth and asked questions with her eyes. Questions Mia couldn’t answer. 

For the last four and a half years Mia had put the nutritious food on the table, washed and ironed the clothes, taken Gabe to football practice and Brooke to Tumble Tots. And if there were times she missed putting on her suits, missed arguing in front of a jury, missed the challenge and the struggle of putting together a case, well, everything was a trade-off, wasn’t it?

Then Scott died and Mia learned that Scott had been juggling trade-offs too. There had been far fewer clients to notify than she had thought. Now Mia wondered how often Scott had sat in his rented office space and only pretended to work. She had been lucky to get rehired at King County. She was sure Colleen had had a lot to do with that, even if she denied it.

A lot of staff had turned over in the time Mia was away. If you really wanted to make good money—or you had to, because of the law school debts you were carrying—your ultimate aim was to work in the private sector. Lawyers often started at the county, picked up a few years of experience, and left. Many a defense attorney bragged about the “insider knowledge” they had gained before crossing over to the other side.

But when Mia returned, Colleen was still at King County. In the two months since she started back at work, their friendship had blossomed again as if she had never been away.

And now Colleen was dead. Stan and Colleen. Was it possible that their deaths were related?

The two had been a study in contrasts. Every time Stan had a big trial, he lost thirty pounds in what was known around the office as the Slavich Trial Diet. He simply forgot to eat. He grew a beard for the same reason. For Stan, life had been black-and-white. The people he prosecuted were guilty and deserved to be punished. He didn’t rest until they were behind bars for the maximum sentence he could get.

Colleen saw the shades of gray. For certain defendants, the ones who had grown up with no dads or a string of them, people who had never had a single decent role model, Colleen had exercised her discretion as a prosecutor, tried to find solutions that didn’t leave them without a chance of turning their lives around.

Mia felt sorry for whoever got assigned to investigate and prosecute Colleen’s case. It would be high-profile, nonstop. She remembered what Colleen had said only a few hours ago about Frank. He would want this solved before voters went to the polls.

As Mia reached for another handful of chips, a car pulled up in the driveway, followed by a second.

She froze, even as her heart began to beat wildly. Footsteps echoed on the porch. Who was it? What was wrong now?

She jumped as keys clattered through the mail slot. For the second time she had forgotten about her missing car. She tiptoed to the front door and peeped out. Charlie. Getting back into a patrol car. He hadn’t delegated this errand but done it himself. Her earlier irritation was gone.

Charlie Carlson had always been prone to a generous interpretation of the rules. Early in her career, his actions had even resulted in one of Mia’s cases being thrown out and Charlie being reprimanded. Charlie, for reasons of his own—or for no reason, you never really knew with him—had flushed Mia’s case down the toilet. Even though he had been reprimanded, she had never quite forgiven him. 

Tonight, though, she appreciated how he had bent the rules for her, not even hesitating to leave a fresh crime scene when he thought her children were in trouble.

She reached into the bag for more chips but found only crumbs. Folding the bag down as small as she could, she stuffed it into the garbage. Then Mia went upstairs to bed—but not to sleep.

 


CHAPTER 7 

Get off the computer, Gabe,” Mia yelled up the stairs as she dug a table knife into a jar of peanut butter. Her mouth tasted sour and sharp, a food hangover from the chips she had eaten last night.

“Just one more minute.”

“Now!” He had been promising to come down to breakfast since six thirty. Her watch showed it was three minutes past seven.

Brooke sat unmoving in front of a bowl of cereal, her head propped in her hands. When Mia woke her this morning, Brooke claimed she felt fine. She seemed to remember nothing of the night before.

On any day, Brooke was not a morning person. Her bowl of Life cereal was still untouched. The squares of cereal were beginning to look like they were melting.

“Baby, you have to eat.”

Brooke didn’t look up. “I’m not hungry. And I’m not a baby.”

“Just one bite, Brooke. One.” Mia undid the twist tie and took a slice of bread from the loaf. Wait—what was that? The faintest green fuzz. Inside her head she swore, but mindful of Brooke, the only thing that came out of her mouth was a sigh. If she didn’t have bread, what could she send her kids to school with? Sandwiches made with frozen waffles?

She slipped more of the loaf free. The mold seemed to be confined to the first slice. Everything else looked fine. And hadn’t she just bought this bread a few days ago?

Mia threw away the top few slices and made a mental note to buy more bread. Which, if she wanted her kids to have lunches tomorrow, would have to be on the way home from her part-time job as an adjunct professor at the University of Washington law school. Tonight was the first seminar of the semester, and Titus Brown, the program’s director, had asked her to present a closing argument. When she had said yes, months ago, Scott had still been alive and her gig at UDub was just something she did to keep her hand in. Now it helped pay the bills. At least some of them.

Grabbing her heavy blue mug, Mia took another gulp of coffee. She hadn’t had time to sit down and have a real breakfast since she went back to work.

The inside of her head felt swollen with the remnants of her dreams, a terrible amalgam of Colleen’s bubbling breaths and Brooke’s inconsolable cries.

Mia looked over. Brooke still hadn’t lifted her spoon to her lips. 

“Sweetie, you have to eat something. Studies show that kids who eat breakfast get better grades than kids who don’t.”

“You’re not in court, Mom.” Gabe walked into the kitchen wearing only a pair of jeans. He shook some cereal into the bowl she had set out for him. “Telling a four-year-old some boring statistic is not going to make her care.” His gaze swept over the kitchen counter, bare except for her coffee mug and her lunch-making supplies. “Besides, where’s your breakfast?”

“I’ll eat a cereal bar in the car.” Mia still needed to put on makeup, stockings, and shoes.

“That’s not a healthy breakfast.”

Was Gabe mouthing off or did he really have a point? Probably both. Mia decided to let it go. Maybe even label it a conversation, something they rarely had these days.

She used to pride herself on being good with her kids. But lately Gabe seemed to have zero interest in talking with her. Sometimes he would start walking out of the room while she was still speaking. 


Head down, he began to shovel food into his mouth, barely pausing for breath. He hadn’t really hit his growth spurt yet, but the way he had been eating lately, he must be on the edge of one. His bangs hid his eyes. If Mia tried to push them back, he would duck under her hand, but not before she saw the angry red pimples on his forehead.

“Brooke—you have to eat!” Mia said as she reached into the fridge for apples. A flyer on the fridge door reminded her that Gabe had another football game this Friday. This one was against Independence High School. She tried to remember if that was where Darin Dane had gone.

“What happened last night, Brooke?” Gabe asked his sister. “Did you have a bad dream?”

“No.” Her tone implied that the question was ridiculous. She lifted a spoon with a single square toward her mouth.

“Because it seemed like you were having a nightmare.”

“No, I didn’t.” She nibbled delicately on the edge of the sole piece of cereal.

Gabe leaned over. “Don’t you remember screaming your head off? And you hit me. And Mom.”

“I did not.” Brooke set her spoon down.

“Gabe, leave Brooke alone. She needs to eat.”

“I was just asking.” He pushed back from the table, his bowl already empty. “Remember I’ve got football practice this afternoon.” 

“Well, don’t forget to pick up Brooke at preschool before six.”

He didn’t answer her.

“Gabe?”

“All right, all right, I didn’t say I wouldn’t.”

“And remember I’m teaching tonight. I should be home by seven thirty. Eight at the latest.” She reached for her purse. “Let me give you some money so you can order a pizza from Pagliacci.” That was another reason she had to go to the store. Frozen pizzas cost less than half of what delivery would, even though Pagliacci’s were far better. Maybe there would be leftovers she could bring to lunch tomorrow. She handed him some bills along with his sack lunch.

He made a face. “I don’t want to bring my lunch to school anymore. No one does that. It’s for babies. I want to buy my lunch like everyone else.”

Mia bit her lip. Couldn’t he have said that while she was making his lunch? She still had her wallet in one hand. “How much do you need?”

He shrugged. “Five dollars.”

Five dollars times five days equaled twenty-five dollars a week. But she had vowed to treat the kids the same as she would have if Scott were alive. Which meant handing out lunch money, if that’s what Gabe wanted.

Since she had gone back to work, Mia had been brown-bagging her own lunch, begging off when co-workers suggested they go out to eat. Pinching pennies while the dollars slipped through her fingers. 

Gabe started to leave the room.

“Aren’t you forgetting to put away your bowl?”

He rolled his eyes. “I’m not done eating yet. I’m getting something I keep forgetting to give you.”

He pounded upstairs and then came back down with a piece of paper. “It’s due today.” He thrust it into Mia’s hand. “It’s the bill for my school fees. Sorry. I forgot to give it to you last week.”

Her eyes dropped to the total. $767.79. She blinked. “Why is this so much?” How much money did she have in checking? “That’s ridiculous. You’re supposedly in a public school.”

He shrugged, not meeting her eyes. “It’s extra money for lab fees and art supplies and field trips. Stuff like that.”

Mia looked closer. Those expenses were on there, sure, but most of it was actually for football. The helmet was $248, the shoulder pads and the uniform were around $150. Each. A year ago she would have grumbled but paid the bill.

A year ago she might have fund-raised to help parents who couldn’t afford to let their sons play football. Now she was almost one of them.

Not meeting her eyes, Gabe sat back down again and poured another bowl of cereal. His teeth, she saw, were sunk into his lower lip. He was afraid she would say no. It wasn’t that he had forgotten about the fees. Instead he had dragged his feet, not wanting to ask her. She tried not to talk about money in front of the kids, but it was always in the back of her mind and sometimes on the tip of her tongue.

Brooke and Gabriel were getting Social Security survivor’s benefits, and Mia made pretty good money at King County, but the amount that went out every month was mind-bending. Scott had always handled their finances. After all, he was the one with the undergraduate degree in accounting as well as an MBA. Mia had paid for groceries and other things she needed with a credit card that gave them airline miles, and Scott had then paid all the bills. She hadn’t balanced a checkbook in years.

Going back to work meant that her costs had increased too. Brooke was in preschool full-time, plus before- and after-care. Mia had had to buy new work clothes. Gabe was starting to eat like he had two hollow legs. And it cost over sixty dollars just to fill the Suburban’s tank, and sometimes she had to do it twice a week.

Even the funeral had been expensive. Just the catering for the gathering afterward had been over four thousand. But of course Mia had wanted trays of appetizers, and wine and beer, and servers old enough to serve the wine and beer, and a liability policy to cover anything that might go wrong because of the serving of the wine and beer.

Gabe had poured the milk on his new bowl of cereal, but he still hadn’t taken a bite. “Just let me get my checkbook,” she said, and he finally started eating.

She wrote what she was sure was a bad check. But their bank would pull money over from savings to cover it. Mia made a mental note to sit down and draw up a budget. Even though he had handled the money, it turned out Scott had not been organized at all. She was still getting a handle on where they stood.

As she handed over the check, Mia caught a glimpse of her watch. Time, like money, was slipping through her fingers. “We have to hurry.” She took Brooke’s full bowl away and set it in the sink. “Come on upstairs with me and I’ll help you put on your shoes.” She lifted Brooke from the table and set her on her feet. “I need everyone dressed and in the car in ten minutes.”

“That’s okay,” Gabe said. “You don’t need to drive me.”

Brooke was already going up the stairs, but Mia turned back. “What? You’re going to walk?”

“Nah. I’ll skateboard to school.”

Mia mentally traced the route, gauging how busy the streets were. It was at times like this that she missed Scott most acutely. It took the voices of two adults to outweigh the voice of one teenager. “I don’t know, Gabe.” His mouth opened in protest. Something inside her said she had to give him some freedom sometime. And she was asking so much of him lately. “Okay, but wear your helmet. And I want you to walk across that last intersection.”

“Walk?” he protested. “That’s just lame.”

“It may be lame, but it’s safe. It’s so busy there. People barely pay attention to other drivers. In rush hour they might not see you until it’s too late.”

“I’m not three feet tall, Mom.” His neck reddened. She knew he hated being shorter than all of his friends. His tone was scathing. “You’ve got to stop babying me.”

She touched his arm and he spun away, then pushed past her up the stairs. More slowly, Mia followed.


CHAPTER 8 

When Mia hurried into the office, it was oddly empty. Only the secretary, Judy Rallison, was at her normal station. Her eyes were red-rimmed and she clutched a crumpled, mascara-stained tissue in one hand. She was scribbling on a yellow message pad while the console in front of her blinked with a dozen red lights.

“Of course I’ll give Frank the message, Mayor,” she was saying into her headset. “I’m sure he’ll return your call as soon as he can.” After pressing a button to disconnect, she looked up at Mia. “They’re all in the conference room. Frank called a meeting about ten minutes ago.” Judy pushed one of the dozen blinking lights on her phone. “King County Criminal Division,” she said in a singsong voice. “How may I direct your call?”

Of all days to be late, this clearly wasn’t one of them. But Brooke’s teacher had wanted to talk to Mia about two “accidents” Brooke had had recently.

Without stopping to put down her raincoat or purse, Mia hurried down the hall to the conference room. Hoping to slip in unnoticed, she chose the door at the back of the room.

She could barely squeeze inside. All the seats around the long table were full, and around them people stood crowded shoulder to shoulder. Anne Rutter stepped to one side to let Mia crowd in between her and Katrina Nowell. All three of them had worked in Violent Crimes with Colleen. When Frank caught sight of her, he stopped midsentence.

“Mia,” he said, and the room fell silent. “We understand you were talking to Colleen on the phone when she was shot.”

All eyes turned to her. She took a shaky breath. The room smelled of coffee and morning breath, but underneath she caught something sharper and more primal—the rank smell of fear.

“We were just having a normal conversation, and then someone . . . someone . . .” Mia stumbled, still shocked by it all. Anne put a comforting hand on her shoulder. Mia swallowed hard and managed to go on. “And then I guess someone shot her.”

“Did you know what had happened?” Leslie Yee from Domestic Violence asked.

“Not at first. We were just talking about a case when there was this loud noise, and then Colleen dropped the phone. It took me a second to figure out what was going on, and even then I wasn’t sure. I tried to talk to her, but she, she”—Mia decided not to say anything about Colleen’s labored breathing—“really couldn’t talk after that. And then I called 911 and drove over to her house, but by the time I got there it was too late.”

DeShauna Mundy shook her head, setting her silver earrings swinging. She worked in the Sexually Violent Predator unit. “It’s just like what happened to Stan,” she said. “Somebody is gunning for King County prosecutors.”

This assertion was met with murmurs and nods.

Jesse Sanchez raised his voice. “Until they catch whoever did this, none of us is safe.” Jesse, a plump guy in his midfifties, worked in the Involuntary Treatment unit, which meant he spent his days focusing on the potential for poor outcomes.

“People,” Frank said, “let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Stan’s and Colleen’s deaths were separated by more than four years. We don’t know that they are linked.” A few people muttered in protest, and he held up his hands. “I’m not saying there aren’t similarities. But right now it’s too soon to say. If any of you has received threats, I want to know about them immediately. Or if you know anything about Colleen or Stan that you think might pertain to their deaths, come talk to me. And of course we should all remain alert and take reasonable precautions. If something makes you nervous, don’t be afraid to ask for a patrol car to swing by your house or a security guard to walk you to the parking lot. Keep the doors locked in your car and at your home.”

“A locked door didn’t do Stan or Colleen any good.” Tracy Lowe from the Juvenile Unit stabbed the air with a red fingernail.

“Folks, I promise you that we are going to get to the bottom of this. The Seattle police are going over the crime scene with a fine-toothed comb. We will be devoting every resource until we find the person or persons responsible for Colleen’s death. We’re already working with Crime Stoppers to put out the word of a ten-thousand-dollar reward for any tip leading to the arrest of a suspect.”

Mia wondered if they should have waited. Rewards cut both ways. They encouraged the crazy, the lonely, and the vengeful as well as—perhaps—someone with real information.

Frank looked at his watch. “I know a lot of you have court dates this morning, so I’m going to end by saying that my door is open, and if you know something or have concerns, please come and talk to me.”

Several people turned toward Mia. But before anyone could frame a question or ask for more details, Frank was by her side. “Mia, would you mind coming down to my office?”

“Of course,” she said, feeling oddly guilty. Surely he wasn’t going to get mad at her for being late? She followed his straight back, clad in one of his tailored suits, down the hall.

Frank was tall and fit, with black hair touched with silver at the temples. As Colleen had often joked, he looked like an actor who had been cast to play the part of district attorney—or president.

And who knew what heights he dreamed of scaling? Frank was a rising political star. He was campaigning hard, and it seemed likely he would be reelected. After that, there were rumors about what office he might run for next—attorney general, governor, even U.S. senator.

Once they were in his office, he closed the door behind her. Frank’s furniture wasn’t standard government issue, but instead made of cherrywood, a red so dark it was almost black.

Without saying anything, he waved at the visitor’s chair as he walked around his desk. Photos of his two children were lined up along the credenza. The nearest showed his dark-haired son in a Little League uniform, his blond daughter in a gymnastics leotard. It was rumored that these photos were about as close as he ever came to actually seeing them. And now the son was a sophomore in college and the daughter a senior in high school.

Over the fifteen years Mia had known Frank, he had changed from being just one of her co-workers to being a brand that was as carefully managed as Colgate or Chevrolet. Only his brand was no-nonsense. Law and order. The man who kept you and your family safe.

Even speaking one-on-one, Frank still looked camera-ready. He took off his jacket, revealing sleeves already rolled up to show that he meant business. Despite the absence of a microphone, his words were still a crisp collection of sound bites.

He leaned across the desk to pat her hand. “Last night must have been terrible for you.”

“It was. I didn’t see her. After I got to her house, I mean. I didn’t see Colleen after she was dead.”

“Maybe that’s better.” Frank took his hand back. “You wouldn’t want to remember her like that.”

Mia wished she could forget about Colleen’s labored breathing. “I have to talk to Charlie Carlson later today. He’s the lead homicide detective, and I guess I’m a witness.”

“A witness?” Frank sat back in his chair. “But you weren’t there when it happened.”

“I’m an aural witness.”

“Oral?”

“Aural. You know, someone who hears something. But it’s not like Colleen said anything. About all I can do is pin down a five-minute window when the shooting occurred.”

Frank nodded, looking preoccupied. Finally he said, “I have a question for you, Mia, but I don’t want you to answer it right away. Take the night and sleep on it.”

“What is it?” Was he going to ask her to pick up Colleen’s cases in addition to her own? Because Mia had only been back at the job for a couple of months, she probably had the lightest workload of anyone in Violent Crimes.

“You have the lightest caseload,” Frank said, echoing her thoughts. “And that big case you had pled out on Friday.”

Mia nodded. Nodded and waited.

“And you knew both Colleen and Stan. A lot of the district prosecuting attorneys who work here now came on after Stan died.”

Mia wanted to protest she hadn’t known Stan that well—she wasn’t sure anyone had—but she kept quiet and just listened. She was beginning to have a feeling she might need to save her counterarguments.

“I’m going to need someone to head up the investigation into their deaths. If you say yes, I want you to team up with Charlie, figure out who did this, and get them convicted. If you take this on, I want you to hand off all your remaining cases. This will be your top priority.” 

Mia noted that Frank said will, not would. She had no doubt that in his mind, she had already said yes.

Talk about a blessing and a curse, all in one package. Visibility. Responsibility. And high probability for failure.

“Like I said, I want you to think about this,” Frank continued. “I won’t kid you, it’s going to be challenging. You’re going to need to give it everything you’ve got. But, Mia, I think you are absolutely the right person for the job. Remember when you came to me and asked to come back to the office?”

It had felt more like begging, but Mia nodded.

“You told me that losing Scott not only made you tougher, but it also gave you an even greater appreciation of what it’s like for the people the victim leaves behind. I want you to bring that same determination and human touch to this assignment.”

Mia’s gut reaction was no. No, no, no. This case would eat her alive.

But it was an honor to be asked. And if she said no, she would look like a prima donna. Of course, if she said yes, half the office would resent her, wondering how she had managed to waltz back in and be handed such a big case.

But if she said no to Frank, how would he take it? Could he make things so bad for her that she would be forced out? Since the economy had tanked, even lawyers were having a hard time finding jobs. 

“What about Darin Dane?”

“Who?” Frank’s eyebrows drew together.

“Darin Dane. The kid who killed himself after being harassed. That’s actually what I was talking to Colleen about when she was shot.”

“That’s very sad, but there’s always going to be some kid who can’t handle reality. Teasing comes with the territory when you’re talking about teenagers. Kids will be kids.”

“Frank, that’s what they used to say about men who groped or harassed women. Boys will be boys. Now it’s settled case law that it’s assault.”

He made a face. “I’m not sure we can make a case for going after those kids. This office has to set priorities. And you know what our number one priority is. It’s finding whoever killed Colleen and, if we can, the same for Stan. That’s what’s most important. We can’t let ourselves be distracted.”

“But, Frank—”

He held up his hand. “I would feel the same way even if you decided not to help find justice for Colleen. And, Mia, I want to reassure you that if you do decide not to take on Colleen’s case, I will understand completely.” The words were right, but there was a dissonance with Frank’s expression. “No matter what you decide, please keep this in confidence. I don’t want anyone thinking they’re my second choice”—he flashed her a conspiratorial smile—“even if they are. Katrina has already hinted that she’s interested, but I think you’re the best fit for the job. But it’s still your choice, Mia. Sleep on it. And then give me an answer tomorrow.”


CHAPTER 9 

When Mia walked out of Frank’s office, her head was spinning. He had just offered her what could be the coup of her career.

It could also possibly be the end of her career, at least at King County. If she took this on and failed, Frank might hang her out to dry. 

Even if she was successful, how could she handle the immense amount of work it was sure to mean? She was away from Brooke and Gabe too much now as it was.

Her thoughts skipped back and forth. If she said no, what would her next performance review look like? And once word got out that she had turned it down, people would lose respect for her. They would whisper behind her back that she thought she was too good to get her hands dirty. Some of the men and the childless women would complain that the moms always took the easy way out.

When she turned the corner, she stopped short. It wasn’t the knot of people huddled at the end of the hall that made her hesitate. It was the sight of Colleen’s office, the closed door crisscrossed with yellow crime-scene tape. A fist closed around her heart and squeezed.

This was real. It was more than office politics. More than her career. Her friend Colleen was dead.

Scott was dead and Colleen was dead and there might be something wrong with Brooke.

Mia forced her feet to start moving again. As her co-workers caught sight of her, they fell silent, looking at her and then at each other. Mia realized she had never taken off her coat.

Holding a file folder, Katrina came out of Mia’s office. “Oh, I was looking for you.” She drew her into a one-armed embrace. Mia hadn’t really gotten to know Katrina that well—she had started at the office while Mia was home with her kids—but now she found herself clinging to the other woman as if she had just saved her from drowning.

Anne, Leslie, Jesse, Tracy, and DeShauna crowded around, murmuring their own condolences. Mia closed her eyes as she felt light pats on her hands and shoulders.

Finally she opened her eyes and pulled back. She looked at Colleen’s office and then away. “It’s just going to take a long time for it to sink in.”

“I know,” Katrina said. “Colleen was just such a life force.” She leaned in closer. “What did Frank want to talk to you about?” Katrina’s parents were German immigrants, and she seemed to have inherited a practical bluntness from them, along with her frizzy blond curls and bright blue eyes.

Mia cast around for a truth that would avoid a lie. “We were discussing Darin Dane.”

Katrina’s eyes lost their sparkle. “That boy who killed himself? You should let that one go, Mia. It’s too hard to prove it crossed the line, and the other parents will fight it every step of the way. It’s terrible, sure, but those kids’ parents will make sure little Johnny and Janey don’t even get a slap on the wrist.”

It was Colleen’s argument, slightly rephrased.

“We’re all wondering which one of us Frank will assign Colleen’s case to,” DeShauna said.

Tracy snorted. “Someone with no home life.” Tracy, with her talon-like nails and her ever-changing cast of boyfriends, had more of an away-from-home life than a home life, but everyone knew what she meant.

Anne nodded in agreement. “At least they won’t have one after this. It’s going to be a lot to take on.” She and her husband had four kids, two of them younger than Brooke. Whenever Mia thought she couldn’t do it, she thought of Anne, who always looked put together, with her long dark hair pulled back into a low bun. Anne would never come to work in one brown pump and one blue, the way Mia had last month.

Jesse said, “It’s an election year. Frank will want this wrapped up as soon as possible. He doesn’t want anyone saying that not only can’t he keep Seattle safe, he can’t even manage it with his own staff.”

“Still, the assignment could be worth it,” Katrina said thoughtfully. “It could be a career-maker.”

“Or a career-ender,” Leslie countered, putting her hands on her hips. “Four years ago they couldn’t figure out who killed Stan, and the trail’s only gotten colder since then.”

“But now there’s a new trail,” DeShauna pointed out.

Leslie shrugged. “And who knows if it even leads back to Stan? By trying to make the evidence fit two cases, you could end up muddying the waters on both. And say the shooter was the same person—then who do you think they’re going to want to kill next? No, I wouldn’t want to put myself in this guy’s targets.”

Frank came around the corner to talk to Judy, and the conversation broke up as people went back to their offices. Only Katrina stayed. Her office lay just past Colleen’s.

She put a hand under Mia’s elbow and steered her into Mia’s office, then took her purse, set it down on her desk, and helped Mia off with her coat. Mia let it all happen. Katrina might be nearly ten years younger, but right now Mia felt like she needed a mother.

Or what she really needed, she thought, sitting down heavily in her chair and closing her eyes, was Colleen. If Colleen were here right now, she would listen to her without asking too many questions. And only when she was all talked out would Colleen give her excellent advice.

Mia started when Katrina spoke. “So you were on the phone with Colleen when it happened?”

Mia thought back. “We were talking about that garage sale I’m going to have.” It seemed so ordinary. So banal. “And about Darin Dane. And then I heard the shot.”

Katrina shook her head. “That must have been awful.”

Mia tilted her head back to meet the other woman’s concerned gaze. “It was awful.” She swallowed. “I could hear her trying to breathe.”

Katrina’s eyes widened. “The connection wasn’t broken when she dropped the phone?”

“No. I tried to talk to her, but she couldn’t answer. I guess the phone didn’t fall too far away, though, because, like I said, I could hear her breathing.” Mia thought of how she had handed the phone to Gabe, forced him to listen to Colleen’s last, labored breaths. The fewer people who knew that, the better. It had been traumatizing enough for him to hear it. If he had to testify about it, it would be even worse.

“First Stan and now Colleen.” Katrina walked over to Mia’s door. “It just doesn’t feel safe. Who knows who will be next?” With a shake of her head, she turned and walked down the hall, leaving the thought hanging in the air.

Finally Mia was alone. Normally her day would have been filled with phone calls, texts, e-mails, preparing witnesses for trial, and meeting with investigators. But she had just plea-bargained a big case the week before, and now she couldn’t summon the energy to focus on any of the many less-urgent items that remained on her to-do list. If she took Frank up on his offer, she would be buried again tomorrow.

Mia went to KIRO-TV’s website to see what was already out in the media. They hadn’t released Colleen’s name yet—Mia’s heart contracted when she thought of Sue, Colleen’s mother, and Violet, her daughter—but they did have the bare facts of a local prosecutor dying at home after being shot through a window.

It was the anonymous and often angry comments on the story that sickened her. Half of them weren’t even rational.

Sweetbob wrote: What was she thinking, not having her curtains  closed? She was just asking for some weirdo to come along and target her.

Rainyday said: If she had been armed, this wouldn’t have happened. 

And Lilywhite opined: All liberal cities are garbage dumps for insane thinking and actions. The devil has taken over the minds of these godless heathens. The Bible teaches that Satan goes about seeking who he may destroy.

But it was True Patriot’s comment that made the hair on Mia’s arms stand up: Now if only the same would happen to a few thousand more anti-American, anti-constitutional traitors mooching off the public’s dime. She made a mental note to see if there was any way to track down True Patriot’s IP address—and real identity.

Mia was still shaking her head when her phone rang. When she answered, Judy said, “Charlie Carlson’s here to see you.”

Didn’t he know to call first to give her a heads-up? Typical Charlie, playing by his own rules. Mia ground her teeth in annoyance as she walked back down the hall.

 


CHAPTER 10 

At Starbucks, Charlie leaned back in his chair and rested one foot on a low table off to one side. Across from him, Mia Quinn shot him a look.

His shoe was only on the edge, for crying out loud, and it wasn’t as if anyone was using the table anyway, except as a place to pile old sections of the Seattle Times. Still, his foot went back down on the floor.

He slurped his mocha, enjoying the sweet, dark taste. The sugar and fat would help keep him going. In the old days, three hours of sleep would have been plenty, but those days were gone.

Mia took another dainty sip of her nonfat latte. Didn’t she know that fat was the good part? The only surprise had been her request for an extra shot of espresso.

She was wearing a navy suit and a white blouse with an extra-wide collar. Last night, dressed in faded Levi’s and a scoop-necked blue T-shirt streaked with dust, Mia had seemed a different person. Today she had reverted to the conservatively dressed, by-the-book prosecutor he had long known, if not exactly loved.

“I still don’t understand why we couldn’t do this in my office,” Mia said, tapping her fingers on the round white faux-marble table. 

Charlie took another sip. Say what you wanted about ’Bucks, they made pretty good coffee. And Charlie enjoyed this location, with its floor-to-ceiling windows showcasing Pioneer Square’s usual mix of tourists, office workers, and homeless people. “We’re less than three blocks from your office, and anyone who needs you can call your cell. Besides, I don’t know about you, but after last night I desperately need some good coffee. Right now there’s far too much blood in my caffeine stream.”

One side of Mia’s mouth quirked, there and gone so fast he almost missed it.

“How late did you have to stay?”

“I was at the house for about six hours, and back there again after the autopsy.” Charlie took another gulp from his cup—he had ordered the venti size, with enough caffeine for a whole pack of Mias—and followed it up with a bite of his double-iced cinnamon roll. It was the first thing he had eaten since—since when? He wasn’t sure. He had been eating last night when dispatch called. Leftover pad thai while watching a Seinfeld rerun. The pad thai was probably still sitting on the coffee table next to his remote.

Once he got back from Mia’s, it had taken an hour to get a search warrant. It was legal to make a warrantless entry to aid a victim or search for a killer. After that, you needed a warrant. During that time he had posted two officers outside the house and then drafted another into helping him return Mia’s big SUV. He’d been surprised—and oddly pleased—to see how much of a mess it was, with broken crayons and plastic toys and a couple of those sippy cups scattered around the booster seat strapped in the back.

“So tell me more about when you were on the phone with Colleen.” Charlie sucked an errant wad of icing from his thumb. A little noisily, because he could tell it bugged her.

Pausing only to take measured sips of her coffee, Mia talked. There wasn’t much to tell. She and Colleen had spoken about Facebook, about a case Mia wanted to pursue, and about a garage sale Mia was planning. The garage sale explained the old albums he had found under Colleen’s body.

“But after she was shot, she never said anything. I don’t think she could.”

Charlie nodded. The autopsy had confirmed this. Speech would have been nearly impossible. The bullet had caught Colleen just below the hollow of her throat. It was a .22, which meant that each time it hit bone it had bounced around inside her like a pinball. He tried to divorce this knowledge from any thought of the real Colleen he had known and liked, with her loud laugh, red hair (dyed, he was pretty sure), and perpetually flushed cheeks. They had worked six or seven cases together over the years, the last one a double homicide that proved an open-and-shut case—an ex-husband who had taken offense to a current boyfriend.

“Was Colleen still audibly breathing, moaning, anything like that, when you handed your son the phone?”

A long pause. Mia gave him the stink eye and finally, reluctantly, nodded.

“So your son heard her stop breathing?” He thought of the panicked kid he had seen last night, hair hanging in his eyes.

An even longer pause. “Yes. But you and I both know that just because he couldn’t hear her breathing, that doesn’t mean he heard her die.”

Charlie thought she was talking to herself as much as him.

Mia squared her shoulders. “It was bad enough I handed him the phone. I should have just stayed put and called 911. I don’t want Gabe dragged even further into this.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice, even though the espresso machine and the dozen conversations around them gave her plenty of cover. “Look, Charlie, Colleen didn’t say anything to Gabe. Can’t we just keep him out of the report?” The word triggered a thought, and her brows pulled together. “In fact, shouldn’t you be taking notes?”

“I don’t need to.”

She sat back. “Come on, everybody needs to.”

He set down his now-empty cup and raised his hands. “If I take notes, they just get subpoenaed.”

“But if you don’t take notes, how do you know what was said?” She looked like a disgruntled schoolmarm.

“Oh, that’s not a problem.” He pitched his voice high, higher than hers, and quoted her own words back to her. “But you and I both know that just because he couldn’t hear her breathing, that doesn’t mean he heard her die.”

Mia looked taken aback. “You have a photographic memory?”

“Not quite. But it’s pretty good. And if I don’t put something in my report, it’s not discoverable.” The defense couldn’t subpoena Charlie’s memory. Not yet, anyway. And her kid had to be traumatized, after everything that had happened last night as well as this past summer. No point in making it worse.

He watched Mia wrestle with this. If it had been anyone but her son, would she have had such difficulty? Finally she said, “Thanks. It would be too harrowing for him if he had to take the stand. You’ve probably heard about Scott. My husband.”

“Yeah. Look, I should have said something earlier, but I’m sorry about what happened to him.” What Charlie had heard was that it wasn’t too clear what had happened. A little bit of alcohol in the guy’s system, but not enough to be drunk. A cloudy night, but visibility hadn’t been bad. So why had he left the road, hit a tree, and died on impact?

“It’s been a tough year.”

He could believe it—losing her husband and now her friend, a few months apart. “I turned up a neighbor who heard the shot. She was watching TV, and she remembers what was happening in the program. So we’ve got the time pinned down pretty well.” Charlie popped the last bit of cinnamon roll into his mouth. “Do you know if anyone was in the house with her?”

“No. Colleen lived alone.”

“That doesn’t mean someone wasn’t with her last night,” Charlie pointed out. “Did you hear any noises in the background—voices, a doorbell or a knock?”

“No.”

“Has Colleen received any threats?”

“Not that I know of.” A lawyer’s answer.

“Any problems at work?”

She shook her head.

“Had her demeanor changed in the past few months?” 

At this Mia hesitated. “Maybe. A little. I knew something was bothering her, but she hadn’t said what it was—oh!” She started as a memory hit her. “She said something about turning over rocks and not liking what you find underneath. I just thought she was talking about the people we prosecute. Sometimes the victims and even the witnesses aren’t as lily-white as you wished they were.”

“But it could have been about something else?”

“It could have been. But if it was, I don’t know what. Colleen could play her cards awfully close to her vest.”

“How long have you known her? How close were you?”

“Were,” Mia echoed with a sad smile. “You can’t imagine how strange it feels to use that word about Colleen.” She took a deep breath. “I met Colleen when I got hired by King County about fifteen years ago. It was my first job out of law school. Initially Colleen was more like my mentor. She was married and had a five-year-old, and I’d just gotten married. She loved it when I got pregnant. She wanted to have another baby and her husband didn’t, so I think she was living vicariously through me. Then her husband wanted a divorce, and it really blindsided her. And after that, we were more friends than anything.”

Charlie was familiar with work friendships, how you could be so tight with a partner but then find you had nothing to say to each other when you no longer worked together. “Did you and Colleen stay friends when you left the office?”

“We kept in touch, but it wasn’t really the same while I was at home. But when I came back to work a few months ago, we picked right up again.”

“Did she have any problems in her personal life? Drugs? Alcohol use?”

Mia snorted. “Colleen?”

“Her cheeks were always so red.”

“She had rosacea, Charlie.” Whatever rapport they had been building a moment ago seemed to have broken. “It’s a skin condition.” Her tone was condescending.

“Oh. Okay. Any other problems? Gambling? Debts? Any known enemies?”

“No.”

“Was she dating anyone?”

“Colleen hasn’t dated in a while. She tried some of those online sites, but she said it was impossible, that women in their fifties were competing with women in their twenties and thirties. And of course for a long time her daughter came first. Violet’s in college now, at Evergreen.”

“Yeah,” Charlie said, “we had campus police and a chaplain notify her last night. She’s coming home tomorrow, after we release the crime scene. I’ll interview her then. What about Colleen’s ex-husband?”

“Martin? He’s married to the woman he left Colleen for. There was a lot of drama at the time, but that was almost fifteen years ago.” She drank the last of her coffee and wiped her lips with a napkin. “Were there any clues at the scene?”

It was weird to be questioned by a witness, but given the circumstances and her job title, he supposed Mia had the right. “As far as we can tell, there was no entry. The responding officer had to break down the door to get inside.”

Pristine crime scenes didn’t exist. TV CSIs were the only ones who investigated crimes where every thread or hair was an important clue. In this real-life scenario, you had officers responding to the report of shots fired, forcing entry, searching for suspects and victims, and trying to render aid to the woman they found. Only then had they looked for evidence of a crime.

The problem with a killing without a clear motive was that they didn’t know what was or wasn’t evidence. Still, last night Charlie had gone through Colleen’s bedside drawers, desk, and filing cabinets. Her computer had gone to the forensics lab. After he was done talking to Mia, he would conduct a similar sweep of Colleen’s office. 

“We’ve got plenty of fingerprints, but once we rule out friends and family, I don’t think any of them are gonna be meaningful. The one big clue we have is that the killer didn’t pick up their brass,” he said, referring to the shell casing. “We found it in her yard, but they weren’t stupid enough to load the gun with bare hands. They used a .22. But the bullet’s probably too mangled to compare the rifling.” 

“Any footprints?”

“No.” That had struck Charlie as odd—the ground was relatively soft—but the killer must have watched where he or she stepped.

“So how will you approach this?”

“I’m gonna get the murder book for Stan and look for similars.” From what Charlie had heard about Stan Slavich’s murder, it had all come to a dead end. “How many of the staff who are working at King County now do you think were there when Stan was killed?” 

“Well, Frank for one. Back before he was the DA. But there are at least a dozen of us who worked with both Stan and Colleen.” She looked at her watch. “Are we almost done? I’ve got to stop by the office before I leave for the day.”

He checked the time on his phone. It was three fifteen. “This early?” And then it dawned on him. “Oh. Because of your kids.”

“No, Charlie. It’s not because of my kids.” Whatever distance he had closed between them yawned wide again. Mia looked like she wanted to spit. “I’m an adjunct law professor at UDub.”


CHAPTER 11 

Have you even heard of a napkin?” Mia asked. 

Charlie didn’t answer. Probably because Mia was alone in her car, inching forward. The University of Washington was only five miles from the King County Courthouse, but today was one of those days when it might be faster to walk. While Mia was technically on the freeway, traffic was crawling.

Now every driver who cut her off, every minute that ticked by, every inexplicable holdup just made her angrier. Not only with the traffic, but with Charlie. He was her age, but clearly he was a Neanderthal who didn’t believe women with young children should be working. And if they were working, he thought they kept hours even a banker would envy.

With his loose grasp of the rules, Charlie Carlson had been just what she needed last night when Brooke and Gabe seemed to be in danger. Even if that meant he left a fresh crime scene. Even if it meant he drove with no regard for the speed limit or the limited visibility offered by the curving residential roads. Charlie had dropped everything to help her. And she appreciated it, she really did.

But if Mia said yes to Frank, she would be yoked to Charlie for weeks or even months. His laxity would no longer be an asset, but a liability. She would have to babysit him, make sure he didn’t screw anything up by blazing his own path. As he had more than ten years ago.
 
“I already have two kids at home, Charlie,” she said, thumping the steering wheel. “I don’t need another.” The older woman in the car next to her turned and stared. Mia pressed her right hand against her ear as if adjusting a Bluetooth.

The cop-prosecutor relationship was often likened to a marriage. If Mia were ever married to Charlie, the first thing she would want would be a divorce.

Less than a mile to UDub now. Mia looked at her watch again. The seminar was just starting. Titus was not going to be happy. And the other presenter was a new professor. Talk about making a bad first impression.

When Mia was in law school, Titus Brown had been the professor she most admired. She still remembered his words about being punctual. “Why should lawyers strive to be on time with clients, prospects, fellow counsel, and staff?” he had asked in his trademark cadence. “Because being punctual builds credibility and trust.”

Mia had last taught spring term. Back before her life had been turned upside down. Then she had been teaching to keep her hand in. To give her a little spending money she didn’t feel she had to justify to Scott. When she returned to King County, Frank had had to sign off on her continuing to teach, but it had been a formality. Having a prosecutor who doubled as a professor added to the office’s prestige. 

Mia finally slipped in ten minutes late. If you could call it “slipping in” when you sat up front facing a hundred and fifty students. She took the seat next to what must be the new professor. He was tall and slender, with high cheekbones and eyes even bluer than her own. His blond straight hair was nearly military short. He nodded and gave her a smile.

Titus shot Mia a look, but his voice, which had the rhythm of a preacher’s, never faltered. He had shed his suit jacket to reveal a crisp white shirt and gray-striped tie.

“You might wonder why I’m up here talking about closing arguments,” he said, prowling back and forth, microphone in hand. “Why not start at the beginning, for example, building your case or choosing a jury? Because without your closing, you have no theory of the case. You’ve got no game plan. All the evidence you present and everything you argue must lead you, step by step, to your closing. You have to know what you’re going to ask for before you even start.” 

Mia looked out over the students. Some were slouched, some attentive. Some took notes, while others appeared to be texting. In the second row, a guy leaned over and showed a girl something on his cell phone. She giggled. Mia gave them the same look she would have given Gabe, narrowed eyes, lips pressed together. They both straightened up, eyes front.

“Your close is the only time during the entire trial,” Titus continued, “that you have the opportunity to sum up the evidence and argue it to the jury.” He turned toward Mia and the new professor. 

“Now two of our section instructors are going to model closing arguments. You won’t be seeing full closing arguments, which can take several hours or even days. I’ve given each of them about ten minutes. So they’ll be dispensing with the usual space fillers of ‘May it please the court,’ or ‘Ladies and gentlemen of the jury.’ Instead, I’ve asked them to distill a closing argument so it goes to the heart of the case. First up will be Mia Quinn, who works for the King County District Attorney’s Office. She’ll be followed by Eli Hall, who has just joined King County’s Public Defender’s Office.” 

So this was Tami Gordon’s replacement. Interesting. Eli gave her an encouraging nod as she got to her feet and took the microphone from Titus.

“This is a case about a woman who was found murdered, killed by someone she thought was a ‘friend,’ the defendant.”

Mia slipped into the rhythm of the words. “The defense has said that there is no one to tell you what happened that evening down by the river. But that’s not true. There is one person who is telling us the truth of what happened that night. And that person is Amber Smith.”

Mia switched to the first name of the fictitious girl to help the imaginary jury begin to think of her as a friend. “Amber is telling us what really happened that night. The medical examiner and the police officer told you about her body. Amber had no defensive wounds on her. None. There was no sign of struggle. And look at this picture of Amber.” She held up an imaginary photo. “Are her clothes torn? Has she been dragged or forced here?” She shook her head. “There is absolutely no evidence of that.

“As I said, the medical examiner told you that there wasn’t a single defensive wound on her body. No skin under her fingernails. But everybody has called this girl a fighter. Somebody who pushes for what she wants. A girl who is quick to act. Even the defendant agreed with that characterization. Amber was not forced to go down by the river. She went willingly with someone she knew.

“What else does this picture tell us? What is Amber saying? The defense has tried to tell you she was killed by a mysterious stranger, some random act of violence.

“But that’s not what Amber tells us. Amber’s body tells us she was killed by somebody she knew, somebody she was not afraid of. Somebody who suddenly shot her in the face without any warning. And remember? The shot was front to back.” Mia tapped her own forehead, trying not to think of Colleen. Which was worse—being shot in the head or the throat? The head, she supposed, would have been quicker. “Amber was looking straight at whoever shot her. The angle of the wound is slightly upward. What would you do if somebody you knew came up to you with a gun? What would your reaction be? You would lean back.” Mia demonstrated, raising her hands as if in shock. “And that’s what Amber did. That’s all she had time for. That explains the angle of the wound. Amber is trying to tell you that the defendant was this man, the man whom we already know bought a gun two weeks before Amber died. The man who even his parents describe as impulsive. The man who decided that the best way to get Amber out of his life was to kill her.”

Mia continued for another few minutes, adding fact to fact, inference to inference. She closed by telling the jury what she wanted them to do: return a guilty verdict.

After she was finished, there was a round of applause. Then it was Eli’s turn.

“This is a case about a man facing a murder charge, with only circumstantial evidence linking him to the crime,” Eli said. He didn’t pace like Titus, but his quiet intensity commanded attention. 

“It is a sad fact that in America violence has unfortunately become a way of life. Every year hundreds of people are murdered. And when this sort of tragedy happens, we count on the police to take charge. We expect our police department to be competent. To be efficient. To not be corrupt. We expect them to carefully investigate without rushing to judgment.

“We expect all of this. And the victim’s family demands it. But in this case, unfortunately, the police had another agenda. From the very first orders issued by the top brass, it’s clear they were more concerned with their image. With public relations. Not with professional police work. Not even with justice.

“But your verdict will send them a message. Your verdict will tell them that justice is important above all things. Your verdict will tell them that no one is above the law—not even the police.

“You have heard how, from the very beginning, professional police work took a backseat to expediency and sloppiness. Untrained officers literally walked through the evidence. They ignored obvious clues. They left a piece of paper at the scene, and that evidence—and the fingerprints it might contain—is now gone forever.

“Once they realized their mistake, they had to find someone to blame it on. They chose Mr. Doe. They implicated an innocent man, and they never, ever looked for anyone else. We believe that if they had done their job, Mr. Doe would have been eliminated as a suspect months ago. We believe that the real killer would have been apprehended. But their bungling denied justice not just to Mr. Doe, but to the victim and the victim’s family.”

As she listened to Eli, Mia had to admit it was a good argument. A generation earlier, the average jury wouldn’t have entertained the idea that the cops could have screwed up. But there had been enough overturned convictions, enough coerced confessions and bungled evidence, that that was no longer true. By now the public knew that even the good guys were sometimes bad guys.

Mia had been in the zone while she spoke, but by the time Eli finished and the students started asking questions, she was thinking about Colleen’s murder, Frank’s question, Charlie’s intransigence, and the conundrum she faced. Twice she had to ask students to repeat their queries.

Finally class was over. Students clustered around Titus. Back when she was in law school, she would have been one of them. She still trusted him as she did few others.

She turned to Eli and offered her hand. “As you’ve probably figured out, I’m Mia. Mia Quinn.”

“Eli Hall.” He gave her a firm handshake.

“I apologize for being so late. So you just joined the public defender’s office?”

“Yup. My daughter and I moved up from Portland three weeks ago.”

No wedding ring, she noted. Mia still wore hers. She supposed there would come a time when she took it off, but right now it would feel like too much of a betrayal. Even after everything that had happened.

“You must be replacing Tami Gordon?”

“She’s, um, left the office.”

Mia wondered what the real story was. Tami was a true believer, with no life outside of her job. She didn’t shy away from the toughest cases. Pedophiles with years of victims in their wakes would find that at least one person—Tami—believed their stories of playful wrestling.

The last of the students left and Titus came over. “I see you two have already met.” He was in his early sixties, with a shaved head, dark eyebrows, and a salt-and-pepper mustache and beard. His warm brown eyes nearly matched his skin tone.

Mia winced. “I have to apologize to you for being late.”

“I know you have a lot on your plate.”

“Speaking of that, I was wondering if I could talk to you for a minute.”

“Sure.” He turned to Eli. “Do you have any questions about tonight?”

“No. If I think of anything, though, I’ll come in early on Thursday to talk to you.”

“Thursday?” Mia echoed. “We must be teaching the same day.” 

“You are,” Titus said. “And, Eli, Mia’s been with the program for four years. She can help you if you have any questions.”

After Eli left, they went down the hall to Titus’s office. How many times had Mia sat opposite him and asked his advice? She felt closer to him than she did to her own father.

She took a seat in his worn leather visitor’s chair. “You heard about Colleen’s murder?”

“Yes. I’m sorry.” He shook his head. “What a year of loss.”

“This morning Frank asked me to head up the investigation into her death and whether it’s linked to Stan Slavich’s.”

Titus kept silent, regarding her. His face was creased and folded in a pleasant way.

“I know it’s a good catch,” Mia finally said. “But I don’t think I want it.”

“Why not?”

“Titus—there’re so many reasons not to take this. For one thing, the detective is Charlie Carlson, and he can be a loose cannon. Plus it’s going to mean long hours just when my family needs me. And four years ago they were never able to find out who killed Stan. Who says I’ll do any better?”

He closed his eyes for a moment, then reopened them and focused on her.

“You were close to Colleen, right?”

“Before I left the office, yes. And since I’ve come back, we’ve become tight again. She’s been such a big help to me since Scott died. But if I say yes, then how can I do it all?”

“I don’t know that you can. I don’t know that anyone can. But I believe that you can be a good mother and be a good prosecutor.” 

Mia nodded. But she wasn’t so sure that Titus was right.


CHAPTER 12 

Mia’s first thought as she turned down her street was that there was a burglar on her roof. Her heart sped up, even as her rational mind reminded her that there was no access to the house from the roof.

It wasn’t a burglar. It was her dad. Her sixty-seven-year-old dad. Who had about as much business being on her roof in the gathering darkness as a burglar.

She parked next to his black pickup and got out. He didn’t seem to have heard her arrival. He was on his knees, chiseling off lumps of emerald moss and tossing them over his shoulder. One almost hit her.

Mia cupped her hands around her mouth. “Dad! What are you doing on the roof?”

“What?” He turned toward her, and his right foot slid down several inches. Silhouetted against the expanse of gray shingles, he looked smaller than she remembered.

“Dad! Be careful! You should come down!”

“I’m almost done. Go inside and check on Brooke.” He turned back and levered up another green lump.

Check on Brooke? Where was Gabe? Biting back her questions, Mia walked past the ladder and into the house.

Downstairs was deserted and quiet. In a sudden panic, she ran upstairs. No sign of Gabe, but Brooke was in her room, surrounded by approximately three thousand pieces of molded plastic, most of them pink. A pink Barbie car. A pink-and-white xylophone. A Hello Kitty radio. A pink-and-purple shopping cart tipped on its side.

Brooke had a doll in each hand. Mia knew that her daughter called them the mother and daddy dolls, although one was really some sort of Transformer and the other a Barbie. The Transformer loomed over Barbie. In a gruff voice Brooke said, “I’ve had a hard day. All I’m asking for is a little peace and quiet.”

Anything Mia had been thinking of saying evaporated at Scott’s words, channeled by a four-year-old.

Brooke turned toward her, her blue eyes unreadable.

Mia found her voice. “What’re you doing, honey?”

“Just playing.”

“With the mommy and daddy dolls?”

Brooke shot her a look that wouldn’t have been out of place on Scott’s face. She turned and regarded the Transformer for a moment, then looked back up at Mia with a wary expression.

“Will he ever come back alive again?”

Mia’s heart seemed to stop beating. “Do you mean Daddy, honey?”

Brooke didn’t answer, just kept watching her face.

“No, honey, I’m sorry,” Mia said slowly. “He won’t.”

Brooke blew air through pursed lips. “I knew that.” Her tone was almost sarcastic.

Mia dropped to her knees and tried to gather up her daughter, but Brooke wriggled away.

“I want to keep playing.”

Downstairs, the front door closed and her dad called up to her. Mia got to her feet and went down.

“I got your mail.” He handed her a stack, which she put on the entryway table. Gabe’s skateboard was underneath it, instead of in the hall closet. How many times had she asked him to put it away? Lately she might as well be talking to herself.

“Dad, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be up on the roof like that.”

“Are you saying your old man’s an old man?”

Yes.

“Of course not, Dad, but the roof has a pretty steep pitch. I can hire someone who specializes in that kind of thing and has special tools and safety gear.” To avoid an argument, Mia switched topics. “Where’s Gabe?”

“Oh, I told him he could go out with his friends after practice. You’ve got him watching Brooke every day—a boy needs time to be on his own.”

And what if something had happened to Brooke while her dad was on the roof? “It’s not like I have a lot of choices, Dad.”

His mouth turned down at the corners. “Oh, Mia, you’re right. I’m sorry.”

Mia blinked. When had her dad ever apologized?

“Don’t worry about it.” She looked past him to the kitchen, where saucepans covered most of the counter. Her kitchen used to smell like chocolate chip cookies and long-simmering stews. Now there were whole weeks when it smelled like delivery pizza and takeout Chinese. “Did you cook dinner?”

“I tried. I’ll have to admit it was more heating things up. Brooke seemed to like it, though. I can fix you a plate.” He headed for the kitchen.

“Now you’re waiting on me?” Mia tried to make a joke of it. “Who are you and what have you done with my dad?”

His face lit up. “I’m glad you noticed. I am different. God is working in me.”

She wanted to roll her eyes. God was working in her father? All his recent talk about God and church was just her dad trying to find something to do now that he was retired. Without a job at the center of his life, he was lost.

Her dad had dedicated most of his waking hours to his job as a manager at a packaging company. His retirement funds had been invested solely in company stock. When the company went bankrupt a year after he retired, the company CEO got jail time and her dad had been left with nothing but Social Security.

Six months ago he had started going to church. Church! Mia couldn’t have been more surprised if he had taken up belly dancing. Now he plopped some broccoli in bright yellow cheese sauce onto a plate. “If you wanted, you could come with me to church sometime.”

“I don’t know.” Was Peter getting the same sales pitch? Somehow she doubted it. Her brother had even less patience than she did. Mia had joined Scott’s church when they married, but over time their attendance had dwindled to Easter and Christmas.

“I think the kids would enjoy it. They’ve got special classes for different ages.” He mounded some mac and cheese on her plate. It was slightly more orange than the broccoli’s cheese sauce.

When Mia and Peter were little, their mom would get them up and dressed in stiff clothes and take them to church—while their dad, more often than not, slept in. He had said it was the one morning he could get a little peace.

Mia tried to be polite. “I’ll think about it.” She pushed aside dirty plates and sat down.

“I used to think that if there was a God, He was way off in heaven someplace.” Her dad opened the dishwasher and slid in a dirty dish. “But now I know that God really cares about each of us. Not just in some global way, but down to what we eat and wear. Jesus said that He counted each sparrow.”

Then where had God been when someone shot Colleen? When Scott lost control of his car?

Mia took a deep breath. “I appreciate that you feel that way, Dad, but can we not talk about it right now? I have had the most awful twenty-four hours.”

“Really?” His forehead creased in concern. “What happened?”

In between bites Mia told him about her phone call with Colleen, how she had gone to her, and how she and Charlie had raced back to the house, sure that something terrible was happening to the kids. “Brooke was having what must have been the worst nightmare I’ve ever seen. She was screaming and fighting, but I couldn’t get her to wake up. It was awful.”

Her dad nodded. “You used to sleepwalk.” He fit a smeared glass onto the top rack of the dishwasher. “And a couple of times you did that whole screaming with your eyes open thing too.”

“Are you sure? I don’t remember that.”

Smiling, he reached past her to grab the dirty plates from the table. “You never did then either. We’d try to talk to you about it, and it was like it had never happened.”

Mia’s anxiety about Brooke receded a little. “Now Frank wants me to head up the investigation into Colleen’s death. I’m really torn.” She forked up another clump of broccoli and waited for her dad to tell her what to do. He had never been shy about sharing his opinions.

“I know you’ll make the right decision.” He cleared the last few dishes and then looked at his watch. “I probably should be getting back. The dog will be wondering where I am. Tell Gabe I’ll see him at his game on Friday.”

Just as he got to the door, Brooke scampered down the stairs and crashed into his legs. She wrapped her arms around his knees. “You know what, Grandpa? We should have a sleepover party!”

Mia’s dad smiled down at her, his face lighting up. “Not tonight, honey bun. But maybe sometime.”

Had her dad ever smiled at her like that when she was little? Mia let him out the front door and then picked up the stack of mail to sort through while she ate the rest of her meal.

Two minutes after he left, tires squealed up outside, followed by a fusillade of honks and shouts. Since when did Gabe have friends who were old enough to drive?

He slouched into the kitchen carrying a white plastic bag. Mia looked closer at his clothes. His black T-shirt had something silk-screened on the front.

No. Hadn’t she talked to him about not wearing that shirt to school?

It was a drawing of a kitten. Printed in block letters above it were the words I hate everyone. Mia knew it was supposed to be ironic, but it did not offer the best impression to the students and teachers who were just getting to know her son.

“Gabe! Don’t tell me you wore that to school today.” This must be why he had come down bare chested to breakfast and then insisted on riding his skateboard.

He just shrugged and grinned.

She didn’t have the energy to be angry. “From now on, I don’t want you wearing that to school.” She held out her hand. “Since your grandpa made dinner, you can give me back the money I gave you for pizza.”

He shrugged. “I spent it. Sorry.”

“On what?”

“Protein powder. I had to use part of my allowance too.” From the bag he pulled out a blue canister and set it on the counter. “But if I drink this twice a day, it will help me get bigger.”

“Bigger? You’re nearly eye to eye with me now.”

“Most guys on the team are way bigger than me. Not just taller, but heavier. I need more muscle. You can’t play football if you’re skinny.”

She was too tired to argue. Later she would have to Google the stuff to make sure it wasn’t dangerous.

Gabe went into the family room, where she heard him greet Brooke and then turn on the TV. It was the first time Mia had been alone all day, if she didn’t count being in her car. She dished up the last of the macaroni and cheese and sorted the rest of the mail. Redbook for her, Outdoors for Scott (she had to figure out how to cancel it), political mailings, pleas from charities, and then something that looked like a bill, addressed to Scott. The return address was their local post office. She slid her finger under the flap.

It was a bill for a post office box. But why had Scott had a PO box?

Scott’s keys were upstairs on their dresser, nestled in the silver dish where he had put his change and keys every night. Hadn’t she seen a small, unfamiliar key on it?

Still chewing, Mia went upstairs and grabbed his keys. Yes. A small brass key engraved with the number 306. That matched the box number mentioned in the letter. What could be in it? Their post office lobby was open around the clock, even when the counter service was closed.

She stuck her head into the family room. “Gabe, I need you to keep an eye on Brooke for a second. I have to run an errand.” He started to mutter, but she kept going.

Mia told herself she wouldn’t think about what she might find, but still her imagination immediately conjured up images of scented letters from a woman. Maybe even several women.

Five minutes later she was standing in a hallway-sized space lit by fluorescent lights and lined on both sides by little metal boxes. They reminded her of the mausoleum niches the funeral director had shown her after Scott died.

She fit the key in the lock and turned it. Her eyes widened. The box was stuffed full. She pinched a dozen envelopes and tugged until they finally came loose, spilling everything on the floor. Leaning over, she gathered them up. Some envelopes were stamped “Third notice” and “Urgent!” in red letters.

A sudden surge of vertigo made it hard to straighten up without staggering. Bills. All bills. No wonder Scott had been keeping the existence of this post office box a secret.

Mia was going to lose everything.


CHAPTER 13 

At 8:35 the next morning Mia stood outside Frank’s office waiting for him to finish a phone call. DeShauna walked in the main door and gave Mia a look that was frankly curious. Mia nodded and then turned her back on the reception area.

Staring at the dingy beige carpeting, she made a conscious effort to clear her mind. She would not think about how her co-workers might view Frank’s offer or her decision. Or about Brooke’s nightmare on Sunday. Or about Gabe’s obsession with fitting in.

Mia most especially would not think about what she had learned from Scott’s post office box. She would not think about how the Suburban was actually leased—leased!—for $599 a month. Or how it was already two months in arrears.

Ever since Scott died, Mia had been paying bills as they came in—gas, water, electric, newspaper, cell phone, Internet. She should have wondered where the credit card bills were, both for the single card she carried as well as the cards she had found in his wallet when it was returned to her. Although she had been vaguely aware that Scott carried more credit cards—she remembered signing a few forms he had handed her over the years—it had been a surprise to see how many there were. Even so, the number of bills stuffed in the PO box was a shock. After she had gotten home, Mia had locked her bedroom door, spread the envelopes out on the bedspread, and methodically made her way through an entire box of Better Cheddars while adding everything up.

Even though many of the paper bills were duplicates, the ultimate total on the calculator was staggering: $53,727.

And each time Mia hit the plus sign, it became clearer.

She had to say yes to Frank.

It wasn’t just that she owed Colleen justice. She also couldn’t afford to risk her job. Not now. Not when she had to do everything she could to somehow pay off the bills and hold on to the house.

The house was the key to everything. If she lost it, her family would continue to unravel. If she were reduced to a rental, chances were that the schools in whatever area they could afford would not be nearly as good. Gabe probably wouldn’t be on the new school’s football team. Mia would have to find a new preschool for Brooke. Both kids would have to leave their friends, neighbors, the park just two blocks away . . .

How could Mia have missed the red flags? Three months before Scott died, her credit card had been declined at the grocery store. Brooke was whining for some of the Wheat Thins that had already been bagged when the clerk loudly announced that her card had been rejected. The woman had looked at Mia with narrowed eyes, as if she were a thief. With a great show of reluctance, she had finally accepted a check.

When Mia called Scott from the parking lot, he said, “Oh, didn’t I tell you? I lost my card last week when I was out of town and had to cancel the account. Sorry. I thought I mentioned it.”

“You didn’t.” Mia had stared at a small bird with drab black feathers pecking at something in the parking lot. Behind her, Brooke was stuffing Wheat Thins into her mouth. “I feel like I never see you anymore, Scott. Maybe we can start sitting down at night with a glass of wine and catching up on our days like we used to. Sometimes I feel like I don’t know what’s going on with you.”

“What do you mean, what’s going on?” Scott’s voice had an edge to it.

“Like how your business is going. You never talk to me about that anymore.”

“The last thing I want to do when I’m home is talk about the business. We made a deal, right? You take care of the kids and the house and all of that, and I take care of the financial parts of our lives. Well, I’ve kept my part of the deal. And it’s my long hours that make our lifestyle possible. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

Now Mia knew the truth behind Scott’s words, that he had been scrambling, robbing Peter to pay Paul, and then borrowing from Perry to pay the interest on the loan from Patrick.

Since Scott died, there had been one surprise after another.

None of them good.

Startling her out of her reverie, Frank called out, “Okay, Mia, come in.” Once again she sat facing the framed photos of his kids. After today, would her kids be as close to her as Frank’s were to him? 

Frank steepled his fingers. “Have you made a decision?”

“Yes.” Mia took a deep breath. “I’ll take on Colleen’s case.” He started to say something, and she held up one hand. “On one condition.”

“Condition?” He raised an eyebrow, his expression hovering between amusement and annoyance.

“We talked about Darin Dane yesterday. I still want to take his case to the grand jury. See if there’s enough evidence for an indictment.”

“Mia, you’ve got to be practical.” Definitely annoyance. A muscle in his jaw flickered. “If you’re going to investigate Colleen’s death, it will demand your full attention.”

“I’m not saying we file charges against the people who harassed Darin. I’m saying we let the grand jury decide whether there’s a case. That’s all. Gabe’s the same age as Darin.” She pointed at his daughter’s photo. “We’re talking about a boy only a couple of years younger than Caitlin. And now he’s dead.”

“Mia, realistically speaking, that’s a waste of resources. We can’t bring that kid back.”

Was Frank thinking about the department’s record? The best won-lost records did not come from amazing legal work. They were built by cherry-picking only the strongest cases for trial and pleading out the rest. Or, in some cases, never filing charges at all. But the public didn’t understand those nuances.

“And if it’s a dead end, then I promise you I’ll let it go,” Mia said. “But I am not going to look Darin’s father in the face and say, sorry, those kids may have tormented your son until he killed himself, but there’s nothing we can do. Don’t worry, Frank, I plan on devoting all of my time to figuring out who killed Colleen. I’ll just fit this in the cracks.”

Frank sighed and nodded, as part of her had known he would. The new Frank was a much more political animal than the man she had met when she first started working at King County. But underneath his worries about resources and perceptions she sometimes caught flashes of the idealistic thirty-year-old she had worked alongside all those years earlier.

“I still think it’s a waste of time, but as long as you give Colleen’s death your full attention . . .”

“Of course I will, Frank. But there’s one more thing we still need to discuss. What if I’m called to testify about what I heard on the phone? Do we need a second on this case?” Mia meant a second prosecutor.

Frank winced. “We’re stretched thin as it is. Also, when it comes to trial we don’t want to look like we’re bigfooting the defendant by having you, Charlie, and your second at the table, not when the defense only has the defendant and his attorney.” He sat back, laced his fingers over his belly, and thought about it. “Actually, I don’t think we need to worry about it. We’re not going to put you on the stand, and why would the defense? The prejudice outweighs the probative value. The death is self-evident, and your testimony might be considered gratuitous.”

Frank was right. Taking the jurors through those last horrible moments would be bound to influence them—which meant no judge would allow it. And even if the judge would, the defense was certainly not going to want to dwell on the gritty details.

“I guess I’m in all the way then, Frank.” 

“I always knew you would be.” 

There was no point in being annoyed, not when he was right. “How long did you work with Colleen?” she asked.

“Over twenty years. That’s why it’s just so hard to believe that she’s gone. I mean, you actually heard it happen, so I guess you must believe it. I just keep thinking about how it used to be. Remember? You and Colleen and I, we’re part of the old guard. We remember the go-go years, when Seattle had all that Microsoft and Boeing cash. When even the government could spend money and nobody complained too much.” He made a sound that was a cross between a grunt and a laugh. “Sometimes I miss those days. Things were simpler then. Now there are so many decisions, and whatever I do, somebody’s going to be unhappy.”

“You mean because you gave me Colleen’s case?” Mia thought of the way people had looked at her yesterday after she emerged from Frank’s office. Looked at her and looked away.

“There’s that. There’s also being in the public eye. I mean, look at this.” He tapped on his keyboard and then half turned his computer screen so that she could see it. It was a Facebook page, and the profile photo looked like a screen capture of Frank from a video. She guessed he might have been talking. His mouth was open and his eyes half-closed. He looked more than a little crazy.

He stabbed at the page’s title with his finger. Mia started to read it out loud. “Frank D’Amato is a—” She stopped. “Huh, I thought that word was an obscenity.”

“Things have changed,” Frank said bitterly. “I’ve heard people use that word on TV. Not even cable. Network.”

She looked at the comments. Posters called Frank a fat cat and an imbecile and a blowhard. So much naked hate, but much of it hid behind names that were obviously fake, like Scarlett O’Hara.

“Who even knows who these people are, Frank? It could even be the same person posting under different user names.”

He nodded, but his expression was still miserable. Suddenly she was reminded of Gabe, of how he would obsess over a pimple—that same sense that the whole world was watching and judging. Only in Frank’s case there was far more truth to it.

“You can’t change their minds. You just need to stay away from looking at this kind of thing. All it will do is stress you out.” She sounded more like his mother than his employee, but Frank nodded. 

“Speaking of computers, I’m going to need Jonas to help me go through the database,” Mia said. “I want to see if Colleen and Stan had any cases in common.”

Frank waved his hand. “Of course. Tell him it’s top priority.”

When Mia left Frank’s office, Tracy, Jesse, and Katrina were talking next to Colleen’s closed door with its yellow crime-scene tape. They fell silent as soon as they saw her. Tracy threw Jesse a meaningful look, and Jesse raised his eyebrow. They left, but Mia guessed what they had been saying. That it wasn’t that long ago that she had walked away from this place. And now that she was back, far from having to repay her dues, a high-profile case was being handed to her on a silver platter.

Katrina grabbed her arm and pulled Mia into her own office. “Frank gave it to you, didn’t he? Colleen’s case.”

Mia hesitated, trying to think of an answer that wasn’t a lie.

“He did!” Katrina cuffed Mia’s arm. “I asked about it, but I figured you were the one who would get it. Everyone knows how close you and Colleen are. Were. If anyone can figure out why they were killed, it’s you.”

Feeling grateful that Katrina didn’t seem jealous, Mia said, “There are a lot of downsides. It’s going to mean a ton of extra hours. And Charlie Carlson’s the homicide detective on the case.”

“Charlie?” Katrina raised an eyebrow. “I’ve always thought he was kind of cute.”

“Cute?” Mia snorted. “I can think of a lot of words for Charlie, but cute isn’t one of them. Let’s just say we have some history.”

Katrina leaned closer. “Tell me about it.”

“Not that kind of history. About ten years ago, before he was in homicide, a robbery case we were working together got tossed because he took something from the scene.”

Katrina looked scandalized. “He stole something?” 

“But nobody knows what. He admitted to taking it, but that was all he would say. Just that it wasn’t material to the case. So of course the case got tossed out. And the guy was back out on the street and robbing again as soon as he got released.”

Both their heads turned at the sound of a rap on Mia’s half-open door. She started when she saw that it was Charlie, while Katrina managed to look composed.

How much had he heard? How guilty did she look?

“Hey, Mia, can I talk to you when you have a minute?” Charlie’s expression betrayed nothing.


CHAPTER 14 

Hey, Charlie,” Katrina said easily. 

Her face was as innocent as an angel’s. Mia was sure that she herself was blushing furiously.

“Katrina, Mia.” He stepped just inside Mia’s door and nodded at them.

“I was just leaving,” Katrina said.

Charlie closed the door, leaned against it, and crossed his arms. Mia was uncomfortably aware of his body, of how his suit jacket tightened over his biceps.

“So Frank tells me you’re gonna be heading up the investigation.” Charlie did not sound as if this was a plus.

Better to grab this bull by the horns. “Actually we’re going to be working on two cases together.”

His brow furrowed. “Two? What are you talking about?”

Leave it to Frank to leave it to her. He never liked saying things other people didn’t want to hear. “We’re going to be investigating two deaths. Colleen’s and a high school freshman named Darin Dane. Darin killed himself last week.”

Charlie’s brow furrowed. “So there’s doubt about whether it was really a suicide?”

“No. But Darin’s been tormented by the same group of kids since middle school. The day after he died, his father came to me with evidence that these students cyberbullied him. I want to bring it to the grand jury to see if there’s enough evidence for them to be indicted. And to do that, I need you to help me interview witnesses and gather evidence.”

Charlie shook his head. “Mia.” It was amazing how much weight he could load onto a single word.

“Hey, we’re already working one case. We’re going to be fastened at the hip anyway.”

“You said he killed himself—how is that someone else’s fault?” 

“The medical examiner found bruises consistent with beatings,” Mia said. “And his father has evidence that his Facebook page was hacked in a really vile way.”

Charlie sighed. “Just tell me what you need done and I’ll do it. But my priority is gonna be finding whoever killed Colleen.”

The cop-prosecutor marriage could be a rocky one, but ultimately the prosecutor took the lead. Mia figured she had better set some ground rules. “Actually, I think your priority is going to be doing what needs doing, whether it’s helping me learn if anyone is to blame for Darin’s death or figuring out who killed Colleen and if it’s related to Stan’s murder.”

He uncrossed his arms and opened his mouth, but she didn’t let him say anything. She knew he thought she was harping, but if she didn’t stand firm with Charlie Carlson, he would push her a little one day and a little more the next until ultimately they would be following Charlie Carlson’s path.

“And I’m going to want briefings at least once a day on what you’ve turned up. Why don’t you start by telling me what you’ve learned so far about Colleen?”

He gave her a little mock salute. Mia gritted her teeth and smiled pleasantly. Then he sat down at her visitor’s table. She pulled her desk chair closer and sat opposite him.

“There’s not a lot to say that I didn’t tell you about yesterday.” He ticked off the paltry evidence. “No signs of forced entry to the house. No strange fingerprints or footprints. About the only evidence we have is that .22 slug, and it’s too mangled to be of much use. However, it is the same caliber as the bullet that killed Stan. And Colleen was shot in her home, alone, at night, just like Stan. Unlike with Stan, we did recover the brass, but there’re no prints on it. Colleen’s work and home computers, as well as her cell phone, are at the computer lab, and the forensics people are gonna give me printouts of whatever they find.” Charlie’s eyes, which were a stormy gray-blue, met hers. “Since we’re coming up empty-handed forensically, we need to start with the victim and work out from there. So who would want Colleen dead?”

“That’s a good question. The problem is that I can’t think of anyone.”

Charlie tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. “Hey, nobody’s perfect. Not even Colleen. I’m sure she ticked off someone at some point.”

“I’m just thinking of Colleen as a person. Everybody who knew her liked her. Even that crazy Tami Gordon from the public defender’s office liked Colleen, and Tami thought all prosecutors were Satan’s minions. Colleen was funny, she was kind, she was generous.” Tears pricked Mia’s eyes. Charlie was right. She was losing objectivity. But Colleen had been killed because of her job, Mia was sure of it. Not because of who she was, but because of what she was.

Leaning forward, Charlie countered, “I knew Colleen too. And she was generous, and funny, and kind. She could also be loud. And nosy. She also had a lot of opinions. Those things are also true, Mia. And just because they’re true, they don’t make any of the good things you just said about Colleen any less true. You’ve got to put on your prosecutor hat. You know people can be killed for the smallest of reasons. People have been murdered for their pocket change.”

Mia matched him stare for stare. “But that’s a spontaneous crime. And to me it looks like whoever did this planned it out in advance. I don’t think this was someone who happened to be out walking with a gun and decided it might be fun to shoot a stranger through a basement window. So when I put on my prosecutor’s hat, I still have a hard time thinking of why anyone would want to kill Colleen the person. It’s a lot more likely that she was killed because she was Colleen the prosecutor. You know as well as I do that attorneys in this office have been physically attacked in court by defendants or stalked by their families after we sentenced them.”

“Okay, if that’s your working theory, that she was killed by someone connected to her job, how does that fit with what happened to Stan?”

“It sure fits a lot better than your theory, because that one doesn’t explain what happened to Stan at all.”

“It’s not my theory, Mia,” Charlie said. “I’m just saying it’s too soon to rule anything out.”

“Okay, okay, you’re right. We don’t know what really happened.” Mia held up her hands in surrender. She had to work with this guy, and if she kept jumping down his throat, he might find ways to keep her out of the loop. “As soon as we’re done, I’m going to ask our database guy to cross-reference Colleen’s and Stan’s cases to see whether they prosecuted any of the same defendants.”

Charlie nodded. “There’ve been times we worked something as a single case, closed it, and then later realized we’d really been looking at a serial rapist or a serial killer at the beginning of their career. But that doesn’t explain a nearly five-year gap in between.”

“Maybe some guy killed Stan, got picked up for something else and sent to prison, recently got released, and decided to come back and settle a score with Colleen.”

Charlie looked thoughtful. “Time in prison would explain why the two crimes are so far apart. I’m also gonna reopen Stan’s case, see what’s changed. People who may have kept quiet four or five years ago might be more willing to talk now.” He blew air through pursed lips. “Did Colleen’s and Stan’s personal lives overlap at all?” 

“Oh, they both believed in the same progressive causes, although Stan tended to get a little more intense about them. And Colleen mothered him, the way she did all of us.” It sickened Mia how easily the past tense came to her now, as if it were normal and accepted that Colleen was dead. Not forty-eight hours earlier she had been fully, vibrantly alive. “When Stan was in the middle of a case, there were times she would literally force him to eat. She found this restaurant that made pierogies like he used to have when he was a kid, and she would swing by at lunch and get a takeout order and then stand over him until he finished every bite.”

“Wish I had that problem,” Charlie said, getting to his feet. “I’m gonna go through Colleen’s office one more time. I’ll ask you if I come across something that needs clarification. And I’m interviewing Violet at noon at their home if you want to be on hand for that.” 

“Of course I do.” It might be easier for Violet if she was there.

Mia found Jonas Carvel in his cubicle. Jonas was always in his cubicle. He was a doughy young man with round glasses, a round head, and hair shaved down to a blond stubble. He spent his lunch hours playing some kind of multiplayer game on a tablet computer he brought from home. Mia had learned it was better not to ask about it unless she wanted to hear a lot of confusing talk about elves, spells, gold coins, and battle axes.

“Jonas, I need you to do a central case file database search for me. Frank said you should make it your top priority.”

“What kind of search?” He began ticking off possibilities on his fingers. “I can search by case type, party names, attorney names, criminal charges or the type of civil case, the judge who was assigned, and whether the case is open or closed.”

“I need you to cross-reference Colleen’s and Stan’s cases and look for any that had the same defendant.”

Jonas’s eyes lit up. “Because they were killed in the same manner! And you believe that the same person may have taken his or her revenge against both of them.”

“That’s right. And wherever you find an overlap, I want you to request the actual paper files.” Even though everything had technically gone digital, in practice a lot of prosecutors took handwritten notes when they interviewed witnesses. And those notes ended up in the paper file, but not the digital.

“I can write the code and run it for matches today,” Jonas said, “but I probably won’t be able to get the paper files pulled until tomorrow.”

“Okay. Just let me know when you do.”

When Mia walked back down the hall, it was a shock to see Charlie sitting in Colleen’s office, slowly thumbing his way through a file drawer. As she watched, he slipped something yellow into his mouth. With an exasperated sigh, she knocked on the door and stepped inside.

“What is that you’re eating?” As long as Mia had known her, Colleen had kept a cache of wrapped butterscotch candies in a silver dish on her desk.

“What?” Charlie said absently. Then his eyes followed her gaze to the bright yellow cellophane wrapper he still held in his hand. The light dawned. He swallowed with audible effort. “Oh, sorry.”

“You’re eating a dead woman’s candy?”

“It’s not like she needs it, Mia.”

She knew it was irrational, but seeing Charlie eat Colleen’s candy was like seeing a vulture settle on fresh roadkill. Afraid to open her mouth in case she couldn’t control what came out, Mia just gritted her teeth and shook her head again.

“Hey, I liked Colleen. A lot. And I will do everything to make sure her killer is caught. But it’s not like this is a crime scene. I’m not contaminating evidence. I’m just eating a butterscotch candy. As I have in Colleen’s office before, because she offered them to me. And which, I would like to point out, there are dozens more of. But if you are really that upset, I can drive over to Safeway right now, hit the bulk bins, and get a replacement candy.”

“No. You’re right,” Mia made herself choke out. He was right. She was being irrational. “It’s fine.”

He got to his feet. “Look, we have to work together, right? And we both want to catch whoever did this, right?”

Feeling ashamed, Mia nodded but didn’t meet his eyes.

“So if I do a few things that bug you, you have to let it go. And the same goes for me. If something you do gets on my nerves, I’m not gonna pay any attention. The only thing that matters is catching the person who did this. Right?”

Mia raised her eyes to his. “Right.” For a second she held his gaze, then she turned away. “I’ll see you at Colleen’s house at noon.” 


CHAPTER 15 

Charlie had gone to Colleen Miller’s house so many times in the past three days that his car could probably drive itself there. Now the drive passed in a blur as he ground his teeth over Mia Quinn. She was a real piece of work. Some goody-two-shoes who had probably never had a single piece of Colleen’s candy, not after considering the nine calories or whatever it might cost her. He was sure she ironed her jeans and never, ever did a rolling stop at an otherwise empty four-way intersection, the way Charlie was doing right now.

He pulled up behind Mia just as she was getting out of her big SUV that badly needed a wash. And for a moment, before she realized he was there, Charlie saw Mia’s face when it wasn’t animated by anger. Instead, it was naked, vulnerable, contorted by loss upon loss.

Maybe Charlie should give her the benefit of the doubt. First of all, she had been close to Colleen, and Colleen had good taste in people. And second, and more important, what he had told her back at the office was true. They had to work together if they wanted to solve Colleen’s murder.

When Mia turned to face him, she had her professional mask firmly back in place. He gave her a nod.

The crime-scene tape was gone, but the signs of the murder and its aftermath were everywhere. The ground still bore the boot impressions of the techs. The window through which Colleen had been shot was boarded up with plywood. All the windowsills were covered with black fingerprint powder. The frame for the front door was smudged gray.

Mia rapped on the door. A second later it was answered by a tall girl with short hair that was most definitely violet.

Charlie had never met Violet before, but in some ways her face was now as familiar to him as any minor movie star’s. Searching Colleen’s home and office, he’d seen hundreds of snapshots documenting Violet’s first twenty years on earth, from sleeping infant to graduating high school senior. But none of them had shown her with purple hair.

“Oh, Violet!” Mia reached out for the girl, but Violet stepped back and crossed her arms.

“Mia.” Her tone was cool. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m actually working on your mom’s case.” She turned to him. “Along with Charlie. Violet, this is Charlie Carlson, the homicide detective. Charlie, this is Violet.”

He put out his hand, but she stared at him without moving.

“So does that mean you’re a cop?” A single small gold hoop pierced Violet’s left nostril. Tasteful, if you could consider those things tasteful. Charlie wasn’t sure he ever would, which made him feel old.

He let his hand fall by his side. “I’m with the Seattle Police Department.”

She sucked in her breath and then put her hands on his chest and shoved him. Charlie was too startled to resist. Besides, he had enough weight on her that he didn’t budge.

“Violet!” Mia said in a scandalized voice.

“I thought the jerk who killed her was the one who left everything a mess, but they told me it was actually you guys! The cops! So first my mom was murdered, and then the cops went and trashed everything.” Her hands were fisted, her breathing ragged.

Charlie had made sure his team put things back, at least more or less. So clothes had gone back into drawers, but probably not folded. Papers had gone back into the filing cabinets, or at least been left in a neat pile. Charlie wasn’t like some detectives, who would just toss drawers and leave stuff lying out, not just for suspects but even for victims. But the truth was that even conscientious investigators weren’t expected to clean up after themselves. That was the victim’s—or their survivors’—responsibility.

Still, Charlie felt oddly ashamed. “I’m sorry. We do the best we can.” And it wasn’t as if they had found anything that shed light on the murder. No scraps of paper with mysterious notations, no answering machine messages from cryptic callers. He had even gone through Colleen’s key ring, looking for a strange key that might open a powerful secret: a safety deposit box, a PO box, a secret lover’s apartment. But every key had fit into a known lock.

“Violet, I don’t think I’ve seen you since this summer,” Mia said brightly, trying to press the restart button on the conversation. “I can’t get over your hair.” She reached out to ruffle the bottom edge of it.

With a grimace Violet stepped back. “I figured I had to live up to the stupid hippie name Mom gave me. As soon as I got back to school I dyed it.”

Mia and Charlie exchanged glances, then followed her into the living room with its worn but beautiful oriental carpet in shades of red, royal blue, and gold. Charlie and Mia took a seat on the red velvet couch, while Violet sat on a brown leather Morris chair and hugged her knees to her chest. It was a strange feeling to be back in a room you had only recently searched. Charlie knew what was on the bookcase, on the shelves, in the drawers.

“So who did it?” Violet demanded. “Who killed my mom?”

“We’re working on a number of angles that involve her work as a prosecutor,” Charlie said. “But we could use your help figuring out more about your mom’s personal life.”

She snorted. “So you’re saying you have no idea?”

“Violet!” Mia said.

Charlie took a deep breath. “I’m not saying that at all. I’m saying we are pursuing a number of leads. And we need your help. To start with, when was the last time you saw your mother, talked to her, e-mailed her, texted her . . .”

Mia shot him a look. It was a question you would ask a suspect, and she had already informed him that there was no way Violet could be one. But she had also said Violet was a sweet, quiet girl, so her judgment was suspect. And it was possible, if Violet had driven very fast, that she could have driven up to Seattle, shot her mom, and arrived back in Olympia in time to be notified by the campus police about her mother’s murder.

Still, this crime felt oddly impersonal. People who killed family members usually acted out of an outsized anger that had built up for years. An anger that didn’t dissipate until the victim had been nearly obliterated—stabbed dozens of times or beaten past all recognition. But here death had come through a single shot. There had been no overkill. And no shame afterward, no need to cover the victim’s face with a rug or sheet. A pane of glass had separated the killer from the victim, both in reality and symbolically. This felt like an execution, carried out by someone who came away with clean hands and experienced no guilt at the sight of Colleen sprawled on her old vinyl LPs, gargling her own blood.

“My mom called on Saturday night but I was kind of busy, so we didn’t talk long. It was all her just wanting to know stuff about my life and all.” Violet pressed her lips together. “I’ve told her that nobody else I know talks to their mom that much.”

There. Charlie hadn’t imagined it. Her lower lip was trembling. This girl was all hot emotion. Although he had seen killers weep before.

Mia leaned forward. “Has your mom seemed upset about anything lately?”

A shrug. “I don’t think so.” Her face was very pale, making the smattering of freckles across her nose stand out.

“Has she talked about any case that bothered her?” Mia asked.

Violet shook her head. “Mom doesn’t ever talk about work. Maybe she didn’t think I was old enough.”

“Maybe she just didn’t want to worry you,” Mia said gently. “Maybe she was afraid it would make you think the world was a dark and scary place.”

“Isn’t it?” Violet said. “Someone just assassinated my mom.”

“Assassinated?” Charlie echoed.

“Maybe that’s not the right term.” Her mouth twisted. “But somebody must have killed her just for doing her job.”

“Aside from people she prosecuted, do you know if your mom had any enemies?” Charlie asked.

“Mom? No. My mom?” Violet smirked. “Mom just wanted people to be happy. She always had some stray she was taking care of. I’m not talking animals, I’m talking people. If someone at church looked lonely, she’d ask them home for dinner. I remember one Thanksgiving she invited this old man with no teeth. I had to sit across from him and watch him slurp oatmeal.” Violet shuddered, secure in her belief that such a fate could never befall her. “And when the lady across the street lost her job, Mom used to get Costco packs of mac and cheese and leave them on the porch for her and her two kids before they got evicted.” She straightened up and put her feet on the floor. “This neighborhood isn’t as safe as it was when I was a kid. There’s lots of empty houses now, because of the recession. People have had their cars prowled, and someone up the street said she saw a strange guy in her backyard. Do you think that might have something to do with what happened to Mom?”

Charlie and Mia exchanged a look. Car prowls were usually kids with too much freedom, trying door handles until they got lucky and could make off with meter change and a few CDs, maybe an MP3 player. But the idea of a stranger standing in a backyard in Colleen’s neighborhood gave Charlie pause.

What if Colleen’s death was the result of some unstable homeless guy’s whim—a brightly lit window, a figure walking past it, a voice telling him to pull the trigger? That kind of crime—motiveless, with no connection between the killer and the victim—was almost impossible to solve, unless the killer struck again and again. 

It was also extremely rare.

“Break-ins, car prowls—those are crimes of opportunity,” Charlie said. “But I don’t see how a stranger would benefit from shooting your mom. And in my experience, people are murdered for reasons. Maybe not good reasons, but still reasons. Is there anyone your mom hasn’t gotten along with lately?”

“Yeah. My dad. But Dad would never, like, what, kill Mom?” Violet snorted to show how ridiculous the idea was.

“What have they been fighting about?” Mia asked. “I thought Colleen got along pretty well with Martin.”

“He and his wife adopted a baby this summer. Did Mom tell you that?”

Mia nodded.

“I guess they finally gave up on that in vitro. Which I don’t know why they didn’t before, because they are, like, old. And this baby of theirs—I’m old enough to be its mother. The whole thing must have cost a lot, because Dad started complaining when it came time to write the tuition check.” She turned to Charlie. “See, when they got divorced, my dad told my mom he would pay for my college. It’s not like I expect him to do everything. I work part-time, and my mom helps pay for my room and board. But even though it’s a public college, it still costs twenty thousand a year, and what I make isn’t enough to cover tuition and books and all those other things.”

Could that be a motive? But if Violet’s dad had wanted to stop paying his kid’s tuition, wouldn’t it have been a better solution, if far more cold-blooded, to kill the daughter rather than the mother? 

“This term,” Violet continued, “Dad’s only paid part of the tuition. The last time I talked to him I could actually hear his wife in the background telling him what to say.”

“Your stepmother,” Charlie supplied.

Violet made a face. “I guess so, but I’ve never called her that. Gina’s only fourteen years older than me, but she likes to pretend it’s even less than that.”

“How about your mom’s other personal relationships?” Charlie asked. “Do you know if she was dating?”

When Violet nodded, Mia blinked. “Really?”

“Right before I went back to college, I went into her office. Her computer was open to that dating website, eHeartMatch, and some guy had sent her a flirty note. At first I couldn’t believe it. I mean, my mom? She’s over fifty.”

Charlie had the feeling that in Violet’s eyes he and Mia were both practically in the grave.

“Maybe she was worried about being lonely. I’d already made it clear to her that I wasn’t going to be coming home very much this year.” Violet set her jaw. “I told her that I have my own life now.” Her eyes told him that she heard the irony in her own words.

“We’re checking to see what forensics can get off her computer,” Charlie said. “You don’t remember this guy’s name, do you?”

“No. It was like a jokey name, you know, a screen name.” She took a deep breath. “Do you have to look at everything from my mom’s computer?”

“Why?” Charlie asked. Was there something Violet had written her mom that she was afraid they would find?

“Because it’s private. I mean, when my mom wrote all her e-mails, she didn’t imagine someone else reading them.”

The dead didn’t have any privacy. Maybe it was a good thing they were dead. “Think of us like doctors,” Charlie said. “We’ve seen it all before.”

Violet frowned. “That actually doesn’t make me feel any better.” 

Thirty minutes later, having gained no real insights, Charlie and Mia left. As he opened his car door, Charlie had the sensation he was being watched. He froze and looked all around him. The street was deserted. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling.


CHAPTER 16 

From this window on the second floor you could see into nearly every room in Colleen Miller’s house.

And if you didn’t have a TV set, it was nearly as good as one. Although you didn’t know what you would get and you couldn’t change the channel even if you wanted to.

You could watch the policemen swarm over the house with their cameras and their brushes and their fingerprint powders. They spent most of their time in the basement, although they appeared in other windows too. And then they went away.

Violet roamed from room to room, crying.

The neighbors came bearing casserole dishes.

Today the woman with the blond hair who had been here so many times before came back, even if there was now no Colleen to visit. She was with the dark-haired detective who had conferred with the policeman.

But none of them knew they were being watched. This house was empty. Had been for months.

That was what they thought.

But they were wrong.


CHAPTER 17 

As she sat at her desk trying to triage her e-mails, Mia couldn’t get over the idea that Colleen had been dating. Or maybe what she couldn’t get over was that Colleen hadn’t said anything to her about it. Had she been embarrassed about using an online dating service? Or had they not been as close as Mia thought?

Charlie knocked on her door, interrupting her thoughts. Police headquarters was just three blocks from the county courthouse. “I asked our computer forensics guy to separate out anything related to Colleen’s love life and make two copies,” he said. “He said to give him an hour.”

Mia nodded, distracted. Charlie smelled like french fries. He must have hit the drive-through on his way back. Her stomach rumbled. There hadn’t been any leftovers to pack this morning, and breakfast had been a cereal bar eaten in the car. This was going to be one of those days when lunch came from vending machines.

“Okay,” she said. “And I made an appointment for us to meet the Danes at their house at four. The mom’s a nurse and she gets off at three thirty.”

Charlie remained on his feet. “Let’s talk about what we know so far. Do you have a flip chart? It helps me think.”

“There might be one in the supply room.” Mia went into the hall, and Charlie followed. The supply room was jammed, mostly with discards—broken printers, chipped laminate bookcases, discarded binders. These were piled haphazardly among items that were still actually useful. Sometimes it was easier to put something in the supply room than to fill out the paperwork required to get rid of it.

 In the far corner Mia spied a silver flip chart. She picked her way toward it, Charlie at her heels. Reaching for it, she stepped on something small and round that rolled away from her, suddenly pitching her backward. She crashed into Charlie. He caught her with one hand on her shoulder and the other on her waist. Mia jerked upright, her cheeks flaming. She grabbed the flip chart and thrust it into Charlie’s hands. On her way out, she snatched up the brown marker that had nearly caused her to fall.

Back in her office, Charlie set up the flip chart. She handed him the errant marker, and he made two lines down the paper, dividing it into three. With blocky handwriting he labeled the first column Colleen, the middle Stan, and the last Both. Then he drew in horizontal lines to create a grid.

“Okay, you’ve got your guy checking the database to see if they have an angry defendant in common.” He wrote Angry Defendant in the Both column. “And we know from Violet that Martin was arguing with Colleen about money. And Violet wasn’t getting along that well with her either.” Martin and Violet went under Colleen’s name. Mia didn’t agree with putting Violet down, but she didn’t argue. “We also know Colleen was dating.” New Boyfriend went in the Colleen column.

“What about Violet saying there’d been a prowler in the neighborhood?” Mia said.

“This doesn’t feel random,” Charlie said, but he still added Prowler under Colleen’s name. “But better to start with too many suspects than too few.”

“Maybe Colleen was the target of some fringe group,” Mia suggested. “She’s prosecuted guys from the Mongol biker gang and the Aryan Nation and probably a few more. I’m sure Stan did too.” She wrote a note to herself on a yellow sticky. “That reminds me to ask our database guy if he has a way of teasing that out.”

Charlie added Fringe Group to the Both column. After a pause, he added Angry Defendant to both Colleen’s and Stan’s columns. “I guess we shouldn’t overlook the idea that they were killed independently by different defendants.”

“Both of them were shot with a .22 at night, at home, through a window,” Mia said. “Both of them Seattle prosecutors. Don’t you think that’s too many coincidences?”

With an edge of impatience Charlie said, “Like I said earlier, we can’t rule anything out, Mia. Not at this stage.”

She knew he was right, but something about Charlie made her want to argue. “But we can’t draw the circle so wide that everyone is inside it. Otherwise pretty soon you’ll be putting my name up there.”

His mouth twisted, but he didn’t argue any further. He also didn’t change anything on the flip chart. “So when will your guy have those files for us?”

“It’ll be tomorrow before Jonas has the paper files. We need them because there are prosecutors’ notes that don’t make it online.” 

“So much for the paperless society.” Charlie stepped back and regarded the chart. “We also need to figure out if there was anything outside of work that Colleen and Stan had in common. Were they friends? Lovers? You told me she bought him pierogies.”

“That was just Colleen being motherly. I don’t think they really had that much in common.” Something had been nagging at her, though, and Mia’s eyes widened as she remembered what it was. “Wait a minute. They were both pretty active in Safe Seattle.”

“The gun control group?”

“Right. They both worked on that measure that made it illegal for people who’ve been in a mental hospital to buy guns.”

“So you think somebody on the other side decided to take them out?” Charlie pushed out his lips, looking dubious. “That’s taking it pretty far. That’s when you try to get the law repealed. Not go around shooting people. And that law passed when? Ten years ago? Why wait all this time to kill Colleen?”

“Maybe because she was working with Safe Seattle on a new ballot measure.” Mia tried to remember the specifics. “Something about mandatory trigger locks or background checks at gun shows.” Mia turned to her keyboard, her hands suddenly trembling. She was onto something, she knew it. “Look at this comment some guy calling himself True Patriot left on KIRO’s website.”

Charlie leaned over Mia’s shoulder, close enough that she could feel his breath on the side of her face. He read out loud, “ ‘Now, if only the same would happen to a few thousand more anti-American, anti-constitutional traitors mooching off the public’s dime.’ ” He let out a whistle. “We need to track down that jerk. Can you get a subpoena for the TV station’s website?”

“Yeah, I’ll do that today.” Mia should have done it yesterday, but she hadn’t been thinking clearly. “Although you’d have to be pretty stupid to post something like that if you’re the one who killed her.” 

“Someone who decides to solve their problems with a gun is not necessarily accessing their higher mental functions.” Charlie wrote Gun Rights in the Both column, then looked at the empty spaces under Stan’s name. “Stan never married, right? Did he have a girlfriend? Guyfriend?”

“Stan? As far as I know, Stan was married to his job. If he had a love life, he kept it really quiet.”

“Carmen Zapata worked Stan’s case, but you probably heard she died of breast cancer last year. I need to find out where Stan’s murder book ended up.” A murder book was a fat binder with crime-scene photos, the autopsy report, investigators’ notes, and transcripts of witness interviews. “Then we need to reopen the case. Have you ever worked a cold case before?”

Mia shook her head.

“Basically what you do is throw out any ideas from five years ago and start from scratch. Things change, and sometimes you can leverage that. You might interview somebody who lied then, but by now they’ve forgotten exactly what they said. Or they’re no longer in love or in business with someone, so they don’t feel the same pressure to keep quiet.”

Mia thought back. “The problem is, I don’t think there were that many people to interview. I was out of office when they were investigating his death, but Colleen told me they were coming up empty-handed. They had no witnesses, no death threats, and no obvious enemies.”

Charlie tapped the butt end of the marker against his teeth. “We also need to follow the money. Violet and Martin both benefit financially from her death. Violet is the named beneficiary of Colleen’s life insurance and inherits everything from her mother. Martin had only an informal arrangement with Colleen to pay for Violet’s college. He could have figured that getting Colleen out of the way got him off the hook.”

Mia nodded. Even if the idea of Violet killing Colleen made her queasy, she had to consider it. “We need to talk to Martin.”

“I’ll set something up,” Charlie said. “Do you want to be with me for the interview?”

“I didn’t know him that well, but it might be useful not to let him know I’m involved just yet. Why don’t you see if you can get him down to the station? Then I can watch from an observation room.”

Charlie turned back to the flip chart. “How about Stan? Who benefited the most from his death?”

Mia tried to remember. “I don’t think there was much of an estate. Stan had an older brother, but that was about it.”

“I’ll track him down, see if there’s any other family I can talk to.” Charlie started to say something else, but Mia’s stomach let out a rumble and he broke off, laughing. “Sounds like someone’s hungry.” 

“Maybe a little.” Her cheeks were hot. “Do you mind if I grab something from the vending machine?”

“No problem. I’ll make some calls to figure out where Stan’s murder book is. And if they have any Fritos, could you get me some?” 

In the break room Anne was heating a bag of microwave popcorn. She turned toward Mia. “I hear you’re going to be working on Colleen’s case. I sure hope you can get the guy who did it.”

“Me too.” The sign for her garage sale was still posted on the bulletin board next to the vending machine. Surrounded by notices for piano lessons, coast house rentals, and cars for sale, it read: Cleaning out your attic, basement, or garage? Mia’s having a garage sale. Tears stung her eyes as she remembered how Colleen had offered to loan her money.

She blinked and turned to scan the vending machine’s choices, looking for something vaguely healthy that would last for a few hours. After feeding bills into the machine, she pressed the button for Fig Newtons, figuring that they at least counted as a fruit. “I’m kind of worried about how I’m going to do it all and still take good care of my kids. How do you do it with four, Anne?”

“Do it?” Anne laughed. “Some days I don’t. Some days it seems that no matter where I am, I should be someplace else. Like if I’m at work, I think of everything I need to do at home. And when I’m home, it’s easy to think of everything I should be doing here. But then I realized that the result was that no matter where I was, I was only half there. So what I tell myself now is, ‘Wherever your feet are, that’s where your heart is.’ ” Anne looked down at her flats. “So when my feet are at work, my heart stays at work. And when I’m at home, my heart stays at home. I don’t split my attention anymore.” 

The microwave dinged.

“But what about when you’re at work and your kid texts you and says the coach doesn’t like him?” Mia needed protein. The closest thing the vending machine offered was Peanut M&M’s. Mia would kill Gabe if he ate this way, but she was an adult. She’d already been through her growth spurt. She stabbed the button. “Or when the only way you’re going to have time to read up on a case is to do it at home?”

Anne’s smile was rueful. “I didn’t say it was perfect.”

Mia pressed the button for Charlie’s Fritos. “Don’t worry, these aren’t all for me,” she said, pushing open the metal swinging door a third time. Anne smiled, but Mia didn’t know if she believed her. They left the break room together.

Back in her office, Mia spread out her bounty. Charlie ignored the Fritos and opened the Peanut M&M’s instead. He nodded at the photo on her desk. “That your husband? I never met him.”

“Yeah. That’s Scott. But that picture’s probably ten years old.” Sometimes Mia felt like she had stepped through the looking glass. Scott was dead, they were broke, her dad wanted to talk about his feelings, and her son no longer wanted to have anything to do with her.

“Your kid looks a lot like him.” Charlie’s eyes flashed up to hers. “That must be hard. Good and hard, both.”

Tears prickled in Mia’s eyes. She nodded, unable to speak. Charlie patted the back of her hand, still munching on her M&M’s, and for a minute she forgot that she didn’t like him.


CHAPTER 18 

Charlie was a fast walker. Fast enough that Mia, who thought of herself as quick, was having a hard time keeping up. Although her pumps had sturdy two-inch heels, Mia found herself wishing she were wearing flats. Thinking of her shoes made her think of her feet, and Anne’s rule. Mia’s feet were on James Street. But where was her heart? Or maybe Anne’s rule didn’t apply, since the sidewalk was neither home nor work, but a place in between.

Most of the people around them also did not seem to be heeding Anne’s advice. Aside from Mia and Charlie, no one seemed to be really present on this sidewalk in Seattle, underneath these maples turning scarlet, walking past these people with all shades of skin, including colors made by tattoo ink.

The other people on this crowded city sidewalk seemed to be embracing distraction, as if they wanted to forget exactly where they were. A number were listening to music through white headphone wires. Some blundered forward blindly as they checked smart-phones. Most of the rest were talking animatedly on cell phones. Mia heard snatches of conversation ranging from “She said what?” to “It was ginormous” to “Tell me if he hits you again,” which made both her and Charlie do a double take. Not noticing their stares, the young man who had said it kept walking. Charlie and Mia looked at each other, then Charlie shrugged and they continued on.

At the police station they passed through the metal detector and then went upstairs to Charlie’s office. It wasn’t really an office, just a cubicle in a large room filled with two dozen cubicles separated by tan chest-high walls. The air was filled with the buzz of conversations, the clack of computer keys, the ringing of cell phones and landlines—so much sound it was like white noise.

“Looks like they turned up Stan’s murder book,” Charlie said.

The fat binder sat in the middle of his desk. There were also two tall stacks of printouts bound by rubber bands, which Mia figured were from Colleen’s computer. Otherwise, the space was surprisingly neat. Mia had half expected to see a jumbled desk covered with discarded takeout wrappers and teetering stacks of paper.

Charlie flipped open the murder book. As was standard, the first page was a color photograph in a plastic sleeve, a reminder that the victim had been a living, breathing person. It showed Stan in a maroon tie and a short-sleeved white tattersall shirt. Mia thought it might be an enlargement from his employee badge photo. He had gold wire-framed glasses, a bristly mustache, and brown close-cropped hair that stood straight up like fur.

The next page showed Stan dead, sprawled next to a small desk. The contrast was almost painful. Charlie flipped it closed. “I’ll take this home tonight and read it.” Pushing one of the stacks of paper on his desk toward her, he said, “Now let’s see what was up with Colleen’s love life.”

Mia sat in Charlie’s visitor’s chair, which was crammed in between the side of his desk and cubicle wall, and undid the rubber band. The first page was Colleen’s eHeartMatch profile. In her profile photo Colleen’s hair was a different shade of red than Mia was currently familiar with. Her face was thinner and her complexion creamy, without the flush that had marked her skin in the last few years. Only the bright blue eyes were the same.

Mia looked up and met Charlie’s eyes. “How old do you think that photo is?” he asked.

“I can remember when Colleen looked like this. You probably can too. But it was awhile ago.” A long while.

Next to the photo was a list of stats. Colleen had taken years off her age and pounds off her frame, while at the same time adding two inches to her height. Remembering Violet’s words, Mia felt her face heat up. If Colleen were still alive, she would have been mortified to know that friends, co-workers, and even strangers were poring over the hidden sides of her life. In pursuing Colleen’s killer, Mia and Charlie could end up exposing everything she had wanted to keep secret. All in the name of justice.

Colleen’s profile read:


I’m a redhead, with the temperament to match. I’m passionate about my job, Italian food, and movies and books that make you think—or leave you gasping in surprise. I believe sarcasm is a spice of life, so if you have a sarcastic sense of humor, bring it on. I’m looking for someone who says what he means and means what he says. Someone who already has a life he likes, but who would also like someone to share it with.


Mia glanced up and met Charlie’s gaze. If he felt pity or disgust, she couldn’t see it. Just sadness.

“A long time ago Colleen told me she had tried online dating,” she said, “but she gave up when she realized she was competing with women who were twenty years younger. I guess she decided to become one herself.”

Charlie was paging ahead. “Well, it looks like the time-capsule photo worked. She got tons of responses. The way eHeartMatch works is that there’s a dedicated website where members read and respond to e-mails. That probably gives the company a little bit of cover in case one of their clients turns out to be a complete nutcase.” 

Mia looked at her own copies. Some were e-mails from men who offered to take Colleen to coffee, to dinner, to the movies. Others were from men who had sent back cruder offers along with self-portraits snapped in their bathroom mirrors with cell phones. The parade of headless torsos in various degrees of muscularity and hirsuteness made her queasy.

“Ugh. I don’t remember Colleen saying this was what she was looking for,” she said, tapping on one photo of a shirtless guy with a hairy chest and beer gut. “She wanted a relationship, not some guy who was advertising himself like a hunk of meat.”

Charlie exhaled through his nose. “I guess I’m old-fashioned. I like to know someone in person before I ask them out on a date. Plus, I’ve been in this line of work long enough to know that most people on these sites are probably lying about something—their weight, their height, their age . . .”

Mia completed the thought. “Or all three.”

“Or all three. You meet somebody online and you’d better leave room for surprises.”

“Maybe Colleen figured that made it okay for her to fudge things a little.” Mia turned back to the photo of her old friend before time had knocked some of the shine off her. “Maybe she figured she would just be trading lies with someone.” Did lies cancel each other out?

“You ever see that New Yorker cartoon?” Charlie asked. “It shows a dog sitting on a chair in front of a computer with its paw on the keyboard. And it’s telling another dog that’s sitting on the floor, ‘On the Internet, nobody knows you’re a dog.’ ”

Heat rose in Mia face. “Colleen was hardly a dog.”

Charlie sighed in exasperation. “I’m not insulting her, Mia. I’m just saying that you can’t trust people.”

“You mean strangers.”

Charlie thought about it. “No, I’m pretty sure I mean people. Now dogs, dogs you probably could trust. They’re not very good liars.” 

Together Mia and Charlie continued to read through the pages. Even though dozens of men had responded to Colleen’s ad, it seemed like she had only gone out with a handful of them. And then after one or two dates, one of them would come up with an excuse for the other as to why it wasn’t working. Mia wondered how many were really covers for Colleen or the guy—or both—being disappointed by reality.

But one man kept turning up over and over again: Vincent. Mia paged back to his photo and profile, which was labeled Tall, Dark, and Handsome. He was in his midthirties, with dark straight hair, strong black brows, high cheekbones, and a wide smile. If Colleen had still been the same woman she had been in her photo, they would have made a beautiful couple.

Colleen and Vincent had shared hundreds of messages, some as short as a sentence, some that went on for several pages. The e-mails were flirty, funny, serious, and romantic. Mia’s eyes picked out random phrases.


Do you realize we’ve been e-mailing for an hour?



What are you wearing?



You are one fine-looking woman.



You have got a wicked sense of humor.



I can’t wait to get my hands on you.


“Look at this.” Charlie stabbed at the printouts with his index finger. “They were e-mailing each other just an hour before Colleen was killed.”

Mia found the same page.

The surprise was that it seemed to have been Colleen who wanted to meet and Vincent who had demurred.


Colleen: You’re married, aren’t you?



Vincent: I’m not, I swear. It’s just that I think I would be a disappointment to you.



Colleen: Don’t I already know you, Vincent? If there’s something you’re not telling me, let’s just try being honest with each other.



Vincent: I like you, Colleen, I really do. But I don’t know if I can give you the kind of relationship you want. Give me awhile. Let me think about it.



Colleen: I don’t know if I can. I want you so much. And I’m tired of waiting. I want to make this real.



The pages ended there. That was the last thing either of them had written.

“Maybe Vincent is married,” Mia said. “Maybe he was worried his wife would find out and figured he had to nip it in the bud.”

“Or maybe he found out that the woman he was having an online relationship with was nearly old enough to be his mother,” Charlie said. “I’ll subpoena eHeartMatch for his full name and address. They should give it up pretty easily. They don’t want to get a reputation for being a great place for serial killers to meet their next victims.” 

Mia paged back and took another long look at Vincent’s open, handsome face. Had he snapped when he realized that Colleen was not what she had pretended to be? Or had he acted to protect his own secrets?


CHAPTER 19 

Is your kid on Facebook?” Charlie asked as he parked in front of Darin Dane’s house. The neighborhood was a mix of houses—some a century old and stately, others reflecting the styles of more recent decades. Darin’s was a yellow ranch.

“Gabe has an account, but he knows I can look at it anytime.” Although when was the last time Mia had looked at it? “Some parents don’t let their kids go on Facebook, but there’s a downside to that too. After my parents got divorced when I was in seventh grade, my mom wouldn’t let me go to the mall, which is where all my friends hung out. After a while I didn’t get invited to anything.” Mia remembered what it had been like to come to school on Mondays and hear about birthday parties and trips to the ice skating rink that no one had invited her to. “I guess my mom was worried about me hanging out with no supervision. But since she was at work, it wasn’t like I was being supervised when I stayed home. And the times I’ve worried about Gabe and Facebook, I imagined some pervy guy trying to friend him. I wasn’t thinking about what the other kids on Facebook might do to him.”

Was Gabe being picked on? Was that why he was suddenly obsessed with bulking up?

“How old does a kid have to be before he can get an account?”

“Thirteen. But that’s a joke. Most kids can do enough math to figure out how many years to subtract from their real birth date to make themselves eligible. According to Gabe, half his friends were on Facebook before they were thirteen. And I read somewhere that there are five million Facebook users under the age of ten.”

On Darin Dane’s doorstep, both of them went to push the doorbell, but Charlie got to it first. Typical Charlie, Mia thought. He hadn’t wanted to be part of this investigation, but now he wanted to be in charge. He had even insisted on driving, but since the county paid for his gas and not hers, she had been glad to say yes.

She had thought she could simply give the Suburban back to the dealership, maybe pay a small fee after she showed them Scott’s death certificate. It turned out not to matter if he was dead. Even if she turned the car in, she would still owe everything he would have paid if he had driven it to the end of its lease, plus a penalty. His estate was on the hook for it—which meant she was. Just thinking about it made her stomach clench.

A man in his midforties and dressed in a flannel shirt and jeans opened the door, releasing a fug of stale cigarette smoke. His face was unshaven, his eyes sunken. He looked even worse than when Mia had spoken to him last week.

“Nate, this is Charlie Carlson. He’s a homicide detective. Charlie, this is Nate Dane, Darin’s father.”

The two men shook hands, and then Nate stepped back and waved them inside with the hand holding an unfiltered cigarette. “Laurie should be home soon.”

Nate had told Mia that his wife was a nurse, which seemed kind of strange given how much smoking he appeared to be doing. All Mia knew about Nate was that he didn’t currently have a job.

The reek of cigarettes was overpowering. Not one but two overflowing ashtrays sat on the coffee table, next to a photo album and an inch-high pile of papers, facedown. The curtains were drawn, the blinds pulled down. It felt like dusk even though it was only four o’clock. It took a minute for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. Nate took a seat on a plaid recliner, and Charlie and Mia sat on the navy blue couch. A gray tabby skittered around the edges of the room.

Nate handed the photo album to Charlie. “These are photos of my son.”

Setting it on his lap, Charlie started to flip through the pages while Mia leaned over to look. Darin as a big-eyed baby, wearing a yellow-and-blue-striped knit hat. A three- or four-year-old Darin, grinning while he piled sand on his dad lying stretched out on the beach. Darin, a slender blue-eyed boy with small gold hoops in his ears, showing off a plateful of decorated cupcakes.

Then Charlie turned to the last photo and recoiled. Mia gasped, feeling like she had just been punched in the stomach. Darin lay on his back on the floor, a rainbow-striped scarf next to him, a wide red mark around his neck, his blue eyes half-open.

“What in the—! Did you take that photo?” Charlie demanded. 

“Yes.” Nate’s face was stony.

“Why on earth did you take it?”

“Why did I take it? Why did I take it?” His words grew more agitated. “Because I wanted them to see what they did to him. They killed a beautiful boy just because he was different. They couldn’t stand that. So they killed him.”

A voice behind Mia made her jump.

“Don’t tell me you are showing those people our son like that. No one should remember him that way.” Laurie Dane was a plump woman with brown hair scraped back into a ponytail. She wore blue scrubs printed with cartoon butterflies.

“They need to see it so they’ll be motivated to take down the bullies that did it to him.”

Laurie didn’t answer, just made a show of waving her hand as if she was trying to rid the room of some of the cigarette smoke. But the air was so saturated it had no place to go. Tonight Mia would hang all her clothes in the garage in hopes of airing them out rather than having to pay for dry cleaning.

“You said Darin was different,” Charlie said. “Was he gay?”

Nate’s hand clenched so hard that it bent his cigarette. “What difference does it make? Are you saying if he was, what they did was okay?”

“No.” Charlie didn’t seem flustered. “I’m saying if he was, there are hate-crime laws that might also apply.”

“Who knows what they are at that age?” Nate said. “If he thought of himself as gay, he didn’t tell us.”

Laurie picked up the cat and then sat down on a brown ottoman. “He’s always been a little different.”

“He’s still our son,” Nate said. “A long time ago I realized I could spend all my time wishing for the son I never had or I could love the son who was standing right in front of me. But those kids—they pushed him and pushed him and pushed him, and finally he fell over.”

“I understand he’s been in counseling since he was twelve,” Mia said softly, trying not to phrase it like an accusation.

“As he got older, the kids got meaner,” Laurie said, stroking the cat so hard that it bent under her touch. “In elementary school, everyone knows everyone. He went to a small school and there were always parents around volunteering or picking up their kids. But things changed in middle school. The kids are on their own more. They have more secrets, and they get sneakier. He seemed depressed, so I took him to a counselor. He put Darin on medication.”

Mia made a note. Some antidepressants had actually been shown to put a small percentage of teens at greater risk for committing suicide. The defense would be sure to bring it up. “Would you give me permission to talk to his therapist?” Patient-client confidentiality would probably preclude a lot of discovery, but Mia still might be able to tease out something if she phrased her questions as hypothetical.

“Of course. It’s Dr. Thorensen,” Nate said. “Harold Thorensen.” 

“Do you know if Darin had ever talked about killing himself?” Mia asked gently.

“No,” Laurie said. “At least not to us. He did keep saying he didn’t know how he could do four more years. He wanted us to homeschool him, but how could we do that? I work full-time and Nate never even graduated from high school.” A look passed between husband and wife.

“I know this is painful,” Mia said gently, “but can you go over some of the bullying that went on at school?”

Nate took a deep breath, coughed, and then began. “Last year, when Darin was in eighth grade, things started getting really bad. They pushed notes into his locker. They called him names. They tripped him in the hall. Once I went into his room when he was changing into his pajamas. I saw bruises on his chest. He said he fell. I knew that was a lie.”

Charlie, who normally seemed unflappable, looked ill.

“He used to beg me to call in and say he was sick.” Laurie was petting the cat faster and faster. “He said he could help Nate with the yard work.”

“But it was Facebook that was the last straw.” Nate lit another cigarette. “We thought letting him have a Facebook account would be a good way for him to stay in touch with his cousins or friends who had moved away. He was on it a lot at first, but then he stopped using it as much.”

“The novelty wore off,” Laurie said.

“ ‘The novelty wore off,’ ” Nate parroted. “Get your head out of the sand, Laurie. It wasn’t that Darin got bored. It’s what they started doing to him. He’d put something on his wall, and kids would chime in with sarcastic comments, and then other kids would ‘like’ ”—he made air quotes—“those comments but not his original post.” He took a long drag on his cigarette before continuing. “But the worst is that someone hacked into his account two days before he died.”

“What do you mean?” Charlie leaned forward.

“Someone pretending to be him posted disgusting messages on his wall.” Nate’s lip curled. “They invited kids—boys—from his new school to come over to our house and have sex with him. Only it looked like it was Darin doing it. Kids he didn’t even know. He had been hoping that things would be different because he was in high school.”

Laurie added, “They even put up his address and phone number. We’re just lucky some pedophile didn’t come over here and try to take advantage of him.”

“What do you mean lucky, Laurie?” Nate snapped. “Darin is dead. You can’t get any more unlucky than that.”

Laurie didn’t answer, but she stroked the cat so hard it let out a yowl and shot off her lap.

Mia tried to get them back on track. “And no one told Darin that his Facebook had been hacked?”

“No.” Nate spit out the word. “It took him two days to realize what was going on. Whoever it was, they were smart. They unfriended his real friends, unfriended anyone who was a relative. So no one who might clue him in knew. Meanwhile, it seems like everyone else in school not only knew about it but kept it going. These kids weren’t innocent bystanders. And you can’t tell me that just because they’re in high school they didn’t understand what they were doing. When he finally figured it out, he tried to tell everyone it wasn’t him, but no one believed him. So he came home and killed himself.”

“Was he home alone when it happened?” Mia asked. It felt too cruel to spell out what it was.

Nate flinched as if he had been slapped. “No. I was right here. I was twenty feet away. He came home, yelled hello, and went into his room. I was on the Internet, if you want to know the truth. I was just killing time, looking at stupid stuff, and meanwhile my son’s looping his scarf over the closet rod. It was probably almost an hour before I went in to talk to him and I found him. His skin was already cool to the touch. I can’t help thinking if I had been paying attention . . .” His voice trailed off. “And when I touched his laptop, the screen came to life and I saw his Facebook page. I saw what they had done. I printed it all off in case someone went back and tried to delete things once they heard what happened. Facebook deactivated his account the next day, but not before a few people posted on there saying they were glad he was dead. Glad.”

Nate picked up the stack of papers and started paging through them. “I mean, look at this.” His voice cracked. “ ‘You queer! I’m going to tie you to a pole with a rope, then tie another rope around your stomach and tie the end to my bumper and drive off. I’ll rip you in half.’ ”

What Darin’s father had been describing already met the state’s definition of cyberstalking. But Mia hadn’t seen the death threat before, which took it from a misdemeanor to a Class C felony.

“By making examples of these kids, we can help make it so that it’s no longer acceptable to do what they did,” Mia said.

“Make examples?” Nate echoed sarcastically. “That’s not much punishment, is it? Considering that my son is dead? You sound as wishy-washy as that first woman I talked to.”

Mia froze. “Do you mean Colleen Miller? Colleen is dead. She was murdered in her home on Sunday.”

Nate had the grace to look away. “I’m—I’m sorry.”

Mia didn’t want to lose her focus, so she turned the conversation back to Darin. “We’re going to do our best to hold these kids accountable. Do you have any idea who they were?”

“Darin would never tell us the names of the kids who picked on him. He said it would just make it worse.”

“Well, can you give us the names of some of his friends so we could ask them?” Charlie asked.

Laurie said, “There’s these two girls, Shiloh and Rainy. They’ve known Darin since grade school.” She turned to Nate. “And maybe they should talk to Jeremy.”

After a moment Nate nodded. “Jeremy and Darin were best friends in grade school. In middle school they started growing apart. Or at least Jeremy started pulling away from Darin. Darin was only over at Jeremy’s house once this summer and that’s it. They used to be really close. But Darin talked to Rainy and Shiloh nearly every day.”

Mia said, “I have a son who’s about the same age. A lot of the time they’ll tell their friends things they might not tell their parents.”

“You have a son.” Nate’s eyes skewered her.

“Yes.” She was suddenly sorry she had mentioned Gabe.

“You still have a son.” He took a long drag on his cigarette. “These punks left me with nothing.”


CHAPTER 20 

At the beginning of second period, Gabe broke out his two peanut butter sandwiches. Mrs. Schmalz was cool and let them eat in class. He had made them after his mom left for work, so she wouldn’t ask why he was bringing sandwiches to school but still needed lunch money. She wouldn’t understand.

This morning she had seemed upset about something, yelling at herself for forgetting to buy fresh bread. But Gabe hadn’t seen anything wrong with the bread they already had. And he needed the 680 calories and 18 grams of protein that he could get from two sandwiches.

Today Mrs. Schmalz showed a boring video about geometry while Gabe doggedly chewed and swallowed, chewed and swallowed. After he finished, it was all he could do not to fall asleep. Even after the lights were turned back on, the talk about postulates and theorems made him prop his head in his hands while trying to keep his eyes open.

In American history they had to pretend they were reporters at a muckraking newspaper and write articles about tenements. In ceramics they made fish out of clay. For lunch Gabe had two vanilla milk shakes and two slices of sausage pizza, for a total of 1550 calories and 42 grams of protein. Then it was on to Spanish I, which was a bunch of verbs he couldn’t remember two minutes after he parroted them back to the teacher.

At least biology was all easy stuff like cell parts, and Tyler was in this class. Tyler wasn’t on the football team—he only cared about basketball—but Gabe and Ty had been tight since elementary school. He had been texting Tyler when his mom made him listen to Colleen’s last minutes. Of course that night, after everything was over and his mom was in bed, he had texted back and forth with Ty, told him what really happened. His mom had said not to tell, but it was too late for that. By then Ty already knew most of it. Gabe had just filled in the blanks.

Before class started, Ty leaned over. “I heard Mr. Washington played basketball at Wake Forest.” His eyes were wide with excitement. 

Yeah, but now Mr. Washington was a teacher, not a pro. Maybe that was why he had pinned a quote from Horace Greeley, whoever that was, above his whiteboard: Fame is a vapor, popularity an accident, riches take wings. Only one endures, and that is character.

While that might be true, Gabe thought as he munched on a protein bar on the way to football practice, he wouldn’t mind fame, popularity, or riches. Even if they didn’t last, still, you would have had them for a little while.

Right now he didn’t have any of those things. The high school was four times as big as his old middle school, and he still felt a little lost. But Coach Harper had picked Gabe for the team, so he must have seen something in him. Gabe wished he knew what. It seemed to have disappeared between being picked for the team and actually playing in a game. Once Coach saw how scrawny Gabe was compared to everyone else, he had probably realized his mistake. If he got bigger, maybe Coach would put him in.

Practice started with warm-up drills: lunges, sprinting, jumping jacks. Then Coach had them running up and back around a backstop. As Gabe huffed and sweated, he hoped the running part would be over soon. It was basically cardio, and everyone said cardio burned calories. Next they did monkey rolls and practiced running into dummies. Gabe was feeling pretty good about things—he might be little, but he was fast and limber—but then Coach had them do punts and punt returns. Eldon hit Gabe so hard he ended up on his back with all the air knocked out of him. Then Coach told them to run pass routes, and Rufus just turned around and threw Gabe down like he was nothing. When practice ended, Gabe’s ego was as sore as his body.

After showering, Gabe stepped on the scale. He was pleasantly surprised. He had already gained three pounds! He had set up a diet plan, and it was working. He was on a roll!

A cuff to the shoulder sent him staggering sideways off the platform.

“Hey,” Gabe yelled, fists balling. Then he turned and saw that it was Zach, one of the guys he had hung out with the night before. Zach was a year older, four inches taller, and seventy-five pounds heavier. The cool thing about high school was that you got to hang out with older kids. The classes weren’t filled with babies, little sixth and seventh graders who didn’t even come up to your armpit, the way it had been last year. Some of the guys on the team were the size of adults—and not regular adults either, but football player adults.

“Beefing up?” Zach asked, grinning. “Drinking that protein shake like I told you to?”

Eldon and Rufus were listening as they got dressed. They were both sophomores and friends of Zach’s. Eldon didn’t say much, and his eyes were continually at half-mast, but he was always smiling. Rufus was big, over two hundred pounds, not all of it muscle. But that didn’t matter very much when he had just run into you and he weighed nearly a hundred pounds more than you did.

“I made one of those shakes last night.” It had tasted terrible.

“You should have another one as soon as you can after practice. Try mixing it with grape juice. It’s a fast-absorbing carbohydrate, and that means it’ll replace the glycogen in your muscle cells that you lost when we were pushing you up and down the field today.” Zach probably knew more about biology than Mr. Washington.

“Okay.” Gabe pulled on his boxers and jeans.

“So what are you going to do now?” Zach asked. 

Gabe looked around to make sure he was still talking to him. He thought last night had been a fluke, just him happening to be next to Zach and his friends when Grandpa called with the word that he was free.

“Just going home.”

Zach’s eyes flashed over to Eldon and Rufus, then looked back at Gabe. “There anybody at your house?”

“Only my little sister. I have to pick her up from preschool on the way home. My mom doesn’t get home from work until kinda late.” He hoped no one would ask about his dad—or worse yet, knew what had happened and would say they were sorry—but nobody did. “And then I’m going to lift. There’s a whole weight setup in my basement.”

Zach took the bait, as Gabe had hoped he might. “Cool. Maybe we can come hang out at your place?”

“Sure.” He tried to hide his grin. “Like I said, all I need to do is go get my sister.”

“We can pick her up in my car.”

Gabe was still impressed that Zach had a car. They had all gone to the mall together in it the night before. Gabe was studying for his learner’s permit, which he wouldn’t be able to get until he turned fifteen in February. Wasn’t there some kind of Washington law about drivers under eighteen not being able to carry more than three passengers under the age of twenty who weren’t members of their immediate family? Once they added Brooke, it would be four. Plus there wouldn’t be any car seat. But it was only four blocks, and she would be sitting between him and Eldon and they would be like cushions. And he could throw his arm across her if they had to come to a sudden stop. As they walked out to the parking lot, Gabe gave Zach directions to the preschool.

His new friends stayed in the car while he went inside to get his sister. It was five forty-five, so there were a lot of parents running in and out. He hoped no one noticed that he wasn’t walking her home.

Brooke gave him a big smile with her tiny white teeth. But when they went outside and he opened the passenger door for her, she hung back. Eldon smiled at her encouragingly and patted the empty seat, but Gabe could feel her back stiffen against his knees. “Come on, Brooke, get in,” he said, nudging her. She wouldn’t budge. The only way he got her inside was to have her sit closest to the door while he squished in next to Eldon. Meanwhile Zach drummed his fingers on the steering wheel and sighed.

“Dude, this is nice,” Eldon said appreciatively after Gabe unlocked the front door and they all trooped inside. He looked around, seeing the wood floors and old oak furniture with new eyes. Maybe it was nice. He didn’t know.

“Hey, Brooke, go on and watch TV for a little while, okay?” She went into the family room without protest.

“Time for you to drink that shake,” Zach said. Gabe ended up following him into his own kitchen. While he was making the shake—with milk, since they didn’t have any grape juice—Zach started rooting around in the fridge. “The only way you are going to get big, dude, is to eat lots and lots of protein. Eggs, cheese, milk, peanut butter. And meat. Get your mom to start buying steaks.” He emerged from the refrigerator with an unopened two-pound orange loaf of Tillamook cheddar cheese. “Now that’s what I’m talking about.” He grabbed a knife from the block on the counter and started cutting off hunks and handing them to Eldon and Rufus, in between stuffing bites into his own mouth.

By the time Gabe thought to say anything, the cheese was already half-eaten. His mom had been complaining lately about how much he ate. Zach was opening cupboards now, looking for crackers to go along with the cheese. It seemed like a good time to remind them about what was in the basement.

“So you want to check out the weight set?”

“Let’s go,” Zach said, grabbing his pack and another hunk of cheese.

“Yeah, bro,” Rufus said.

The basement smelled musty, a smell that must have always been there but that Gabe had never noticed before. Some people had basements with carpets and TVs and gaming systems, but in this part of Seattle during the rainy season most basements were, at a minimum, damp. The weight bench was in a dry corner, along with a rack of dumbbells that ranged from ten pounds all the way up to fifty.

Zach sat on the bench, hooked his legs behind the pads, and started doing leg extensions. Eldon picked up the twenty-pound weights and began doing bicep curls. Rufus did the same thing, only with thirty-pound dumbbells that he handled with ease. That left the ten, fifteen, forty, and fifty-pound dumbbells for Gabe to choose from. He grabbed the fifteens, glad he hadn’t been the first to pick up weights. Nobody could blame him for not taking the forties. Even still, if the other guys ended up doing more than twenty-five reps, it was going to be hard to keep up.

Zach already seemed bored. He stopped lifting, got off the bench, and started walking around the basement, touching things while Gabe bit back the urge to ask him not to.

“I saw you hanging out with that Tyler McCabe at lunch today.” Zach picked up a bottle of paint thinner, undid the cap, and took an experimental sniff. “Are you friends with him? Because he’s queer. You can tell.”

Gabe smiled uneasily. “Tyler’s not gay.” He had known Tyler since kindergarten. “He’s just a little different, that’s all.”

“Different as in gay,” Zach pronounced. He put the cap back on the paint thinner and set it down.

“Different as in he’s just a little intense. He’s got some specialized interests.” One of them was Legos. Ty still played with Legos, only now he incorporated little motors inside so the things he made actually moved. Over the summer he had made a spider that skittered across the floor. Gabe hadn’t known it would move, or even that it could move, so when Ty had shown it to him, he had screamed like a girl.

“Specialized interests like other boys, you mean.”

Gabe realized it was futile to argue.

“We did something fun over the summer.” Zach grinned. 

“What?” Gabe was just thankful that he had changed the topic. 

“All I can tell you is that we were on the news.”

Gabe tried to think of what it could be. He imagined a party with hot girls, a keg of beer, and a swimming pool. “Come on—what?”

Rufus said, “Dude, if we told you, we’d have to kill you.”

Zach added, “But maybe we’ll let you join in sometime.” He was still fidgeting, picking things up and putting them down.

Eldon gave Gabe a look he couldn’t read.

Zach walked over to the door and opened the lock. Three stairs led up to the backyard, which was empty except for their old wooden play structure. The nearest neighbors were behind a tall hedge.

Rummaging in his pack, Zach came up with a small brown pipe, a lighter, and a baggie half full of gray-green crumbles. Rufus put down his weights.

Zach filled his pipe and fired it up. He took a long drag, held it, and then exhaled. He offered the pipe and lighter to Gabe. “Here you go.”

Gabe waved it off. “That’s okay.”

“Come on, take a hit. It won’t hurt you. All it will do is make you hungry, and that will help you put more weight on. And they don’t ever drug test at our school.”

Gabe tried to think of a reason to say no. “My mom’s always hugging me. If she smelled that on me, she’d ground me for sure.”

“Trust me,” Zach said, “moms are clueless.” He passed the pipe and lighter to Rufus, who lit up and sucked on it eagerly, while Eldon lay back on the weight bench and started doing chest presses.

Zach was taking his third hit on the pipe when there was the sound of a car stopping outside their house.

“My mom’s home!” Gabe’s heart felt like it would burst out of his chest. The basement reeked. He began to frantically fan the door open and closed, open and closed.

Eldon dropped the weights he was holding and they crashed to the floor. Rufus swore.

“We’ve got to get upstairs and pretend like we’ve been there the whole time. If my mom smells this, she’s going to kill me!”

Zach calmly picked up a can of WD-40 from the workbench, shook it twice, and pressed the button. The metallic scent filled the air.


CHAPTER 21 

In the driveway next to her Toyota was a maroon Forrester Mia didn’t recognize. After parking the Suburban on the street, she hurried onto the porch. The door wasn’t even locked, and when she went in, loud male voices were coming from the family room. Then Mia realized that they were laughing.

Gabe and three big teenagers she didn’t recognize were sprawled on the couch and chairs. Brooke was sitting on the floor in front of the TV set. Her little face was only six inches from the screen, which was showing someone making an ill-advised effort to jump a bike over a wooden fence.

One of the boys turned and saw her. He jumped to his feet and came over with his hand outstretched.

“Hey, you must be Mrs. Quinn. Sorry if we surprised you. We’re Gabe’s friends from the football team. My name’s Zachary Young, and that’s Rufus Sledge and Eldon Reid.” Eldon only nodded and gave her a sleepy smile, while Rufus slowly got to his feet. Rufus was a mountain of a boy, and even the other two made Gabe look small in comparison. Now the protein powder made more sense.

She felt uneasy that these boys she had never met before had been in her house. “It’s nice to meet you guys,” she said, smiling. “You can call me Mia.”

“Mia.” Zach nodded. “It’s great to meet you. Gabe said you’re a prosecutor, right? That must be a cool job, putting away the bad guys.”

“It can be.” Mia was impressed. Had any of Gabe’s friends ever talked to her about her job before? She almost felt a little misty. If Gabe’s friends were growing up, he must be too. She could only hope that with other adults, Gabe was able to rise to the occasion as this boy was.

“So I’ve always wondered—do you get to decide who to go after? Like, can you pick which bad guy you want to put away?”

And Mia had wondered if the kids on the football team would be less interested in academics. “My boss assigns cases, but there’s still something called prosecutorial discretion.” She tried to find the right words to explain it. “Sometimes what someone is charged with depends on the circumstances. Say the cops find a man standing over the body of his dead wife—and he has blood on his hands. Did he hit her over the head on purpose? Then he should be charged with murder. Did he get angry and push her, and she fell and hit her head? Then the charge should be manslaughter. But what if he’d just been talking to her when she slipped and hit her head and his hands got bloody when he tried to help her? In that case, he’s not guilty of anything. That’s where I come in. It’s my job to review the evidence, determine what happened, and decide what the charge should be. I mean, sure, I have a boss, but he doesn’t have time to go through all my cases. I get to make a lot of the decisions.”

Eyes shining, Zach turned to Gabe. “You should definitely have your mom come talk for Career Day.”

Gabe nodded. His cheeks were red, and he wouldn’t make eye contact with Mia.

“Well, we should probably be going,” Zach said, and Eldon heaved himself to his feet. They muttered good-byes as they passed her, and Eldon did some kind of fist bump thing with Gabe.

After the door closed, she turned to him. “Gabe, you need to be more careful about keeping the door locked and the curtains drawn when you’re home. Don’t ever let in anyone you don’t know. And I know I haven’t said anything about it before, but I really don’t feel comfortable with you having friends over when I’m not home. Same thing with you being over at a friend’s house. I don’t want you to be there if there isn’t an adult home.”

Gabe snorted. “What—you don’t trust me?”

“I do trust you. But kids take more chances when parents aren’t around. Sometimes they get stuck in situations and don’t know how to say no.”

His face reddened. “I know what the issue really is. You just don’t want me to have any friends. All you want me to do is watch Brooke. You already get home so late, and it’s been even later recently. And most of the other parents work too. So with your rules, now I won’t have any friends.”

Mia’s resolution to treat her son with kindness was forgotten. She gritted her teeth. “It’s about keeping you safe, Gabe. You may feel like you’re an adult, but you are not.” She went into the kitchen. 

Half the cupboard doors were standing open, and on the counter lay the orange plastic wrapper from a block of Tillamook, holding just a sliver of cheese.

Her anger found an outlet. “Gabe, did you guys eat all of this cheese? That was a two-pound block.” She had been planning to make macaroni and cheese later in the week, the good, homemade kind, not the kind that came from a blue box.

“Sorry!” Gabe called.

She sniffed. “Come in here.” When he did, he wouldn’t meet her eyes. “What is that smell?” It was sweet, oily, metallic—and it seemed to be coming from the basement. She had caught a whiff of the same smell, only not as strong, in the family room.

“It’s WD-40. Me and the guys were lifting weights in the basement. I need to bulk up and they were giving me tips. The leg extension piece was sticking, so we sprayed it.”

How big of a mess was it down there? It was embarrassing to think of strangers seeing it. She definitely had to hold the garage sale soon, in case Gabe kept having friends over to lift weights—when she was home, of course.

“I’m going to run out to the store and get bread and cheese. Is there anything else we need?” Maybe she would get a rotisserie chicken. That would save time making dinner.

“Can you pick me up some protein bars? All the guys say I need to eat more protein.”

And how much would those cost? Still, she nodded and jotted it down.

The next few hours passed in a blur of shopping, pulling dinner together, cleaning, giving Brooke a bath and putting her to bed. Everything took longer than it should have.

Mia had enlarged a photo of Scott and put it by Brooke’s bed, hoping that it would help him stay in her memory. Her chest ached when she thought of Brooke forgetting everything about her father. But tonight Brooke showed him a doll she liked, patted his face, and said good night, while Mia held back tears. When she bent over to kiss her daughter good night, she was sucking her thumb.

“Brooke—thumbs aren’t for sucking.” But they sure had been recently.

Obediently Brooke popped her thumb out of her mouth, but Mia was sure it would go right back in as soon as she left. She was a bad mother. She used to be a fairly good one, before Scott died, before Gabe stopped wanting to have anything to do with her. Now she needed to be mother and father both, and she was doing a poor job at both.

After she closed Brooke’s door, she stuck her head in Gabe’s room.

“Be sure to finish your history homework.”

“That’s what I’m working on.”

Maybe. But his computer was open too. Was he writing a report or checking social media? She thought about nagging some more but then changed subjects. “And be careful on Facebook, okay? Don’t ever say anything you wouldn’t in person.”

“I am careful, Mom.” He made an irritated grimace. “It’s like you don’t trust me anymore.”

“It’s not that, honey. It’s just that lately I’ve been seeing how much trouble someone can get into on Facebook. You have to realize that everything you do online, every place you go, every time you click on a link—it’s all being recorded and stored on a server somewhere. Nothing you do is private.”

“I know that, Mom.” Gabe rolled his eyes at her, and she gave up. 

Mia made sure the house was locked up tight, the curtains covering every inch of window. What if the same person had killed Stan and Colleen? Was it possible he might be out there, watching the house? She didn’t want to give him any clues as to where she was. No one was going to shoot her through a window.

Finally she was in her bedroom with the printouts from Colleen’s computer and a bag of Cool Ranch Doritos she had bought at the store and managed to sneak into the house under a pack of toilet paper.

She paged through Colleen’s documents. Most were mundane. A food diary that lasted for eleven days and then stopped. Tax forms that showed no surprises. A budget, a packing list, a family tree. She hadn’t kept a journal.

The most interesting were the notes from the dating site. Flirty, friendly, funny. Sometimes more R-rated than PG.

Mia fell asleep with her mouth tasting sour and spicy, her face pillowed on printouts.
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At 12:13, Mia started awake.

Brooke was screaming again.


CHAPTER 22 

Darin’s room felt like the kid had just left to grab a snack. His math book was open on his desk and an uncapped pen lay across his notebook. Lined up at the back of the desk were a small, red wind-up robot, a jar filled with agates and other unusual rocks, and a tin can covered with blue felt that held pencils and paintbrushes. Intricate ink drawings of crows were tacked above the desk.

The desk itself was part of some sort of space-saving desk/dresser/storage unit combo made of blond wood, all of it topped with a bed. A shallow ladder led to the twin mattress, which was surrounded by a rail. The desk pulled out of a section of the middle, with a column of built-in drawers next to it.

Charlie didn’t like heights. He told himself that’s why he felt a little dizzy clambering up to Darin’s bed on a ladder that offered only an inch of clearance for his toes. And it was a real trick to figure out how to look under the mattress when he could only reach the bottom end. He ended up perched precariously on Darin’s desk chair. Pulling off the sheets and blankets released the kid’s smell, a musky, slightly sour scent of sweat and feet. He could imagine Darin asleep, curled up in a ball. Hurting and afraid. Charlie knew what that was like.

In the closet the clothes were still pushed over to one side. His parents hadn’t found a note, and so far Charlie hadn’t either. It was possible Darin hadn’t even meant to be successful. It was surprisingly easy to loop something around your neck and kill yourself. You didn’t even need the noose to be tight or to get your feet off the ground. By the time you realized that maybe you didn’t mean to be doing this after all, it could be too late. Death came fast.

It took Charlie a couple of hours to finish searching Darin’s room. When he was done he had little to show for it except for three notes. Two were laced with expletives and threats. The first suggested Darin should do everyone a favor and die, and the second ended with Watch out, gay boy, we’re coming for you. The third was something completely different. It read I’ve been watching you and I like what I see. If you want to see if you’ll like what you see, meet me by the south entrance to the track at 5 pm tomorrow. All three notes had been crumpled and then smoothed out, as if Darin had thrown them away and then changed his mind before hiding them between some neatly folded T-shirts.

What intrigued Charlie was that all three notes appeared to have been written in the same hand.

He came out of the kid’s bedroom and managed to close the door behind him while juggling Darin’s computer, wrapped in a pink antistatic bag, and the three notes, which he had slipped into plastic sleeves.

Nate was sitting in the living room in the dark. The air seemed to be made up only of exhaled tobacco smoke. Laurie was nowhere in evidence.

“I found some notes in his room,” Charlie said. “I’m gonna take them into evidence. As well as his computer.”

He expected Nate to turn on a light, to ask to look at the notes, but instead he just grunted. Charlie heard more than saw him suck some more smoke into his lungs.

Charlie said good-bye and let himself out. Back at the office, he handed the computer off to the techs. When he left for home he took with him the printouts from Colleen’s computer and Stan’s murder book. Technically the murder book was supposed to stay at the office, but what other people didn’t know didn’t hurt them. Technically you weren’t supposed to work sixteen hours straight either.

At home Charlie checked the fridge, as if someone might have filled it while he was out. All he found was a half gallon of skim milk, packets of soy sauce, bottles of mixer—not much you could magically make a meal out of. In the freezer he discovered a microwave pizza, which turned out to taste as good as the circle of cardboard it came on. Chewing mechanically, Charlie flipped through the crime-scene photographs from Stan’s murder. In them, Stan sprawled awkwardly, like someone had just shoved him to the floor. His glasses were askew, one lens resting on his forehead. The left side of his sweater was soaked with blood.

In the autopsy section, Charlie skipped over all the weights and measurements and descriptions of the actual procedure to the summary section and the corresponding photographs. There were no surprises. The bullet had hit Stan’s heart first, and then bounced from rib to spinal column to rib again, chewing up his insides.

Carmen hadn’t had much to go on in finding Stan’s killer, with no evidence, no death threats, and Stan’s personal life devoid of lovers and even close friends. Interestingly, she had also considered if Stan’s activism in Safe Seattle might have made him a target, but hadn’t been able to come up with much more than speculation.

Charlie read an interview with the neighbor who had first reported the shots and made a mental note to reinterview him. Other neighbors had reported that the streetlight had gone out the night before Stan was killed, and when the crime-scene investigators took a closer look, they found it had been shattered by a BB.

All the ballistics information interested him, and Charlie read it several times. The CSIs had theorized that the killer had stood across the street in the pool of shadow where the streetlight used to shine and used a scoped rifle. If that were true, the shot to the heart hadn’t been lucky, but instead that of a skilled marksman.

Finally Charlie turned out the lights. He tried to sleep, but the dead kept parading through his head: Stan, Colleen, and the dozens of people he had only gotten to know after someone turned them into sacks of flesh. Every day he was given another reason not to get too close to people.

He thought of the pain he had seen in Mia’s blue eyes when they spoke to Darin’s parents. He imagined her turning her sorrowful eyes on him if she ever learned his story. But that story belonged to a much younger Charlie. A much weaker Charlie.

He liked his women uncomplicated and without baggage. Girls who said, “I like to work hard and play hard,” and didn’t think it was a cliché. Girls who didn’t want a ring or kids or a guarantee that he would always be available. That holidays wouldn’t be interrupted by someone calling in with news of a body dump. Girls who wouldn’t ask any questions if the first thing he did after coming home from a particularly hairy scene was to put his shoes in the trash can before he even walked in the door.

Charlie was still thinking of Mia when he fell asleep. He dreamed she was saying something to him, but he couldn’t make out the words, no matter how closely he watched her lips.
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The next morning he met Mia at her office and brought her up-to-date. Charlie started by recapping what he had read in Stan’s murder book, including the idea that the killer had used a rifle.

“But the brass was found in Colleen’s yard, not across the street,” Mia said. “Why didn’t the shooter take the same approach?”

She had put her finger on what had bothered Charlie last night. He offered up the only explanation he had come up with. “Stan had motion-sensor lights the shooter may have been trying to avoid. Colleen didn’t. And maybe there’s not as clean a sight line for Colleen from the street.”

Mia squeezed the bridge of her nose. “I got the IP address for the computer the jerk who called himself True Patriot used, but it came back to a Peet’s Coffee wireless network. Peet’s doesn’t require users to sign on with a name or a credit card or anything. They could even have been sitting in a car in front of the coffee shop and using a laptop.”

“I’ve got some better news. Martin Miller’s agreed to come in. For some reason”—Charlie grinned a little, thinking of the panic in Martin’s voice—“he didn’t want a homicide detective coming to his workplace. How about if I have him come at one?”

“Okay. And let’s end the day by talking to Darin’s friends once they’re out of school. I’ll get in touch with the parents to get their permission.”

A doughy-looking guy appeared in Mia’s doorway, clutching a pile of files. “Hey, Mia, I’ve got those cases you asked for.”

“Jonas, this is Charlie Carlson, a homicide detective. Charlie, this is Jonas Carvel.”

“Hey,” Jonas offered, not meeting Charlie’s eyes. He put the files down on Mia’s visitor’s table. “I did as you requested and looked for defendants they’ve had in common. The number was not that large, even though I programmed it to consider nicknames, such as Bob for Robert, or spelling variations such as last names that end in s-e-n or s-o-n.”

Some people didn’t know how to cut to the chase. “So how many is it?” Charlie asked.

“Three. They both prosecuted the same guy, Eddie Shaughnessy, for assault, but he’s been in prison for the last two years. And there’s another man, Jonny Feather, who was prosecuted by both of them for domestic violence, but the victims were different women.”

“When was Feather’s most recent case?” Charlie asked.

“Eighteen months ago. And he was released from prison five months ago.” Jonas picked up the top file in the pile. “And then there’s Trumaine Lavender. His is the most interesting case. Six years ago, Trumaine was with someone who shot a third guy in the neck. According to Trumaine, he convinced his buddy not to pull the trigger a second time. Not that it did the victim much good. He still died. Trumaine never went to the police, and he helped the shooter dispose of the weapon. But when he was arrested as an accomplice, Trumaine offered to testify for the prosecution, and Stan cut him a deal. Trumaine pleaded no contest to facilitation of murder. Stan recommended a five-year pretrial diversion.”

That meant Trumaine’s charges would have been dismissed if he had stayed out of trouble for five years. But if Stan and Colleen had shared him as a defendant . . .

“So what bad thing did Trumaine do next?” Charlie asked.

“Three years ago a drug deal went wrong, and the drug dealer ended up dead. Trumaine was the shooter. Colleen put him in prison for fifteen years.”

“Three years ago,” Mia echoed, and Charlie guessed they were thinking the same thing. None of these cases felt right. Two of the people involved were still in prison, and none of the cases seemed fresh enough to spark the need for brutal retribution.

Jonas frowned. “If you think of any other parameters you want me to search for, let me know.”

“Thanks, Jonas,” Mia said.

After the kid left, Charlie walked over to the flip chart, now tucked against the wall. “So where do we stand?”

Katrina stuck her head in. “How’s it going?”

Charlie had never worked with her before, but now that he was spending so much time in the prosecutor’s office, she was always finding excuses to engage him. She asked questions about the case, offered him snacks, even picked lint off his jacket. Katrina was another blonde, so not really his type. Although lately he was beginning to think he should be more flexible.

Mia sighed. “Lots of possibilities. No clear answers.”

Katrina walked over to look at the flip chart. “What’s ‘gun rights’ mean? You mean that Safe Seattle Colleen volunteered with?”

“It wasn’t only Colleen,” Mia said. “Stan too.”

“Wow.” Katrina took a step back. “So you think somebody decided to shut them up permanently?” She pressed her lips together. “The sick thing is that whoever shot them didn’t have to worry that Stan or Colleen would return fire.”


CHAPTER 23 

NEW INFORMATION SOUGHT IN THE MURDER OF TWO KING COUNTY DISTRICT ATTORNEYS 

King County Prosecutor Frank D’Amato announced today that he was devoting additional resources to solving the recent murder of King County District Attorney Colleen Miller. “The murder of Colleen Miller has understandably upset the community,” D’Amato said. “But we believe that it was not a random act. In fact, we are currently exploring any connection it might have with the murder nearly five years ago of another King County prosecutor, Stan Slavich.”

D’Amato said that was where the public’s help was needed.

“Colleen’s murder and the renewed media attention toward Stan’s killing could prompt a reaction in anyone involved in one or both of these homicides,” D’Amato said. “It’s important for people around that person to make note of behaviors that may be unusual or out of the ordinary. The killer could make unexpected or inappropriate comments about either of the victims or their murders. The killer might be preoccupied with the cases and want to talk about them constantly. Or the very mention of either murder might make him or her shut down completely. Any stronger than normal reaction, any significant deviation from the norm, is what people should be looking for.”

D’Amato added, “We know information about Stan’s murder is still out there. We know there are people who—because of fear, doubt, or other reasons—have not yet come forward. Regardless of the reasons, now is the time to come forward. Now is the time to tell us what you know. Now is the time to help us solve this crime. What you know may matter. Please call. What may seem to you to be a small, insignificant observation could be a critical clue for law enforcement.”

Mia finished reading the press release aloud. Charlie was driving them to Second Amendment Seattle.

“Here come the crazies,” he said succinctly.

“Exactly.” Mia folded the paper and put it in her purse. “And the vengeful, the deluded, and the just plain lonely.”

“Are you talking about me again?” Charlie said, and for a second they shared a smile.
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The reception area for Second Amendment Seattle could have belonged to any business. On silvery-gray wall-to-wall carpeting, a Danish-style couch and chairs were grouped around a glass coffee table. But a closer look at the fan of magazines and what decorated the walls made it clear that this was not just a business. This was a cause. Instead of People or Architectural Digest, the magazines were Gun Digest, Shooting, and Garden & Gun. Instead of large framed photographs of flowers or landscapes, Second Amendment Seattle featured framed posters that were anything but soothing.

As they waited, Charlie sat on the couch with his eyes closed, looking like he would rather be asleep. Mia was so tired that she had decided it was safer to stay on her feet and keep the blood flowing. It had taken her nearly an hour to get Brooke back to sleep. After that Mia’s own sleep had been choppy and full of nightmares in which Brooke had turned into a zombie.

She walked up to the posters to look at them more closely. One showed two men sporting long greasy hair, tattoos, and shirts with the sleeves torn off. The headline read, “Meet the new neighbors. The government found them a nice house on your street.” In smaller print it said, “Without your knowledge, sex offenders could be moved into a halfway house in your neighborhood. All while our right to keep and bear arms is under constant attack. The ultimate insult of gun control is that it leaves honest Americans at the mercy of those who will show no mercy.”

The second poster featured a black-and-white photo of a frightened young woman wearing a camisole. She had her back pressed into a corner, and her wide eyes stared at something outside the camera’s view. In one hand she held a shotgun, pointed up. The headline said, “A violent criminal is breaking through your front door. Can you afford to be unarmed?”

The receptionist called out, “Mr. Teller will see you now.” Charlie gave himself a little shake and rose from the couch. Mia joined him, and together they followed the receptionist’s pointing finger back to a corner office.

Mia had never met Gary Teller in person, although she had seen him often enough on the news. He shook hands with them before taking a seat behind his oak desk. It was big enough that the top could have doubled as a raft. Even though Gary appeared to be in his late fifties, there was something boyish about him. He was a slight man with a snub nose and thin lips. His twinkling blue eyes belied the thinning crop of hair that was a little too uniformly auburn to be real.

“So what did you want to talk to me about today?” He gave them a pleasant smile.

“We wanted to ask you some questions about Safe Seattle,” Charlie said.

“Oh please.” He rolled his eyes. “They call themselves Safe Seattle. I would ask: safe for whom? In their version of utopia, the only people who own guns would be criminals, leaving the law-abiding citizen with no way to protect himself or his family. They have a laundry list of ridiculous demands. For example, they want handguns to be sold with trigger locks. But you can only safely deploy a trigger lock on a weapon that’s already unloaded. At that point, the gun is nothing but a lump of useless steel with a lock on it.” He looked at Mia. “Imagine that you wake up in the middle of the night with a rapist at the foot of your bed. Will you have time to unlock and load your weapon?”

Before she could think of an answer, he shook his head. “They also want to require handgun owners to take an eight-hour safety course before they can even legally possess a gun—or risk a felony charge.” He threw his hands in the air. “If guns are criminalized, then only criminals will own guns. The right to own a gun is enshrined in our constitution just below freedom of religion and freedom of the press. Our civil rights should be sacred. Yet Safe Seattle constantly seeks to infringe on those rights—and sometimes they even succeed.”

Mia said, “Are you talking about the measure that prevented anyone who has been involuntarily committed to a mental hospital for two or more weeks from purchasing a gun?”

He pressed his hands into his desk. “What I’m talking about are the five thousand Washingtonians who each and every year are now deprived of their Second Amendment right to keep and bear arms.” 

She refrained from pointing out that the reason they had been hospitalized was that they posed a risk to themselves or those around them.

“The truth,” Gary continued, “is that Safe Seattle as well as the mainstream media would be happy to have us all weapons-free. The gun control groups spend millions of dollars buying influence. We’re just trying to inject a note of sanity into the process.”

“And what we’re trying to do is investigate two murders,” Charlie said. “One occurred over four years ago, the other on Sunday. Both victims were King County prosecutors: Stan Slavich and Colleen Miller. Both of them shot at night, at home, through a window, with a .22.”

“So you’re thinking that whoever shot Mr. Slavich almost five years ago has struck again with the same firearm?” Gary sounded amused. “Crooks aren’t generally smart, but most of them aren’t stupid enough to hold on to a gun used in a crime for five years and then use it again.”

“There’s one other thing Stan and Colleen had in common,” Mia said. “Both of them were active in Safe Seattle. And we’re considering whether that was really a coincidence.”

Gary furrowed his brow, managing to look both confused and amused. “So your theory is—what? That we were so threatened by these people in this ineffectual organization that has only managed to pass one law—one—in years, that we sent someone out to kill two of their members? And how would that do our cause any good? All it would do would be to play into the stereotype that people who support the right to keep and bear arms are trigger-happy.”

“Look,” Charlie said soothingly, “we all know that any movement attracts a fringe element, a tiny minority of people who might be passionate to the point of being unbalanced. Your organization has always been open about its contempt for Safe Seattle. What if someone drawn to your cause decided to take that a little too far?” 

Gary heaved a sigh and folded his hands. “It’s true that you’re always going to get a few people so attracted to a cause that they would be willing to do anything if they thought it would serve the greater good.”

Mia leaned forward. “So help us out. Who are the people with that kind of mind-set that Second Amendment Seattle has attracted?”

He gave them a sly smile. “Actually, I was talking about the other side.”

“Other side?” Mia asked.

“Safe Seattle.”

“What?” Mia wasn’t following.

“Ask yourself: who would benefit from Mr. Slavich’s and Ms. Miller’s deaths? Not the gun rights cause. No sir. In fact, whoever killed them just made martyrs of them. And since Washington State is squarely behind the Second Amendment, who needs a martyr more than those pro–gun control nuts? No, whoever did this was only helping our enemy’s cause, not ours.”

“So you’re saying,” Charlie said slowly, “that if Ms. Miller and Mr. Slavich were murdered by someone advocating for this issue, it would have been by someone on their own side?”

“Yes.” Gary nodded happily. “That is exactly what I’m saying. Safe Seattle is not getting any traction in this state. They haven’t passed a ballot measure in years. People in Washington grow up with firearms. This is a largely rural state where guns are simply useful tools. The only hope our opponents have is to manipulate the residents of Seattle—city dwellers who haven’t grown up with a tradition of safe firearm usage—into believing the lie that people who support the Second Amendment are unstable gun crazies. To do that, what they need most are martyrs. And now they’ve got them.” 

For a second Gary reminded Mia of Gabe, who sometimes argued circles around her until she simply gave up. There was no point in disagreeing with his convoluted argument. Instead, she passed over the printout of True Patriot’s call for more deaths. Gary’s expression didn’t change as he read it. Then he looked back up at them.

“So?”

“Are you telling me he’s not part of your fringe element?”

He shrugged. “It’s possible. But these are words, not deeds. All kinds of people love to go to these websites that accept anonymous postings, set off verbal bombs, and then sit back and enjoy the fallout. This same person is probably making racist comments on stories about immigrants, or anti-gay slurs if a news story talks about a same-sex couple.”

“But what if True Patriot or one of your members decided to use more than words?” Mia asked.

“I can assure you that our members are law-abiding citizens who use the legal system to effect change. Let me repeat that these crimes are horrible, and that whoever committed them does our cause no good. It only plays into the hands of our enemies. Plays so well that one has to wonder if it’s really a dirty trick.” He raised an eyebrow. “Besides, the shooter was clearly not an experienced gun user. I understand they recovered a shell casing at the scene of Ms. Miller’s murder. Someone who knew firearms wouldn’t have used a revolver that would expel shells, leaving them and maybe even fingerprints behind. Or they would have picked up the shell.”

Mia stiffened. How did Gary know about the brass? That hadn’t been released in the media. Did he know because he had friends on the force?

Or was it because he knew far more about Colleen’s murder than he was admitting?


CHAPTER 24 

On the monitor, Mia watched Charlie as he waited for Martin, Colleen’s ex-husband. Although waiting wasn’t exactly the word for what Charlie was doing. The man simply couldn’t sit still. He tapped his feet, shifted in his seat, drummed his fingers on the table. He had either drunk too much coffee, had ADHD, or simply couldn’t handle downtime. Or maybe all three.

The interview room offered Charlie no distractions. It was plain, with bare walls. No point in providing a suspect a place to focus other than the face of his questioner and his own guilty thoughts.

Mia looked at her watch. Martin was five minutes late. She tried to recall the last time she had seen him. Before he and Colleen divorced, the four of them had gone out to dinner a few times, and sometimes Martin would drop by the office to take Colleen out to lunch. Mia had chiefly known him as a good dresser, a good conversationalist, and a good-looking man. He had thick straight hair so black that sometimes walking down the street she had glimpsed a Japanese man from behind and briefly mistaken him for Martin. 

Fourteen years ago Colleen had been blindsided when Martin told her that there was someone else, that he was moving out, and that there was nothing she could do to change his mind, because their marriage was dead. The next day Colleen had hidden in her office, crying, while Mia handed her tissue after tissue.

In between bouts of blowing her nose, Colleen had choked out, “He had the gall to tell me, ‘The heart wants what the heart wants.’ That’s actually what he said.” Her face was red, her eyes nearly swollen shut from crying, but her voice had been as sharp as acid. “And I told him, ‘You know, Martin, I don’t believe it’s actually your heart doing all this wanting.’ ”

Martin was a liar, a philanderer—but could he also be a killer? Of all the things Colleen had said about him, she had never hinted he was abusive. Still, that was a secret many women hid.

When a uniformed police officer ushered Martin into the interview room, Mia was startled by how much he had changed. His hair was now sparse and mostly white. While his hair had thinned, Martin himself had grown. He had a belly now. Still, his well-tailored charcoal suit and butter-colored shirt were what the old Martin would have worn back in the day. When he shook hands with Charlie, Mia caught a glimpse of a silver cuff link.

Charlie had buttoned his jacket so that it hid the police badge on his belt and the gun on his hip. This was supposed to be just an informal chat.

“I really appreciate you coming down here today,” Charlie said easily as the two men sat down. He had brought some papers in with him and now shuffled through them, letting his eyes skim over them as if refreshing his memory. It was always good to make suspects think you knew far more than you did. “I just want to ask you some questions about Colleen’s death. Fill in some of the missing pieces.”

“Have you caught the guy who did it yet?” There were bags under Martin’s eyes.

“We’re looking at a number of potential suspects,” Charlie said. “What do you think happened?”

Martin pushed his lips out and sighed. “Colleen’s in a dangerous line of work. Every day she deals with lowlifes. Look at the people she’s prosecuted: killers, rapists, drug dealers, guys who are in motorcycle gangs. I think one of them got mad and took it out on her.”

He used the present tense, as if Colleen were still alive. Could a killer do that?

“We argued about it when we were married,” Martin went on. “I thought she should go into private practice. Do corporate law. She could have made more money, and I wouldn’t have had to listen to her war stories. Who wants to hear about murder and rape and setting people on fire over the dinner table?”

In his words Mia heard echoes of Scott’s objections. Maybe that was why Colleen had never talked about her cases to Violet. After Martin left, she might have seen the virtue of silence.

“What was her response to your suggestion?” Charlie asked.

“She said it would be boring. I mean, I put her through law school, but I always thought the idea was for her to get a high-paying job. Not to work for the county.”

“And what is it you do exactly, Martin?”

“I work at Washington Health. The HMO?”

“Are you a doctor?”

Martin raised his eyebrows for a millisecond before saying, “No. No, just an administrator. I do database management. Everything is outcomes-based these days. The purchasers all want statistics. And they want those statistics to be good.”

“Same here,” Charlie said. “All the rates for the different types of crimes are tracked, and heaven help you if the rate isn’t going down, or if the percentage that are unsolved is going up.”

This was true, but Mia knew Charlie wouldn’t be above lying if he thought it might build rapport.

“When was the last time you talked to Colleen?”

“About a week ago.” Martin didn’t elaborate.

“Did the two of you keep in close contact?”

Martin waved a hand. “Our marriage was over a long time ago, but Colleen is still the mother of my child. I certainly wouldn’t wish her any harm.”

“Do you know if anything has been bothering her?”

He shrugged. “We don’t talk that much, unless it’s about Violet, and now that Violet’s older she’s straightened up. It’s not like when she was a teenager and there was always some issue with her skipping school or partying.”

“What did you talk about when you spoke last?”

He began to pick at his cuticles. “I’ve been trying to help pay for Violet’s college, but I was explaining to Colleen that things are a little tight these days. Frankly, we’re maxed out. See, my wife, Gina, and I have spent years trying to get pregnant. First the old-fashioned way and then through IVF. Each IVF cycle cost thirteen thousand dollars. We went through all our savings, and Gina got pregnant twice, but the pregnancies never lasted long enough to even hear a heartbeat. And then we decided to adopt. I mean, Gina deserves to be a mom. We took money out of our retirement to pay for the adoption, and then the first one fell through when the birth mother changed her mind. But now we finally have a baby.” He smiled briefly, keeping his lips together. “But we are flat broke, and Colleen seems to just expect us to shell out year after year for Violet, who only worked about twelve hours a week this summer. I asked Colleen if maybe she could take out a line of credit or something, but she wouldn’t even talk about it.”

“Tell me about it,” Charlie said. “My buddy has to pay alimony and child support every month. By the thirty-first, if he wants to go to Subway for a sandwich, he has to dig in the couch cushions.”

Now it was Martin who couldn’t keep still. People who were nervous—or who had something to hide—often invented little grooming tasks for themselves during an interview, like Martin’s ragged cuticle that now sported a bright spot of blood.

Charlie stretched, then made a show of checking his watch. “I’m gonna go get a bag of Fritos from the vending machine. I’ll be back in a second. Do you want anything?”

Martin shook his head. “No, I’m good.”

Charlie got up. Martin glanced up at the one-way glass and then away. The room had been designed well, with the glass beginning five feet up, so that it was not in the direct line of sight of a seated suspect. You didn’t want to remind them they were probably being watched.

Even with Charlie gone, Martin still seemed jittery. But that didn’t necessarily mean anything. After all, Charlie had been the same waiting for Martin. And Mia had also seen murderers who steadfastly denied all involvement and then fell asleep as soon as they were alone in the interrogation room, exhausted from keeping their lies straight.

Martin was checking his phone when Charlie walked into the observation room carrying a bag of Chili Cheese Fritos.

“How do you think it’s going?” he asked Mia.

“It’s interesting that he owned up right away to their arguing about money.”

“He probably figured Violet would tell us about it.”

“He’s nervous about something,” Mia said, checking the monitor again.

“He’s in a police station and his ex-wife is dead. A lot of men would be.” Charlie raised one shoulder. “But you’re right, he is. Text me if you think there’s something I’m missing. I can tell him I’ve got a call I have to take and then come back in here.”

“Sounds good,” Mia said.

In the interview room, Charlie opened the Fritos bag so that it split down the middle and set it between himself and Martin. Despite what the other man had said, he immediately picked up a handful.

“So, Martin, can you just walk me through what you did on Sunday?”

“Sunday. Um, sure. Gina and I got up around seven.” Martin’s smile seemed private. “Having Wyatt is forcing us to be morning people whether we like it or not. We ate breakfast, and then we went to the coffee shop and then the park. Then we came home, had lunch, and then I have to admit all three of us took a nap. After that we went to the grocery store together. We grilled salmon for dinner, and I played with Wyatt while Gina cleaned up. Then Gina gave him a bath and we put him to bed and watched a little TV.”

Mia listened to his words, but it was his posture, eye contact, gestures, hesitations, and facial expressions that interested her. A good liar could control some of those things. A sociopath might be able to control all of them, might even believe the lies he spun.

She didn’t think Martin was a sociopath. But she also didn’t think he was telling the whole truth. His gestures were abrupt and choppy.

“And where were you around eight thirty?”

Martin swiped at what Mia was pretty sure were nonexistent crumbs on his jacket. “Watching a movie Gina had gotten from Netflix. It was called Must Love Dogs. It’s got that John Cusack in it. My wife loves him. Absolutely loves him.” It struck Mia that Martin had once looked something like John Cusack.

“Let me ask you something, Martin. Do you own a gun?”

Martin reared back as if Charlie had slapped him.

“A gun?” It sounded like he was stalling for time.

“Yes. Do you own a gun?”

“We have a gun that we keep in our bedroom closet, yes.” He nodded a little too vigorously. “Gina needs it for protection when I have to travel.”

“What caliber is it?”

“I think it’s a .22.”

Mia straightened up, but Charlie’s body posture didn’t change. 

“Why are you asking me these things? Am I under arrest?” With every word, Martin’s voice rose. He sounded eerily like Gabe when he was under stress.

“Of course not,” Charlie said easily. “You’re not under arrest, and you can leave at any time.” The courts had ruled that it was being in custody that triggered the need for the Miranda warning. As long as Martin was freely talking and didn’t think he was in custody, there was no need to remind him that any information he gave could be used against him in court.

“Let me tell you something. Colleen and I may have had our disagreements, but I honestly did not harm her in any way.”

Mia stiffened at the sound of the -ly word. Truthfully, honestly, absolutely—sometimes those were the words of a liar desperate to reinforce falsehoods.

Charlie finished the interview and ushered Martin out of the room. Mia watched him go, trying to look past the well-fed, well-clothed exterior to the man inside. Could Martin have been so angry over Violet’s tuition that he had killed Colleen?


CHAPTER 25 

To Charlie, Shiloh Arnold’s living room did not seem to be meant for living at all. Instead it looked like a furniture showroom display. The two couches sitting at right angles were cream colored, without a single spot or even strand of hair to mar their perfection. Each was decorated with three mustard-colored throw pillows set at precise angles. Even the accent rug was cream colored, with a mustard yellow border. The blond coffee table was centered in the middle of the rug, far out of reach of either couch.

And in Charlie’s hand was a delicate cup filled to the brim with black coffee that Shiloh’s mom had offered them. Feeling the weight of the long day, Charlie had said yes. Even though he knew Mia was exhausted too—she had told him that her daughter had had another one of those attacks—she had declined. Maybe she had glimpsed the room.

Rainy Sibley and Shiloh Arnold lived next door to each other, only a block and a half from Darin Dane’s house. Their parents had agreed to let Charlie and Mia interview the two girls together at Shiloh’s, and they hadn’t protested when Charlie had asked them not to sit in on the interviews. Afterward he and Mia planned to repeat the process at Jeremy Donaldson’s.

Mia was already sitting on one couch, with Shiloh and Rainy on the other. “So how long have you two known Darin?” she asked.

As he held the thin loop of the cup’s handle, Charlie decided that if he tried to take a seat he would manage to slop the dark liquid on the carpet or the couch. Or both. It was too big a risk, so he stayed where he was and waited for the girls to answer.

After looking at Shiloh, Rainy said, “I don’t know. Since first grade, maybe?” Rainy had high cheekbones, light brown skin, and stick-straight hair that fell past her shoulders.

Charlie raised the cup to his lips and sucked, too afraid to risk tilting it. The coffee was only a few degrees below boiling, but he ignored the pain.

Shiloh said decisively, “We all met in kindergarten. I remember us sitting on the mat for story time.” She was a little bit plump, with blond corkscrew curls springing out from her head.

Charlie forced himself to take another sip and managed to lower the coffee to a half inch below the rim. He raised his head, walked five careful steps forward, and sat down next to Mia. As he did, hot coffee splashed his thigh. He bit his scalded lip and didn’t make a sound. Better his pants than the couch.

“I still can’t believe Darin’s dead, you know?” Rainy nibbled on her thumbnail. “I’ve never known anyone who was dead before.”

Had Charlie ever been this young? By now, it seemed that the dead he knew outnumbered the living.

“At school everyone’s been asking about him.” Shiloh shook her head. “They all looked the other way when those boys were picking on him, but now Darin’s a lot more interesting because he’s dead.”

“They had an assembly and talked about him for, like, an hour, even though none of the teachers at school really knew him yet,” Rainy said. “And they had this room full of grief counselors? And we all got a list of warning signs to watch for, you know, to tell if people were suicidal?”

“Did you ever see any of those signs in Darin?” Mia asked gently. 

“No!” Shiloh leaned forward. “He never talked about wanting to kill himself or how he would do it or anything!”

“Darin was just, you know, all unicorns and rainbows?” Rainy said. “He was almost always happy. Except for, like, the last six months.”

“Tell us more about Darin.” Charlie took another sip. “What was he like?”

“He’s really sweet,” Shiloh said. She touched her dangling earrings, gold and ruby red. “He bought me these earrings at a flea market.”

“He makes cupcakes all the time and hands them out to people at the bus stop.” A smile lit up Rainy’s face. “One time he bought me hot cocoa at Starbucks? And because he knew I like it with marshmallows, he brought a little plastic bag full from home. Just for me.” 

“In fifth grade we started our own Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants club,” Shiloh said. “It was Darin’s idea.”

“What’s that?” Charlie asked.

“There’s this book?” Rainy said. “And in it these four friends find, like, a magic pair of jeans at a vintage store? And the jeans fit all of them. So Darin went to Value Village and got this pair of jeans and said they would be just like in the book. Except they really didn’t fit him? He was already too tall. But when it was his day to wear them, he did anyway. And he didn’t care if people made fun of him. He said those pants were magic and good things always happened to him when he wore them.”

Shiloh blinked and tears ran down her face. She made no move to wipe them away.

Mia had brought along a photocopy of one of the notes, and she offered it to the girls now. “Do you recognize this handwriting?”

Shiloh and Rainy bent their heads over it, but when they looked up there was no recognition.

“It kind of looks familiar,” Rainy offered. “Maybe.”

“It looks like a boy’s handwriting,” Shiloh said. “All square and blocky. But I don’t know which boy.” She exhaled sharply and turned to Rainy. “Rain—remember when Darin got beat up after school last spring? I wonder if that’s what happened. Maybe some jerk sent him a note, and then when he came they jumped him.” She turned back to Charlie and Mia. “He would never say how, but somehow he ended up with bruised ribs and a split lip.”

Charlie had heard that chickens would peck at an injured chicken, peck and peck until it stopped moving. Were human beings any better?

“What happened to Darin’s Facebook page?” he asked.

“Kids are always doing stupid stuff on Facebook,” Rainy said. “But this was the worst.”

“What kind of stuff do they do?” Mia asked.

“You know, people will post something mean? And then just say, ‘Oh, I was joking around.’ ” Rainy bit the end of her finger, thought better of it, took it out. “Or one of the really popular girls might put down that she’s married to another girl, you know, to show that they’re friends? And then the next day she will, like, unfriend her and start talking trash about her.”

Shiloh said, “Whoever hacked into Darin’s Facebook page unfriended me and Rainy so we couldn’t tell him. I heard the kids at school talking about some crazy kid, but I didn’t realize they were talking about Darin. And Darin hasn’t been going on Facebook that much lately, so he didn’t know at first.” Her eyes shone with fresh tears. “Darin would never hurt anyone, so why did those boys want to hurt him? It’s only because of those terrible boys that he’s dead.” 

Mia said softly, “What else did they do besides alter his Facebook page?”

Rainy rolled her eyes. “What didn’t they do? In the hall, kids would walk right behind him and pretend they were him, you know? They would walk like him, but, like, all exaggerated, swinging their hips.” She swayed from side to side, arms raised, loose hands flapping at the end of limp wrists.

Shiloh ticked things off on her fingers. “They shoved him into lockers. They kicked his books down the hall. They left him these terrible notes. They squirted maple syrup and ketchup through the vents in his locker. They called him names.”

“They talked about him, like, right in front of him?” Rainy contributed.

Their words were setting off echoes in Charlie. His hand was starting to shake, but he told himself it was simply a reaction to a long day and little sleep. He rested the coffee cup on his knee.

Bright red spots of color had appeared on Shiloh’s cheeks. “And I’ve seen people push him and trip him, but I know when I wasn’t around it was worse. I already told you about that one time last spring. And I heard it was really bad in PE, that they even punched him. I’ve seen bruises on his arms when he forgot and pushed up his sleeves.”

“And this all happened in school?” Mia sounded horrified.

“It wasn’t in class so much,” Rainy said. “It was, like, you know, in PE or hallways or in the bathrooms, or waiting at school for the bus.” 

“Who do you think the main offenders were?” Charlie asked in a colorless, just-the-facts voice.

Rainy and Shiloh looked at each other, and then Shiloh said, “Two of the guys on the football team were always going after Darin. It was bad in eighth grade, but it’s gotten a lot worse since school started. It’s like they figured that now they’re in high school they had something to prove. Brandon Shiller and Reece Jones. I’ll get my yearbook and show you their pictures.” She jumped to her feet.

“Reece is just, like, really bad?” Rainy said. “He likes to beat people up and call them Reece’s Pieces.”

Shiloh came back with the yearbook and handed it to Mia. Charlie looked over her shoulder as she found the two boys. Brandon had wide-spaced eyes and light brown hair that had been gelled straight up so that he looked like the cartoon character Tintin. Reece Jones had blue eyes, dark hair, and a smile that hovered on the border of a smirk.

Charlie winced. That smile brought back memories. Looking away from the yearbook, he caught sight of his reflection in the flat-screen TV. He looked like a ghost, a shadow, a frightened boy. As if the specter of who he used to be had been summoned back to this room.

Abruptly he got to his feet, desperate to get some distance from his old self. Only then did he remember the half-empty cup of coffee—just as it splashed on the formerly pristine rug.
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Charlie had offered to scrub the rug clean, but Shiloh’s mom had insisted it was fine, fine, fine. When it was clearly not, not, not.

Twenty minutes after their very awkward exit, they were sitting in Jeremy Donaldson’s living room with a tray of Ritz crackers topped with cheddar cheese. Jeremy’s mother had offered it to them before scurrying from the room.

Jeremy had close-cropped, dirty-blond hair that emphasized his high forehead and long face. He looked unfinished, like modeling clay that needed some sharp edges cut into it.

“So we understand you and Darin used to be close?” Mia slipped a Ritz cracker into her mouth.

He looked down at his oversized feet. “Yeah, we were friends in grade school, but in middle school we kind of grew apart. I mean, you can’t really base a friendship on your last names starting with the same letter of the alphabet.”

“Were you aware of Darin being harassed at school?” Mia asked. 

After a moment he nodded. “I tried to tell him if he just changed a few things it would get better. Like you don’t show up on the first day of high school wearing a rainbow-striped scarf. I mean, didn’t he want to have a life?” His knees began to bounce. “To do that, you’ve got to fit in. You don’t want to be noticed, at least not for something like that. But Darin wouldn’t listen.”

Everything was rawer when you were a kid. Your terrors, your joys, your humiliations. You hadn’t learned how to put a good face on things. You hadn’t learned the importance of plodding forward, of ignoring even the deepest wounds. You hadn’t learned that no one was paying as much attention as you thought. Not even you.

“What kinds of things did they do to him?” Charlie asked.

“Once they locked him in the supply closet with a girl and said he couldn’t come out until he’d gotten to second base. That was last year. This year from day one they’ve been going after him in PE, you know, teasing and pushing him in the showers. Pinching his chest and twisting. The PE teacher just stays in his office, so he doesn’t see what happens. But then he heard Darin wasn’t taking showers, and Darin got in trouble.”

Jeremy took a shaky breath. “The day before he died, I saw Darin at the end of a hallway after school. He was down on his knees and crying, and blood was coming out of his nose and dripping onto the floor. Two guys were standing in front of him. They had their backs to me.”

“Who were they?” Charlie asked.

His eyes swung from Mia’s face to Charlie’s.

“Jeremy, we need you to help us,” Mia said. “Do you know the kids who did these things to Darin?”

He bit his lip.

She added, “We also heard that someone might have beaten up Darin after school on the track last year. Do you know who that was?” 

Jeremy swallowed. His knees were still going.

After a long moment Mia said, “We heard it might be some boys named Brandon and Reece.”

She gave Jeremy a long look. Charlie wondered if it had been practiced on her own son. It would be hard to hide much from those blue eyes.

“Maybe . . . ,” Jeremy said slowly. “If I say anything, will you tell them who said it?”

“Don’t worry,” Charlie said. “We can keep your name out of this.” They certainly didn’t need another victim.

“But how much trouble can they really get in?” Jeremy twisted his hands together. “It’s not like they killed Darin. What if it was like a joke?”

“It’s a joke to hurt people? To mock them and hit them and say those terrible things on Facebook? It’s not a joke,” Mia said fiercely. “What it is, is harassment and cyberstalking and assault, and Washington State has clear laws about it. Don’t you worry, Jeremy, we can take care of these bullies so that no one will ever be tempted to do what they did.”

With every word of Jeremy’s, Charlie had felt his muscles getting tenser. He could picture what had happened to Darin so well.

He could picture it because he had lived it.


CHAPTER 26 

Today I’m going to bring you two cases,” Mia told the grand jurors, who were seated at three long tables set up in a U-shape. As she spoke, she caught sight of a spot on her navy blue skirt. “The first is that of a fourteen-year-old boy named Darin Dane who committed suicide last Thursday. We want to find out if cyberstalking, harassment, and/or a violation of his civil rights contributed to his death. The second is the murder of a King County prosecutor, Colleen Miller. She was shot to death at her home on Monday night.”

Tomorrow the grand jurors might hear about a burglary ring or domestic violence. Their purpose was solely to indict—or decline to indict—suspects. Because they weren’t asked to determine guilt or innocence, their standards were looser than those of a trial jury. Their decision didn’t even need to be unanimous.

When she said Colleen’s name, Mia saw a few nods of recognition. Grand jurors weren’t banned from watching the media in general, which meant they often had a passing familiarity with any headline cases. But now that they knew they would be considering Colleen’s case, they would have to stay away from any fresh news. And no matter how high-profile the case, they were sworn to keep secret what went on inside the grand jury room.

“First, I’d like to present King County homicide detective Charlie Carlson.”

While the bailiff brought Charlie in from the anteroom and swore him in, Mia took a quick second look at the stain on her skirt. It was a long flaky trail just above her knee. And then she realized what it was. Snot. This morning Brooke had hugged her knees good-bye while Mia was leaving her at daycare. Only she hadn’t been hugging or even clinging. She had been wiping.

Mia wondered how many people had noticed it today. If so, she hoped none of them had identified it. She tried to brush it off while she asked Charlie to explain to the grand jurors who Darin was and how he had taken his own life.

While not allowed in a trial jury, hearsay was permitted before a grand jury, so Charlie could talk about what he had learned through their interviews. Once more Mia was amazed at Charlie’s ability to remember conversations almost verbatim.

Last night she issued target letters to Brandon Shiller and Reece Jones, ordering them to appear next week in front of the grand jury as hostile witnesses. While they had no choice but to appear, they could still refuse to answer any question if the answer might tend to incriminate them. The boys could also bring lawyers with them and even leave the grand jury room to consult them, but in this room it would only be Mia, the jurors, the court reporter, and the witness. 

Mia said, “What might have tipped Darin over the edge was when his Facebook account was hacked.” She asked Charlie to read some of the printouts aloud. While he did, she watched the jurors’ faces, not his. She saw revulsion, embarrassment, and pity.

When he finished, she asked, “So do you have any questions for Detective Carlson?” She liked to hear what regular people were thinking. The grand jurors’ questions could help shape her approach to any future trial. And sometimes jurors even thought of angles she had missed.

“What about the school?” a plump woman in a red cardigan asked. “Did they know about what was happening?”

“Some of the harassment occurred at Darin’s middle school,” Charlie said. “Some continued over the summer. And some seems to have taken place at his new high school. While the middle school knew there was an issue and tried to intervene, the high school was unaware of the problem until it was too late.”

“What’s the dividing line between cruel behavior and criminal behavior?” asked a middle-aged man in a pin-striped suit.

“Sometimes that can be difficult. Cruel behavior can be despicable without being criminal. However, in Darin’s case, we are talking about more than simple cruelty. I told you that Jeremy Donaldson saw Darin on his hands and knees with a bloody face and with Mr. Shiller and Mr. Jones standing over him. All of Darin’s friends and his father reported seeing bruises that appeared to be the result of physical contact. In other words, assaults.” When Charlie took a breath, there was a slight hitch to it. He added, “And the hacking into Darin’s Facebook account is clearly covered by Washington’s cyberstalking law.”

Something seemed to have shifted in Charlie as they interviewed Darin’s friends. Mia had found herself wondering just what memories had been stirred up.

A frail-looking man with white hair said, “Can we really hold a teenager criminally liable for the suicide of another teenager?” Each word was pronounced with precision. “These kids didn’t put the scarf around his neck, after all. They were nowhere near when it happened.”

Mia said, “That’s why we’re here in front of you. We need your help in deciding whether the cruelty rises to the level of criminal behavior.” She waited a moment, but no one else spoke. She took a deep breath. “Okay, if there are no other questions, I’m going to turn to the death of my colleague, Colleen Miller. And again I’m going to ask Detective Carlson to go through some of the facts we’ve already learned about her death. I’m also going to have him tell you about the death of Stan Slavich, another King County prosecutor who was also shot at home over four years ago, and whose killer has not yet been found.”

After summarizing the basic facts of Colleen’s and Stan’s deaths, Charlie said, “We don’t know if their deaths are linked, but we can’t overlook the similarities. You may already be familiar with this idea, but when we investigate a murder, we try to figure out who had the motive, means, and opportunity. One problem with Ms. Miller’s death is that we have not been able to ascertain the motive. If the motive was her work as a prosecutor, then it may be no coincidence that she was killed in the same manner as her co-worker. However, just because they were both shot to death may not prove anything. After all, guns are involved in nearly thirteen thousand homicides in America each year. However, one thing Ms. Miller and Mr. Slavich did have in common was they were both active in Safe Seattle.” Charlie summarized their efforts to find True Patriot and their visit to Second Amendment Seattle, including Gary Teller’s contention that a pro–gun control vigilante might have tried to make martyrs of Colleen and Stan.

“Do you believe that last theory is possible?” Mia asked.

“Possible?” Charlie echoed. “Anything’s possible. Likely? No. There’s a saying: when you hear hoofbeats, don’t look for zebras. With Ms. Miller’s death, I think we need to consider some of the more common reasons for murder. Normally those are jealousy, revenge, profit, or to conceal another crime.”

“Can you tell the jury about Ms. Miller’s romantic relationships?” Mia asked.

“As far as we know, there was only one recent one. Ms. Miller had an online relationship with a man named Vincent. We’re getting his contact information.”

“What about the profit motive? Was there anyone who would have benefited financially from Ms. Miller’s death?”

Charlie nodded. “I also interviewed Ms. Miller’s ex-husband, Martin Miller. He admitted arguing with Colleen about paying for their daughter’s college tuition. He also has a .22 caliber handgun, which is the same caliber as the bullet that killed both Ms. Miller and Mr. Slavich. His alibi is that he was with his current wife. We have submitted a warrant to his phone carrier for his cell site location information.”

Mia said, “Can you explain what that is?”

“Sure,” Charlie said. “Even when someone isn’t making or receiving a call, their cell phone still automatically registers with the nearest cell tower. And it continues to reregister as they move around. In a city like Seattle, that means we can pin down a user’s location within a few blocks.”

When Charlie was finished, they broke for lunch. Mia scraped off the worst of the stain, and then instead of going back to her office she went out to the Suburban. The Suburban that she had listed on a site for people who wanted to take over someone else’s lease payment. The car was the only place she could be alone, without anyone overhearing her. And at least during lunch she wasn’t driving and talking, the way she had been this morning.

Mia knew that hands-free wasn’t really safe. She’d seen the studies. Their office had even prosecuted egregious cases of distracted driving. And those studies had probably been of people having normal conversations. Not trying to work out repayment plans for thousands and thousands of dollars.

She picked up the next bill in the pile. It was for a Visa card. Squinting at the tiny print, she called the number for customer service. “My husband died and left me with some large credit card bills that I was unaware of. I need to work out a repayment plan that I can afford.”

Mia spent the next half hour being transferred, explaining her situation, and laying out the hard numbers that still shocked her. At the end of her lunch break, she had achieved a reduced interest rate and gotten the late fees and penalties waived.

Three down. Nine to go.


CHAPTER 27 

When Mia went back to her office, she was surprised to find Charlie waiting for her. On his face was an expression she hadn’t seen there before, a kind of glee. “I just got the cell site location information for Martin.”

“And?” Mia waited for the other shoe to drop.

“And it matched what he said. He was at home all evening.”

For how indispensable cell phones had become, they could still be dispensed with. “Or at least his cell phone was,” Mia pointed out, wondering why Charlie seemed so happy. Had he found a witness or footage from a nearby security cam that had showed Martin near Colleen’s house that night?

He gave her a Cheshire grin. “I didn’t just run Martin’s phone. I ran all the phones on his account.”

Comprehension dawned. Not Martin. His wife. “Gina.”

“Exactly.” Charlie got to his feet. “Gina’s cell phone was within a two-block radius of Colleen’s house around the time of the murder.” 

“So either Martin was there with Gina’s phone or Gina herself was there. Either way, Martin lied.”

“Yup.” Charlie pulled his car keys from his pocket. “Now we’ve got motive, means, and opportunity.” In two quick strides he was at her door. “Let’s go talk to her.”

As they hurried down the hall, Jonas came up to them.

“Mia, there’s something I need to talk to you about.” 

“Um . . .” She looked at Charlie, who was shifting from foot to foot. “Can it wait?”

“I’m not sure that it can. I believe there’s some facet of the data regarding Colleen and Stan that I’m overlooking. I looked for common defendants. I looked for affiliations with fringe groups. But I fear there’s something’s missing. With your permission, I’d like to ask an outside computer expert for help. She specializes in database searches.”

Mia flashed back to Frank’s talk about money. “Unfortunately, Jonas, I don’t think there’s room for that in the budget.”

“That won’t be an issue,” Jonas said. “If she’s interested, she doesn’t charge.”

That was certainly unusual, but Mia didn’t have time to ask more. Charlie was jingling his keys impatiently. “Okay, sure,” she said, waving her hand. “We’ll talk about it more later.”
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Martin and Gina lived in a thirty-story silver-and-glass condo building layered with jutting balconies that made it resemble a giant electric razor.

“It looks like a giant piece of medical equipment,” Charlie said, craning his neck.

“I think it looks great,” Mia said. “All those clean lines. And just think—no lawn to mow, no gutters to clean, no roofs to keep the moss off of.”

“Yeah, just you and your thousands of neighbors living in the hive.” 

The open lobby had a floor made of large squares of white marble set off by smaller strips of black marble. The silver doors of the elevator slid open, and Charlie pressed the button for the twenty-third floor.

Even before he knocked on the door of the Millers’ condo, they could hear a baby crying inside. After a moment a woman opened the door.

Colleen had once shown Mia a picture of Martin with his new wife. In the photo Gina had had shiny dark hair that fell past her shoulders. Now, her gray-threaded hair, pulled back in a sloppy ponytail, looked like it needed to be washed. She was still slender and petite, only now there were hard lines around her mouth. She looked almost brittle.

“Gina Miller?” Mia had to raise her voice to be heard over the baby’s crying. The sound was monotonous and oddly devoid of emotion.

“Yes?” She stiffened slightly.

“I’m Mia Quinn with the King County District Attorney’s Office. And this is Charlie Carlson with the Seattle police.”

Her expression didn’t change. “Yes?”

“Can we come in?” Charlie asked. “We’d like to ask you a few questions. We’re gathering information on Colleen Miller. Your husband’s”—he lowered his voice, as if there were neighbors around who might hear—“first wife.”

Gina stepped back and let them in.

At one point the condo must have had a modern, stripped-down feel, with its recessed lighting, pale trim, and squared-off furniture floating on stainless steel legs. But all of that was now covered with a layer of baby paraphernalia: bottles, sippy cups, stuffed animals, a package of diapers, and receiving blankets in various pastel hues. An empty blue playpen was set up in a corner of the living room.

In the dining room a baby who looked about a year old was strapped into a blue-and-white plastic high chair. He put one hand in his mouth and began to flick his tongue with the tips of his fingers. On the smeared glass tabletop was a jar of bright orange baby food. A tiny blue spoon sat next to it. Suddenly Mia felt nostalgic for Pack ’n Plays and miniature rubber-coated spoons.

The overheated space had the sharp, sweet stink of diapers. Charlie sniffed and winced, and Mia hoped Gina didn’t notice.

“So what did you want to know?” Gina asked as she walked toward the baby.

“You do know that Colleen Miller is dead, right?” Charlie said to her back.

“Do you want me to pretend that I’m grief-stricken?” Gina leaned over to unbuckle her son from his high chair. “Colleen had everything, and she wanted us to have nothing. Violet wasn’t even planned, but here Colleen just goes and has this accidental baby and everything turns out fine. Then she got to raise her daughter while keeping a huge chunk of Martin’s salary. Meanwhile we had to spend twenty-six thousand dollars from our retirement fund on IVF. And all that got us was two pregnancies that lasted a few weeks each.” She hoisted the baby to her hip. He put his fingertips back to his tongue. “Sometimes she’d even call up Martin and ask him to come by the house to help her fix something. Say her pipes were leaking or whatever and she didn’t know how to fix it. When we’ve been married years longer than they ever were. I knew what she was doing. She was trying to get him back.” With an exasperated huff, Gina tugged her son’s hand from his mouth. 

Mia tried to see Colleen through Gina’s eyes. She didn’t even recognize the person Gina was describing.

“So you felt the financial situation was unfair,” Charlie observed mildly.

“Do you know how expensive it is to adopt? It cost us sixteen thousand to adopt Wyatt after he had already spent the first twelve months of his life, the formative years of his infancy, living with his eighteen-year-old mom. His stripper mom. Who has a problem with meth, and more than likely used during her pregnancy. If we had tried to get a healthy newborn, we would have paid at least double. But we didn’t have that.”

“He’s certainly a cutie,” Mia said. “Do you mind if I hold him?”

Suddenly she remembered her dream from the night before. She had been in an empty house, walking long stretches of polished wood floor with sunlight streaming in through uncurtained windows, when she heard a baby crying. She could tell it was hungry. No problem, Mia had thought. She would find the baby and nurse it. But when she finally located the baby and picked it up, she realized she had no milk to give it. She was all dried up.

“Sure.” Gina handed him over, swamping Mia in memories. Brooke was only four, but she didn’t have the same warmth a baby did, the same smell. She held Wyatt so that they were eye to eye, and smiled. Wyatt’s face didn’t change. It was as if Mia wasn’t there. 

Two kids didn’t make Mia an expert on anything, except knowing that every kid was different. But something about Wyatt felt . . . off. He seemed oddly heavy and floppy. She perched him on her hip, but his heels didn’t dig into either side as her own kids’ heels had done, some mammalian reflex that told a baby to hang on.

Mia did the math based on their earlier conversation with Martin. Wyatt was probably around fifteen months old. “So is he walking yet?” 

“No.” Gina didn’t elaborate. Instead she said, “You said you were from the District Attorney’s Office. That’s where Colleen worked.” 

“Yes.”

“So you knew her?”

“Yes.” Mia didn’t know where this was heading, so she kept her answers short.

“What did she say about me?”

“She really didn’t talk about you very much.” That was true, at least recently. In the beginning Colleen had despised Gina, obsessed about her looks, her age, the lies she must have used to lure Martin in.

Wyatt held his hand out in front of his face and began to turn it back and forth, back and forth, his eyes fixated on the rhythmic movement.

Gina said in a rush, “He never makes eye contact. He repeats the same sounds over and over. He flaps his hands for hours. He’s constantly flicking his ears and tongue. The doctors say it’s too soon to know for sure, but they think he’s autistic.”

“I’m so sorry,” Mia said, and Charlie mumbled his apologies. She looked down at the baby’s face again, his blank blue eyes. Her heart broke for Gina. For Martin. And for Wyatt.

And a little for herself. She had made a doctor’s appointment for Brooke, but she hadn’t been able to get in until next Tuesday. What if Brooke’s nighttime screaming fits were caused by something awful? A brain tumor? Epilepsy? Childhood schizophrenia? Bad things happened. Happened even to kids. Wyatt was proof of that.

How long would it be before she was just like Gina—irrational, sleep-deprived, angry, and broke?

“He needs play therapy, speech therapy, all kinds of therapies,” Gina said. “He’s going to need a lot, and we can’t afford to give it to him. But we have to. He’s our son. We can’t turn our back on him. This is our life now. Even if it’s not at all what we planned on.”

“So you went over to Colleen’s house on Sunday night,” Charlie said in a soothing voice. “To make her understand.”

Gina nodded, then scrubbed her face with her palms.

Mia froze. Gina had done it. She had really done it.

“I just wanted to ask her to think of our poor boy. Her own child’s as healthy as a horse, and Violet is now an adult for all intents and purposes. And Wyatt’s just a baby. But they’re both Martin’s children.”

“You just wanted her to listen,” Charlie said.

Gina’s expression was anguished, her lips trembling, the whites showing around her eyes. “Have you ever made a mistake? Made a mistake and then realized it was too late and there was no way to undo it and your life was ruined forever?”

“So you took the gun with you?” Charlie said, still in the same soothing voice.

Gina’s eyes widened as if the full import of what she had done had finally sunk in.


CHAPTER 28 

Eli Hall was early for his first day as an adjunct professor at the University of Washington—he still felt a bit funny saying “UDub”—School of Law. Ten students—the maximum number—were registered for his session, but he felt as nervous as if he were about to address a crowd of thousands.

He was in the faculty lounge pouring a cup of burnt-smelling coffee when Mia Quinn walked in. “Want some?” he said, holding it out to her.

Her smile seemed distracted. “I probably should say no.” But she still held out her hand.

He noticed it was trembling. If Eli hadn’t already been a little off balance himself, he wouldn’t have said what he did next.

“So are you nervous too?”

“What?” She tilted her head. “Oh no, it’s not the teaching that’s getting to me. I just came here from listening to what I thought was going to be a murder confession.”

Eli took a step back. “Murder?”

Mia leaned against the counter, which was cluttered with torn sugar packets and discarded sections of the Seattle Times. “I’m investigating the murder of one of my colleagues, Colleen Miller. I was just with the homicide detective at the home of a suspect. The second wife of Colleen’s ex-husband, if you can follow that. Anyway, we thought she was going to confess to murdering Colleen, but it turned out that she was really confessing to not wanting to be a mom anymore.”

“That must have been hard on both of you,” Eli said. “Does she by any chance have a teenager?” He thought of Rachel. She was sixteen and had figured out how to push every button he had. As he spoke, he poured another cup of coffee for himself.

“No.” Mia’s lips turned down, and he realized that his joking response was not quite in step with what she was feeling. “A baby they adopted three months ago when he was a year old. Only he hasn’t started to walk or talk, and now the doctors think he’s probably autistic. This woman’s looking at thousands of dollars of bills in early intervention therapy that may or may not work.”

Eli was getting a little lost. “So what does that have to do with Colleen’s murder?”

“As I said, this is Colleen’s ex-husband’s second wife. And her cell phone records showed that she was near Colleen’s house around the time of the murder. But she says she was just planning to talk to her about adjusting how much her husband pays in child support. And that when she saw the cop cars roaring up to Colleen’s house, she turned around and left.”

Eli cut to the heart of the story. “Do you believe her?”

“Maybe. I’m not sure.” Mia took a tentative sip of her coffee and grimaced at its bitterness. “She didn’t try to hide that she disliked Colleen. It was not liking her baby that she had trouble admitting. I think for her it would almost be easier to confess to murder than to confess to not loving her child. They sacrificed everything to have a child, and now she’s feeling stuck with it. Like it wasn’t worth it.” 

“Yeah, well, it’s not exactly like you can give them back.” For all the trouble she could get into, Rachel was healthy and smart. Eli sometimes lost sight of those blessings. And he had the hope that she would gain maturity, learn to make better decisions. A disabled child might never grow up, never leave home. “Having a kid is more permanent than anything. You can abandon your pet, you can get a divorce”—a touch of bitterness entered Eli’s voice at the thought of how Lydia had just walked out of their lives—“but unless you do something so bad the court takes them away, a kid is yours forever.” 


“I’ve got two. It’s one of the reasons I’m so tired.” Mia took a deep breath and drank the rest of her coffee in one gulp. By the time she finished, her nose was wrinkled in disgust. Eli couldn’t help noticing it was a cute nose, straight and slightly snub. “I think she might be telling the truth, but the homicide detective isn’t too sure. This lady clearly had the motive and opportunity. And she and her husband even own the same caliber of gun as the one that killed Colleen. But she flatly denied taking it with her that night.”

“Too bad it’s way too late now to check for gun residue on her hands,” Eli said. There was also no way to figure out if a gun had been fired recently, despite what some TV shows would have you believe. “And wasn’t another King County prosecutor murdered the same way a few years ago? Wouldn’t that rule this lady out? After all, she wouldn’t have had any motive to kill him, would she? What’s your working theory on that case?”

“That’s the problem. We don’t have one. Or rather, we have too many.” Mia threw her cup in the trash. “Did I hear you just moved from Portland? What made you come up here?”

Mia’s honesty brought out his own. “I wanted to give my daughter a fresh start. She’d fallen in with the wrong crowd in Portland.” 

Eli had felt they had to get away. Away from the kids Rachel was hanging around with. Away from Lydia. Maybe then it wouldn’t be so obvious that his ex-wife didn’t want to spend time with their daughter. After all, a sixteen-year-old did not exactly fit with Lydia’s new image.

“How old is she?”

“Rachel’s sixteen.”

“I have a fourteen-year-old myself. It’s an . . . interesting . . . age. It’s probably more challenging for Gabe because”—she began to turn her wedding ring with her thumb—“my husband was killed in a car accident a few months ago.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.” Eli was kind of surprised that Mia was teaching with all that on her plate. Although maybe she had to, now that her husband had died. His own caseload was already overwhelming, but he needed the extra cash. The flip side was that it gave Rachel a couple of hours where he couldn’t even stay in touch by text.

“So are you settling in?” Mia asked after the silence had stretched out too long.

“Kind of. Tami’s files are a bit disorganized.”

Calling them files was generous. Tami Gordon seemed to have kept much of what she knew in her head. And what little was in her files hadn’t been entered into a computer, but jotted down in her scrawled handwriting that seemed to substitute whole strings of letters for a single curvy line.

Still, she had been a good defense attorney. Not good in any way Mia would think of as good. But she had succeeded in striking plea deals for many of her clients, people who would otherwise have had to throw themselves on the mercy of a judge or a jury. People with track records and track marks. People with very few redeeming characteristics.

“I need to stop by and speak to one of your colleagues,” Eli said. “I think her name is Kristina?”

“Katrina?”

“That’s it. The morning of what turned out to be Tami’s last day, she offered a pretty generous plea deal for one of Tami’s—now my—clients. I’m just hoping she hasn’t changed her mind.” He realized he was probably saying too much. “I guess I probably shouldn’t be discussing that with you.”

“I’m just glad it wasn’t my case. I didn’t like dealing with Tami. She could be . . .”

“Very persuasive?”

“More like a pit bull. Her only priority was her client. She would bend any rule, make any wild accusation—for her the end always justified the means.” Mia sighed and looked at her watch. “I guess I had better get moving.”

Eli thought about how dark it would be when they finished. “Want me to walk you to your car after class?”

“That’s okay. I’ll be fine.”

Eli didn’t press it, even though he knew rapists liked college campuses. Lots of girls who were engrossed in their texts and Tweets and Facebook updates, headphones in their ears, or girls who had had a little too much to drink, girls who believed they didn’t even need to worry about being safe, that bad things only happened to other people.

“Then I’ll see you next Thursday. And I’ll bring some good coffee for both of us.”

She brightened at that. “Sounds like a plan.” She gave him a little wave as she left.

Mia Quinn. There would probably come a time when they were on the opposite sides of the courtroom. Eli didn’t know whether he was looking forward to it or dreading it.
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“Welcome to Trial Advocacy,” Eli said a few minutes later in the miniature courtroom that was actually a classroom. “In this course you are going to be on your feet for most class sessions. This is the one place where you really get to practice what we have taught you over the last three years. By the end of the semester you’ll have practical experience in jury selection, opening statements, direct and cross-examination, introduction of exhibits, use of expert testimony, and closing arguments. And we’ll be ending the course with a full-scale trial for which we bring in a real judge and a jury of laypeople.”

Eli looked from face to face as he spoke, almost in the way he would examine jurors. They represented a range of ages, races, and levels of attentiveness. This one seemed fully engaged, that one seemed distracted, this one nodded a little too eagerly.

He passed out white index cards. “I want you to write down the personality traits you believe you have that will help you be a successful trial attorney. When you’re done, put it in your pocket or purse. When class is over, I want you to check what you wrote to see if your self-image matches up with what we do tonight. I’ll give you two minutes to write your traits down.”

As they bent over their index cards, he wondered what traits Mia Quinn brought to her job as a prosecutor. Forthrightness, he guessed. Intelligence. Compassion.

And for himself? He was methodical and stubborn. Maybe those were great traits for a public defense attorney. But maybe not so good for his personal life. He needed to act on his gut more.

When they were finished, Eli said, “Now, when you think of the typical trial attorney, you might imagine some silver-haired, silver-tongued guy in a fancy suit who can quote you the law chapter and verse. But in point of fact, there are a hundred different ways to be an excellent attorney. I want you to pair up with someone you don’t know well. One of you will be the presenter, the other the subject. The presenter’s job is to interview the subject and figure out what personality traits he or she has that will bring them success in the courtroom. You need to uncover facts, examples, and stories, because the rest of the class is going to be sitting in the jury box. It’s not enough to say that Susan relates well to people; you need to be able to show the jury through a story that this is true.

“You’ll have five minutes to make your presentation. There are only two rules. One is to both address the jury and examine the witness—in this case, the subject. And the other is to make it interesting.”

Interesting, Eli thought as the students began to pair up. Well, if there’s one thing his life was right now, it was interesting. And he found himself wondering if the presence of Mia Quinn might make it even more interesting.

[image: gg.jpg]

Eli was walking back to his car when he heard a commotion at the other end of the parking lot. A woman was shouting, “Get away from me. Get away!”

And he knew that voice.


CHAPTER 29 

Are you okay?” Eli asked Mia between ragged gasps of breath. She had heard him yell out, “I’m coming!” before he had sprinted across the parking lot to her. Now he leaned over and put his hands on his knees, but his eyes never left Mia’s face.

“I’m fine,” she said, and then burst into tears as the reality of what had just happened—or almost happened—hit her.

He snapped straight up and put one hand on her shoulder. “Did he hurt you?”

“No, no. He was just following me. At first I thought I was imagining it, but he kept walking faster and faster. That’s when I realized I was really in trouble.” She had turned and yelled at the man to go away. He hadn’t done that, but had stopped about fifty feet from her, standing in a pool of shadow. The night had been quiet except for the sounds of his harsh breathing. Then Eli had shouted from the far parking lot. After a second’s hesitation the man had turned and run the other way.

“We should report this to security,” Eli said decisively.

“And tell them what? Some guy in a baseball cap and hoodie was following me? That’s how half the kids on this campus dress. I didn’t hear his voice or even see his face.” She would make a terrible witness. She hadn’t noticed the colors of his clothes or any logos. She had noticed nothing. It was like part of her had shut down when she realized she was in danger.

“What do you think he wanted?”

“Probably my purse.” At least Mia hoped it was that.

“You’d make a better target than most of these girls,” Eli said thoughtfully. “They probably don’t have much cash, let alone credit cards.”

Eli looked surprised when Mia started laughing.
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The next day Mia stood beside Charlie in front of the gray two-story Dutch Colonial that belonged to Vincent Riester, a.k.a. Tall, Dark, and Handsome. All of his e-mails to Colleen, no matter what time of day, had come from the same IP address, which matched up with Vincent’s home address. Mia and Charlie had decided it would be better to show up unannounced.

In the car on the way over they had argued over suspects. Charlie favored Gina and wanted to take a closer look at Violet. Mia didn’t feel either woman could have done it. She still thought it was likely either a disgruntled defendant or someone connected with Second Amendment Seattle. About the only thing she and Charlie had agreed on was that it was simply too convoluted to think that a gun control advocate had murdered one of their own.

Foregoing the bell, Charlie knocked three times on the heavy wooden door.

Footsteps echoed across a hardwood floor. Then a blue eye stared out at them through the peephole.

“Vincent Riester?” When there was no answer, Charlie held up his ID. “Seattle Police. We’d like to talk to you.”

After a long moment, a lock turned and the door swung back.

Mia let out an involuntary gasp.

The man in front of them barely looked human. His face could have belonged to an alien or a monster. His left eye was an empty red slant of flesh. The tip of his nose was missing, revealing two dark tunnels. The scars from skin grafts crisscrossed his face like lines on a map. His odd, flesh-colored lips appeared to be melting off his face.

“A fire?” Charlie asked in a conversational tone. He appeared completely unruffled.

The other man nodded. “Three years ago a drunk driver hit the car I was in and crushed it against a building. I was trapped. Then the car caught on fire.”

Mia shuddered. What had it been like to be unable to move away from the flames?

“I’ve had thirty-seven surgeries,” he continued, “but all the king’s horses and all the king’s men can’t put Vincent Riester back together again.”

His words were clear, so the damage hadn’t gotten deep enough to damage his tongue or teeth. Mia wondered, a little giddy with horror, if it could be termed cosmetic, but then she caught sight of his hands. His right arm was now nothing but a stub ending midway between his elbow and nonexistent wrist, and his left hand was missing the tips of the ring and pinky fingers.

It was this hand that he held out. “And yes, I’m Vincent Riester.” 

“Charlie Carlson,” Charlie said, shaking it. “And this is Mia Quinn.” She pressed his fingers awkwardly and then released them. “Can we come in?”

“Of course.” Stepping back, Riester opened the door wider. The living room was decorated with heavy oak furniture and old brass floor lamps. One long wall held built-in bookshelves that stretched from floor to ceiling. Even with that much space, books were still stacked sideways and layered on top of rows. In the background classical music played softly. Mia thought it was Rachmaninoff.

Like Darin Dane’s house, here all the blinds and curtains were closed. Was it to keep the outside world from seeing Riester—or him from observing their reaction when they did? Mia’s skin was hot with shame at her unmuffled gasp.

“So what is this regarding?” Riester asked as they sat down. If he was anxious about their visit, his voice didn’t show it.

“You’re a member of eHeartMatch?” Charlie asked. 

“Yes. Why?” He sounded genuinely puzzled. 

“And you use the screen name Tall, Dark, and Handsome?” 

“That’s my real photo on the profile. What I really looked like before. And I guess I’m still tall and dark.” His voice held a little more bite.

“We want to talk to you about a woman named Colleen Miller. You may have known her as Irish Red.”

“ ‘Known her’?” Riester echoed, his voice sharpening, and it seemed to Mia that some of his carefully maintained composure crumbled. “Why are you using the past tense? What’s happened? Is something wrong with Colleen?”

His concern sounded genuine, but his face was so scarred and stretched there was no way to read his expressions. But Mia realized she could still observe how he positioned his body, how he moved, whether his gestures matched his words or seemed out of sync.

Right now Riester was facing them head-on, without turning away or slumping, as people who were lying or planning on lying might. He wasn’t leaning back in an unconscious effort to put more distance between them. As she watched, he crossed his arms over his belly, his hand and his stub pressed against his sides. That could indicate defensiveness but could also be self-soothing, filling an unconscious need to give himself a hug. Or maybe, Mia thought, mocking herself for overanalyzing, Riester was in the habit of tucking what remained of his hands out of sight so that he didn’t have to endure stares like hers.

While she was thinking this, Charlie said bluntly, “Colleen’s been found dead.”

Riester flinched as if Charlie had stuck him. “Dead? Colleen?”

“Yes.”

He let his head drop and put his hand over his eyes. Finally he took a ragged breath and straightened up. “You mean she was murdered?”

Mia leaned forward. “Why do you ask that?”

A snort came out of his wreck of a nose. “You don’t need to be a genius to realize that the police are only going to be asking questions if it wasn’t a natural death.” He pressed his pale lips together. “What happened?”

“Someone killed her Sunday night around eight o’clock at her house. She was shot through a window and died a few minutes later.” 

Riester closed his eyes. The three of them sat in silence for a long moment. Finally he looked back up at them with his one good eye. “Do you have any suspects?”

“Not yet,” Charlie said. “But we need to ask you—where were you on Sunday evening around eight p.m.?”

“What?” His jaw dropped. “You actually think I could have killed her?”

“We’re talking to a lot of people,” Mia said.

“I was here. I’m always here. I don’t ever go out.”

“Never?” Charlie asked.

“I’m just lucky I live at this time in history. I can do pretty much everything I want on the Internet. I work on it—I’m a freelance writer. I’m actually pretty fast for a three-fourths-handed typist. On the Internet I can order groceries, watch movies, make new friends . . .”

“When was the last time you were in contact with Colleen?” Charlie asked.

“We’ve never actually met. Our . . . relationship was carried out solely over the Internet and the phone. We were e-mailing that night. It can’t have been that long before she”—he hesitated—“died.”

“We found your correspondence with her,” Mia said. “You were trying to break things off. Why?”

His skin-colored lips—which Mia now realized must be the product of another skin graft—twisted. “It’s been fun. It’s been more than fun. But I couldn’t let it go to the next level, the way Colleen wanted me to. And if she wouldn’t accept that, then I had to end things. It was better for both of us.”

“The next level?” Mia asked.

“She’s been insisting that we meet.”

“And that’s a bad thing?”

“Colleen isn’t the only woman I know online. But since the accident, I’ve only been out on a date once. It wasn’t that long after it happened. The woman excused herself to go to the bathroom and never came back.” Riester sucked in a breath. “I can still see with one eye. And do you know what I see? I see people’s horror. Their pity. Their disgust.” His gaze pierced Mia. “I saw it on your face today when I opened the door. And you know what? I feel the same way. I took all the mirrors down in the house. I shave by touch. I don’t ever want to be reminded of what I look like now. Of how I’m a monster.”

“But you’re not a monster inside,” Mia protested. Charlie cut her a look, reminding her that they were there to find Colleen’s killer, not offer absolution.

“Human beings are hardwired to think certain things,” Riester said. “They see a baby’s snub nose and big eyes, and they think, Ooh, how cute. And when they see someone who looks like me, they think, Monster. And they are also hardwired to think that the inside matches the outside.” He was quiet for a moment, and then looked at Mia with his one good eye. “I know about you from her e-mails. She said you were her friend.”

“That’s true.” Mia wondered where he was going with this.

“Then why don’t you know about me? If she really was serious about me, why didn’t she tell her best friend?”

It was the same question Mia had asked herself earlier, when she had doubted her friendship with Colleen. But now Riester was drawing his own painful conclusions.

“I don’t know,” she said simply. “Maybe she wondered if it was real.”

Mia remembered what Colleen had said about not liking what you might find when you lifted up a rock. When you worked in the legal system, it wasn’t hard to find out someone’s home address, even if it wasn’t for a strictly law enforcement–related reason. Colleen could have grown suspicious about why Riester was pushing her away. If she had seen Riester’s real face, would she still have wanted him?

“She might have reacted differently than you think.” Mia spoke almost to herself.

“Okay,” Riester said in an uninflected voice, “say that Colleen had really grown to love the real me, the me I still am inside. Could she have gone out with me in public and felt comfortable? Even when I wear a hooded sweatshirt and a baseball cap and sunglasses, everyone still stares. Some even point. Could she have introduced me to her friends and family and co-workers and been prepared for their reactions? She would have tried to find ways not to look at my face. And would she ever have wanted to kiss these lips? Have me touch her with this hand?” He held it up. “Online, I usually tell women that I’m a trauma surgeon and that I work crazy hours. That keeps the pressure off, for a while.”

The words burst out of Mia: “Is it just a game to you?”

He regarded her calmly. “I told you I was hit by a drunk driver. But he wasn’t the only person who was drunk that night. We all were. Me, my girlfriend, him. My girlfriend had decided that she was the least drunk of the two of us, so she was driving my car when we got hit. Her arm was broken, and she got some cuts and bruises, but otherwise she wasn’t too badly hurt. The important thing was that she was still able to get out. But she didn’t come back to help me even when I screamed at her that my leg was caught. She didn’t come back even when I told her that I could see flames and begged her to help me. She didn’t come back, even when I started screaming.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “She just stood there and watched me burn.”


CHAPTER 30 

Mia couldn’t get Riester’s terrible story out of her head. Like she needed anything else to feel bad about, anyone else to fret over. 

At least after today, Mia wouldn’t have to worry about how to make the Suburban’s payments. And that was a good thing, she told herself as she sat at the car dealership, signing again and again each time the notary pointed.

Sitting next to her was Craig Silverman, the man who had seen her listing on the website that paired up people who needed to get out of a lease with people who were willing to take over the car and payments. Under his bristling mustache Craig had a wide, white smile.

And he should be smiling. He was getting a good deal. Mia had just seen the paperwork Scott had originally signed, and he had paid a hefty deposit for the Suburban. That money was gone now.

Mia signed her name one last time. Craig smiled even more broadly and shook her hand. Then she handed over the two sets of car keys and fobs.

Blinking back tears, she walked out to the dealer’s parking lot where her dad was waiting in the waning afternoon sunlight. She opened the door and climbed in without speaking.

“Ready to go?” he asked.

Mia managed a nod. They drove in silence for five minutes. Then Mia let out a shaky sigh.

“You okay?” Her dad shot her a concerned look. He didn’t know how bad things were, but she thought he was beginning to guess.

“It’s been a tough week. And tomorrow’s going to be a long day. I’ve got two funerals to go to.”

“Two? One must be for your friend Colleen, but who’s the other one for?”

“Darin Dane. A boy who committed suicide after being harassed in high school.”

Her dad’s eyes widened. “Oh no. Is he a friend of Gabe’s?”

“No, thank goodness. They’re the same age, but they go to different schools. We’re investigating Darin’s death to see if we can charge the bullies with something.”

He nodded. “What are Brooke and Gabe doing while you’re at the funerals?”

“I’m taking them to Colleen’s funeral, since they both knew her pretty well.” Mia hadn’t told her dad about how she had asked Gabe to listen to what turned out to be Colleen’s last breaths. “And I’ll have Gabe watch Brooke while I’m at Darin’s funeral in the morning and then during Colleen’s wake.”

“Why don’t you let me do that? In fact, I can watch Brooke all day. She’s really too young to understand a funeral.”

Was he judging her? “She’ll be fine. And Gabe can watch her before and after.”

“I want to do it. And I know it’s really none of my business, Mia, but sometimes I think that since Scott died you’ve been too hard on the boy.”

And what did her dad know about being a single parent? When he left their mom, he had also left her and Peter.

“The truth is, Dad, I was too easy on him before. Scott and I were both too easy. Gabe basically didn’t have any responsibilities. If he left his homework at home, he knew I would drop it off at the school. I never asked him to help cook or clean. The only chore we consistently said he was responsible for was putting out the garbage and the recycling. And half the time I was the one who ended up taking it out to the curb. But Gabe’s fourteen now. He’s got to learn responsibility sometime.”

At least Mia hoped he was getting better about taking responsibility. Sometimes it seemed like Gabe was just getting better at whining. At being resentful. At being secretive.

“Lately he’s got this idea that he needs to be bigger,” she said. “I think it’s from football. He says he wants muscles.” She thought of Darin, of how the other kids had picked on him. At fourteen, maybe the only important thing in your life was to fit in. “When I came home on Wednesday, he and some friends from the team had been lifting Scott’s weights in the basement. That and basically eating anything that wasn’t nailed down. But when I came in, one of those guys stood up, shook my hand, looked me straight in the eye, and asked me about my job.” She exhaled sharply. “I have a feeling that if Gabe met some adult he didn’t know, he would just stand there all slouched with his hair hanging in his eyes and barely rouse himself to say hi.” 

“You never know,” her dad said. “Your kids are sometimes different with other people than they are with you.” He took a deep breath, and she saw his hands tighten on the steering wheel. “I know I wasn’t that good of a dad when you were growing up, but now I want to be around more for you, Mia.”

The admission must have cost him. The dad she knew—or used to know—hadn’t needed anyone, but now he seemed to need her. But this wasn’t what she needed, her dad wanting more of her time. Not now, when she barely had time to turn around. When Mia was twelve she would have given anything to hang out with her dad. Instead she had gone weeks, even months, without seeing him.

Why did you always get what you wanted, only far too late for it to do you any good?

When she didn’t say anything, her dad continued, “What I mean is, I want to help you. I know I can’t make up for not having been much of a father to you, but I can do a better job at being a grandparent. Let me help out with the kids more. Or do more around the house and yard. Things Scott probably did.”

Had her dad really changed? Or was he just getting older, feeling frail, feeling regrets? If he hadn’t been pushed out of his old job, would he be talking like this?

“You worked hard all your life, Dad. You deserve to take it easy.” 

“Frankly, I’m bored.” He shifted in his seat. “I’ve been thinking about taking a mission trip with my church down to Guatemala. They’re going to build a school.”

A mission trip? Dad? Now Mia really had walked through the fun-house mirror.

Somehow it seemed easier to talk to him when they were both staring at the black pavement and the cars in front of and around them. When he signaled a lane change, they turned together to check the blind spot.

Mia found herself asking, “So why did you and Mom get a divorce anyway?”

He was silent for a minute. “Looking back, it’s hard to say. One thing is that we grew apart. It was my fault, I can see that now. I let it happen. I didn’t like to talk about work when I was at home, and I was always at work, so what was there left to talk about?”

In his words Mia heard an echo of her relationship with Scott.

“I don’t think you knew this, but things were hard with Scott before he died. I always said I would never get a divorce. Never do to my kids what you guys did to Peter and me. But when Scott and I started growing apart, I didn’t know how to pull things back together. I thought if I acted like things were okay, then maybe they would be.” She sighed. “Since Scott died, I’ve realized there was a lot he wasn’t telling me. He would just drive off to his office space every day. I thought he was working, but he must have spent a lot of the time worrying. Maybe he didn’t want to burden me. Maybe he thought the way we had split things up meant he couldn’t ask for help. He died trying to carry everything himself. I let him down, Dad. I left him all alone.” Tears closed her throat.

He reached over and squeezed her knee. “If there’s anything I’ve learned, honey, it’s that we are all imperfect. We can’t change the past. We can say we’re sorry, we can try to make amends, we can know that God forgives us if we ask Him, but it’s really about what we can do now as we go forward.”

He put his hand back on the wheel. Mia had a sudden flashback to him teaching her to drive—“hands at ten and two”—one of the few ways he had been involved in her life after the divorce.

About the only other memories she had of her dad from her teenage years were of the few times when he’d had them for the weekend and had invariably wanted help with some fix-it project. Peter, who was two years older, usually managed to get invited to a friend’s house or otherwise get himself off the hook. Even though her dad always billed it as learning experience, Mia was usually reduced to being the mute helper: handing him the wrench, holding the light. She could almost hear his impatient voice in her head: “No, right there. Can’t you see where you need to point it? Oh, good grief, give it to me! It would be easier if I just did it myself. I don’t know why I even asked you for help!”

And suddenly she wondered if that was how she seemed to Gabe sometimes. Impatient. Critical.

“Just how bad are things, honey?” her dad said, interrupting her train of thought.

What could she say to him? That she was holding on by her fingernails? “Pretty bad, but I’m working on it.” It would be way too embarrassing to spell out just how bad, like owning up to eating two gallons of ice cream and an entire cake by yourself. Although in this case, Scott had bought the cake and ice cream, and she had only eaten part of it. “Scott’s business wasn’t doing well. But instead of telling me, he just started putting everything on credit. Now I’m going to have a hard time even paying the minimums.”

“Why’d he lease that big SUV, then?”

“When he got it, I think he thought things were turning around. He’d just landed this new client. Plus, he thought a big car would be safer for the kids. And he wanted to look successful. By the time his new client decided to file for bankruptcy, it must have been too late.” 

“You know if I had any money I’d give it to you, honey.”

“Yeah, Dad, I know.” She could imagine how Peter would react if their dad actually had any to give her. But it was a moot question. “We’ll make it. We’ll be okay. I’m just glad Frank D’Amato took me back at King County and I still have that gig as an adjunct professor.” 

“How are things going in catching whoever killed Colleen and that Stan guy?” her dad said as he turned onto the street where Brooke’s preschool was.

“We’ve got more than enough suspects, but no one that’s a slam dunk. Frank’s been appealing to the public for help. The problem is, I don’t think the public knows anything. Whoever did this is not going around running their mouth about it. These killings were planned. But what the police are getting are folks calling about their dreams or saying it’s probably the neighbor they’re having a beef with.”

He parked and she went in to get Brooke. After Mia came back and buckled Brooke into the car seat in the back, she got into the front passenger seat and briefly rested her head on her dad’s shoulder. When was the last time she had done that? Had she ever?

They made one more stop before going home, at Pagliacci’s for pizza to go. That made two times in one week. Mia promised herself that soon she would start planning and shopping for real meals. But tonight they had to hurry so they could make Gabe’s game. She was back to life in the fast lane as soon as she walked in the door—trying to pick up the house, sort through the mail, check the answering machine and her personal e-mail. Her dad coaxed Brooke into eating some strawberries as well as nibbling on a slice of pizza. Mia poured her a glass of milk, then reached for one of the beers she had bought at the store a week earlier.

“Want a beer, Dad?”

“I’m not drinking anymore.”

Mia stood up too fast and hit her head on the ceiling of the refrigerator. She turned toward him. “Really?”

He drew an X on his chest with his index finger. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

Mia thought of what she had found in the basement underneath Scott’s old ski clothes the night Colleen was killed. A bottle of whiskey. Scott had told her he had stopped drinking years ago. Well, just another thing that he hadn’t quite been truthful about. Or maybe it had been true when he said it and then it had become not so true.

And today her dad was claiming to be a changed man.

But tomorrow? Why, tomorrow he might go back to being the same old dad.


CHAPTER 31 

The stadium was packed. Mia turned and waved at where Brooke was sitting with her grandpa about halfway up the bleachers. The powerful lights stole the stars from the sky. It looked like the type of daylight Mia had lately been experiencing in her dreams. Surreal. Metallic. Unforgiving.

Gabe, so bulked up by his uniform and pads that he was identifiable only by his number—79—sat on the end of the bench. This was the third game his team had played, and the coach hadn’t put him in once. And if Gabe wasn’t playing, Mia didn’t care much about what was happening on the field. She recognized one of the boys who had been at her house on Wednesday, plowing his way through a pack of opposing players like a moving mountain. As she waited for Charlie, Mia stared at the orange gravel track that outlined the field without really seeing it. The crisp air smelled of dirt and torn grass.

“The klieg lights remind me of a nighttime crime scene,” Charlie said, coming up behind her. “Now all we need is a body.”

Trust Charlie to paint such a peaceful picture. “Not like the football games of your youth?”

It was a guess, but by the way he flinched it seemed to have struck home.

“I was only on the team for a few games, but then we came to a mutual parting of the ways.”

“I’ve never actually been to a football game before,” Mia admitted. 


Charlie did a double take. “What—did you go to an all-girls Catholic school or something?”

“Or something. I knew the only way I could afford to go to college was to work, so I worked every weekend.” She looked across the field. “So have you heard anything over on the other side?” Trying to pass as a parent, Charlie was moving around on the fringes of the crowd, trying to overhear anyone talking about Darin’s death.

Charlie followed her gaze. The kids from the opposing high school were no different from the kids on this side. The girls were bundled up in down jackets, wearing matching hats and scarves. Some of the boys wore just flannel shirts and jeans and pretended they weren’t freezing. Everyone was chanting, clapping, yelling. No different at all, except that one side wore green and yellow and the other orange and black. Yet Mia knew that some of those kids had watched Darin being tormented and done nothing. Maybe some had done much more than that.

A shiver danced across her skin. The air had a bite to it. Winter was coming. Long dark nights with no one to hold her. And if a pipe froze or the heat went out or they had to get someplace over icy roads, it would all be on her shoulders.

Charlie spoke, pulling her back to the here and now, to a crisp fall instead of a bone-chilling winter. “I’ve heard Brandon’s and Reece’s names mentioned several times. And a couple of others—some kid named Conrad, another named Zane or Zen.” Since this was Seattle, either name was possible. “But from what I’m hearing, Brandon and Reece were the ringleaders.” He looked up at the stands. “I think your daughter wants you.” Brooke was beckoning Mia with white-mittened hands.

“Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow at the funerals. But if you hear anything really juicy before that, let me know.”

She picked her way back up the stadium steps. The crowd was on its feet, clapping in rhythm and calling, “Let’s go, de-fense! Let’s go, de-fense!”

As soon as she found her way back to her daughter’s side, Brooke asked, “Can we go to the snack stand?” She had picked at her pizza and strawberries, but her appetite had returned at the thought of snacks.

Mia realized she could say no. She could lecture. If she were a really good mom, she would now pull a healthy snack from her purse. Instead she said, “Sure.”

Brooke turned around. “Hold our seats, okay, Grampa?”

“Will do, honey.” He smiled and patted the top of Brooke’s hat, which was made of felt and looked like a cat’s face. “And if they have any of those Payday bars, get me one.”

The snack stand was the one place where both sides gathered. The air was redolent with the smell of hamburgers, hot dogs, and brats grilling on a smoky fire, tended by a man in a long dirty apron. But despite the mouthwatering smell, Brooke had no interest in meat. If she had her way, she would live on only white or tan food. Mia was bent over her, discussing the merits of a soft pretzel versus a muffin, when a man spoke behind her.

“Beautiful night, isn’t it?”

Mia straightened up, surprised. “Eli! What are you doing here?” 

“My daughter’s a cheerleader. For the opposing school, I take it.” Sometimes Seattle was a small town on a big scale.

When Eli had talked about his daughter needing to get away from Portland, Mia had developed a mental image of the girl, but cheerleader certainly hadn’t been part of it. Now she looked at the girls dancing in front of the other team’s crowd:

Patriots got the power, 

Patriots got the heat, 

Patriots got the spirit, 

to knock you off your feet!

“Which one’s yours?” she asked.

“Rachel’s second from the left.”

Mia glimpsed strawberry blond hair, the tip of a snub nose.

“So does your son play?” Eli turned toward the field. “What position?”

“Right now what he’s playing is the bench. So far the coach hasn’t put him in.”

“We’ve still got awhile to go before the game’s over.” 

“No, I mean this season,” Mia said. “It’s a sore spot for him.” 

Eli winced in sympathy. “And who’s this kitty you have with you?” 
“Oh, I’m sorry. This is my daughter, Brooke. Brooke, this is Mr. Hall.”

Brooke pressed her face into Mia’s thigh.

“She’s a little tired.”

“She looks like you.” Eli half turned toward the snack stand. “What are you getting?”

“A muffin for Brooke and a Payday bar for my dad, if they have any. Maybe a cup of cocoa for me.”

“I saw you eyeing those bratwurst.”

They did look good—and they smelled even better. “I probably shouldn’t.” She had gobbled a slice of pizza at home. But only one.

“Any calories you eat in a stadium don’t count,” Eli said with a smile. “Hasn’t anyone told you that?”

He ended up buying Mia a bratwurst and a cup of cocoa, Brooke a muffin, and her dad a Snickers, the closest thing the snack bar had to a Payday. Eli also ordered two brats for himself. After Mia thanked him, they went their separate ways. The brat plus the cocoa and the candy bar meant she had both hands full when she really needed one to guide Brooke, who was preoccupied with her muffin. But they finally made it back to their spot. Mia hoped she wasn’t alienating the five people who had to keep standing every time she needed to get by.

“Here you go, Dad,” she said, handing him the Snickers. “Hope that’s acceptable.”

“Sure.” He took it from her but didn’t open the wrapper. “Who was that you were talking to? Another cop?”

“No. Eli is one of the other law professors at UDub. And the rest of the time he’s a public defender.” Mia took a sip of her cocoa. It tasted like what it was, various artificial powders mixed with water. Clumps of powder burst between her teeth. You shouldn’t be able to chew hot cocoa. That made her think of Rainy’s story about Darin bringing her marshmallows.

After Mia finished her bratwurst, the rest of the game dragged. Around her, parents cheered and clapped, but many also chatted or sneaked occasional glances at a smartphone.

Brooke clambered onto Mia’s lap and almost immediately fell asleep. It was technically past her bedtime, but keeping to a regular schedule had gone out the window when Scott died. Mia welcomed her warmth, savoring the contact. Since going back to work, she had had little time to just cuddle.

Her lower back ached. Her rear end was both painful and numb. Some of the other parents were smart; they had brought blankets or cushions.

“Which one’s yours?” asked the mom next to her.

“That one,” Mia said, pointing. “Number 79. The one on the bench.”

Four minutes left, and Gabe’s team was up by twelve. Mia silently begged, Please, Coach, let him play. Let him show what he can do. He kept clapping his hands, yelling encouragement, but she knew he was in agony.

Then the game was over and his team, victorious, stormed off the field, leaping, yelling, and bumping fists.

Stiffly, Gabe followed.

Her dad leaned over. “Tell Gabe I’m sure he’ll get in next time.” He pulled his keys from his pocket. “I’m going to head on home. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Okay,” Mia said. She gently shook Brooke awake, and they slowly made their way down the stairs. Before Mia finished buckling her into the car seat, her daughter was asleep again.

She listened to the radio while she waited for Gabe to finish showering. After about ten minutes she turned to look for him. The parking lot was emptying out. Then she saw something that made her freeze.

A few rows back stood a man with a hoodie pulled over his baseball cap. Did he look like the man who had chased her in the university’s parking lot? Her heart started to beat faster. If it was the same man, then he must be after more than her purse.

He must be after her. 

She had to do something. But what? Should she honk the horn, yell at other people for help, drive away even if Gabe wasn’t yet in the car?

Just as Mia’s panic was reaching a peak, the man in the hoodie turned and got into a small black car and started it. She realized she had been holding her breath and let it out in a whoosh of air. She was getting paranoid. Seeing killers in every passerby.

Her heart was still beating fast when Gabe climbed in the car. “Why me?” he yelled. “I’m the only one who never goes in.” He slapped the dash.

She tried not to flinch. “Do you want me to talk to the coach?” 

“No! Then I’ll be the kid who plays because his mom complains.” 

“But we need to know what the coach is thinking.”

“I know what he’s thinking,” Gabe said shortly. “He doesn’t like me.”

“Gabe!” Mia turned the ignition key all the way over. It clicked, but the engine didn’t catch. She tried again. The radio dwindled to nothing. She turned the key a third time.

This time there wasn’t even a click.

“What’s wrong?” Gabe asked.

“I don’t know.” Cars were Scott’s area, not hers.

She pulled the release, got out, and, after some fumbling, managed to prop up the hood.

It was dark underneath. By now Gabe was looking too. Mia got the flashlight from the glove compartment, but when she turned it on, all it made was a fuzzy circle of light so small and soft it was useless.

“Is there a problem, Mia?”

She twisted her head. It was Eli, calling out to her from a small brown Honda.

“My car won’t start.”

He pulled his car over and got out. His daughter followed, hanging back. She wore a cropped jacket over her tiny orange cheerleading skirt. Mia said, “Gabe, this is another one of the professors, Eli Hall, and his daughter, Rachel. Oh, and, Rachel, I’m Mia. Mia Quinn.” Gabe, who was a half head shorter than Rachel, looked up at her like she was a cross between a goddess and a lioness. Rachel appeared supremely disinterested.

Eli touched a few buttons on his smartphone and turned it into a flashlight. He leaned over the engine compartment.

“Do you mind if I ask your daughter something?” Mia asked Eli. 

“Go right ahead.”

The girl was leaning against the Honda while Gabe made halting small talk with her. “Rachel, I was wondering, did you know Darin Dane?”

“That boy who killed himself?” When Mia nodded, Rachel said, “I’m not even sure I ever saw him. When they put his picture up at assembly it didn’t look familiar at all. School hasn’t been going on that long.”

“How about the football team? Have you heard anything about any of the players being involved in bothering Darin?”

“There’re always rumors.” Her eyes slid sideways. “It’s kind of cold out here. I think I’m going to get back in the car.”

Well, it had been worth a try. Mia went back to Eli. They both bent over the engine compartment, which was full of shadows, recesses, protuberances, belts, and miscellaneous parts she didn’t know the names of.

“What are we looking for?” she asked Eli.

He turned his head toward her but was silent for a long moment. Finally he said, “To be honest, I have no idea.”

They both started to laugh. Mia lost her balance a little. For a second, Eli’s lips grazed her cheek, and then she moved her head back.

It had been an accident. Hadn’t it?

Charlie’s voice boomed behind them. “You got a problem, Mia?” They pulled apart and straightened up. Mia’s palms were sweaty. What had just happened?

“Hey, Charlie,” she said, wiping her palms on her coat. “This is Eli Hall, another law professor. He’s trying to help me because my car won’t start.”

The two men shook hands. Charlie was broader and messier-looking than Eli.

“Tell me what happened.” After she did, Charlie said, “Sounds like you ran down your battery listening to the radio.”

In five minutes he had his car nose to nose with hers and the two batteries hooked up. When her car started, both Eli and Charlie left her to her own devices.

On the drive home, Mia took a deep breath. “We’ve been hearing that the kids who were the worst to that Darin Dane were on the football team. Does anything like that happen on your team?”

“No, Mom.” He snorted. “I can’t believe you asked me that.”

“But football is kind of a macho culture, isn’t it? So there’s no horseplay or roughness on the team?”

“Stop it. Stop cross-examining me.”

“I’m not.”

“Yes, you are. You’re not accusing me, exactly, but you sound like a prosecutor. Like I’m a bad guy and you’ve got me on the stand. But I’m your kid.” Gabe took a shaky breath and repeated more strongly, “I’m your kid.”


CHAPTER 32 

In closing, let us pray,” the minister said in his soft, quavery voice that probably didn’t even reach to the last pew at this small chapel inside a funeral home. Mia obediently closed her eyes. She was sitting a few rows behind Darin’s parents. Charlie was on the other side of the room. Jeremy, Shiloh, and Rainy were here, as well as about thirty other people, most of them adults. How long had it been since Mia had been to a service? When they were newlyweds, she and Scott had attended church regularly, but as they got busier they had fallen out of the habit. And when Scott died, she had found no comfort in their pastor’s murmured platitudes.

“God our Father,” the minister began, “we thank You that You have made each of us in Your own image, and given us gifts and talents with which to serve You. We thank You for Darin. We thank You for the years we shared with him, the good we saw in him, and the love we received from him. Now we ask You to give us the strength and courage to leave Darin in Your care, confident in Your promise of eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.”

“Amen,” Mia murmured and then opened her eyes. Charlie was looking at her. Correction. Charlie was staring at her. She had the feeling that he had been staring at her throughout the prayer. Had he seen Eli almost kiss her last night?

And why did she care?

“The family has asked that you join them in the lobby for some refreshments,” the minister said. He looked like he was at least seventy, and from the way he had spoken about Darin during the service, Mia had gotten the feeling he had never known the boy in life.

In the small T-shaped lobby, people clustered around the food set out on a table—cheese, crackers, a vegetable platter from the supermarket, a pitcher of punch, some lumpy-looking homemade cookies. Before Mia had come here, she had gone to Colleen’s house to help Violet prepare for the gathering that would take place after her mother’s funeral. They had set up rented folding chairs and tables, shaken out pressed white tablecloths, and dispensed various nibbles, dips, and snacks from Trader Joe’s into white serving ware, which had also been rented. Then she had driven to Darin’s funeral. 

Now, from a large photo propped on an easel, Darin watched his family and friends, neighbors and teachers. He was smiling without showing any teeth. The photo had the gray background that Mia associated with school portraits.

“Darin had a fantastic sense of color,” said a woman with a French accent and dyed black hair. “He was phenomenal.” She took a sip of the punch and made a face.

“He helped me in the library nearly every day at lunch last year,” a woman wearing a black chenille cardigan said. “I should have asked why he was in the library instead of with the other kids. I just thought he liked to read.” Tears began to roll down her red, blotchy face, and she snatched up a napkin.

Standing a few feet away from the adults and with their faces showing evidence of their own recent tears, Shiloh and Rainy were talking quietly to Jeremy. His suit was too small, with the pants ending above his enormous-looking shoes. On the other side of the room, Nate Dane was also wearing a suit that didn’t fit, only his was too small at the waist. He pushed past Mia, his mouth twisted around an unlit cigarette. One hand was already pulling a lighter from his pocket as he went out a side door.

A second after he left, a loud voice broke through the quiet conversations.

“Hey, Jeremy, what are you doing here?” All heads turned toward the front door. Electricity shot up Mia’s spine. It was Reece Jones, one of the two boys Shiloh and Rainy had said tormented Darin. Reece laughed, a showy, humorless laugh that sounded like he had practiced it.

But he hadn’t practiced what happened next. Jeremy let out a roar while putting his head down and running straight toward Reece. He head-butted the other boy in the chest.

With an “Oof!” Reece landed hard on his backside as women screamed and people backed away.

Reece was up faster than Mia would have thought possible, swearing, fists jabbing the air. Jeremy swung back at him with wide, wild punches.

A man shouted, “I’m calling 911,” but his words didn’t seem to reach either boy.

Reece easily dodged Jeremy’s blows, dancing out of range on his tiptoes. While Jeremy was nearly as tall as Reece, Reece was at least fifty pounds heavier.

“You don’t belong here,” Jeremy panted.

“It’s a free country,” Reece said, not even sounding out of breath. “I’ve got as much right to be here as you do. Maybe more, if you think about it.”

The two boys circled each other. Tears and snot were now running down Jeremy’s face, but Reece just looked intent, like he was in his element. Mia wondered if that was what he had looked like when he beat up Darin. Not angry, but nearly peaceful.

Mia moved forward with her hands up and out, as if she could calm them with a gesture.

“You were never his friend!” Jeremy yelled. “Never!”

At that moment Charlie darted in between them, his arms outstretched to keep them apart, one hand resting on each boy’s chest. 

“Okay,” Charlie started to say, then his head snapped to one side as Reece caught him with a big roundhouse to the temple.

Mia gasped.

Charlie dropped his hands and gave his head a little shake, a strange smile lighting his face. Something about his expression scared Mia. Turning his back on Jeremy, Charlie cocked one fist and drew it back.

“That’s it,” Nate yelled as he burst in through the side door, a cigarette still in the corner of his mouth. “Out. Now.” His chest was puffed out, his fisted hands ready, his shoulders hunched like a boxer’s. “Both of you get out of here.”

He shoved Reece forward so hard that he almost fell. Charlie grabbed the back of Jeremy’s jacket like a mother cat picking a kitten up by the scruff of the neck. Both boys were quickly hustled outside. Before the doors closed Mia saw Jeremy, red-faced, racing down the sidewalk. But Reece wasn’t in hot pursuit. Instead, he slowly sauntered away in the other direction. And he seemed to be smiling.

Mia could not wait to get him in front of the grand jury.
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Two funerals in one day. Once, the summer between college and law school, Mia had gone to two weddings in one day, one in the afternoon and the other in the evening. But never two funerals. Before leaving Darin’s funeral, Mia tried to talk to Charlie about what had just happened, but she couldn’t find him before she had to leave. She would barely have enough time to pick up Gabe and get to Colleen’s service.

At home Mia found Gabe in the middle of a wardrobe crisis while her dad looked on helplessly. She had bought Gabe a suit to wear to Scott’s funeral, but in the intervening three months he must have grown.

“It doesn’t fit anymore!” He looked up at her, his hair falling into his eyes. In length the pants were borderline acceptable, but the waist was another matter. Even though Gabe was tugging at either end of the waistband, there was still a gap of at least two inches between the button and the buttonhole.

“Gabe’s fat!” Brooke shouted, capering around, high on the energy buzzing through the room, even if it was negative energy. “Gabe’s fat!”

Everyone ignored her. Mia had taught her kids not to use the “F word”—fat—or the “S word”—stupid—but she would deal with this lapse later. Right now she had to get them out the door and to Colleen’s funeral.

“Can you still button your jacket?”

The suit jacket was tight through the biceps, but looser through the waist. Gabe buttoned it. “Yeah.”

“Okay, there’s a trick I used when I was pregnant.” She rummaged through the junk drawer until she found a rubber band. “Loop this through your button hole and pull one end through the other.” He unbuttoned his jacket and did as she said. “Okay, now take that loop and put it around your button.”

“That doesn’t really fix it,” he complained.

After watching the scuffle at Darin’s funeral, Mia’s adrenaline was still running high. She bit her lip so she wouldn’t yell. What did Gabe think she could do, buy him a new pair of pants in the next five minutes? “Just button your jacket and it will fix it long enough for the funeral. I’m bringing you back here after the service, so it only needs to last for an hour or so. Come on, we have to go.” She hustled him out to the Toyota. The first time she turned the key in the ignition, it just clicked, but the second time it caught just fine. On her never-ending mental to-do list, Mia underlined the words Get battery checked.

The church parking lot was full. Mia finally found street parking two blocks away. When they arrived at the church, a little out of breath, the contrast with Darin’s funeral was staggering. At least three hundred people were crowded inside. Every King County prosecutor was here, as well as cops, judges, parole officers. Mia also recognized victims and even a few people she was pretty sure had once been defendants.

When Mia had first started working for King County, Colleen had told her, “In this job you work with gangbangers, doctors, drug users, rape victims, and little old ladies. And you have to find common ground with each of them. It’s compassion first and litigation second. The unsuccessful attorneys forget compassion.”

Colleen had never forgotten compassion. And now all the people who had been the recipients of that kindness sat shoulder to shoulder, ready to celebrate Colleen’s life and condemn her death. Scattered among them, Mia knew, were cops who were also looking for clues, looking for suspects, looking for answers. Outside, more police officers would be photographing license plates and videotaping people as they walked through the church’s doors.

In the family pew Violet was sitting next to Colleen’s mother, Sue. And on the other side of Violet was Martin. Just Martin. Well, it probably wouldn’t do to bring your current wife to your ex-wife’s funeral. Especially when she was a suspect. He had his hand on Violet’s shoulder, and she was leaning into him. Whatever tension there had been between them because of the missed tuition seemed to be gone.

Katrina was sitting near the back, with some free seats next to her. “Are you saving these for anyone?” Mia asked.

“No.” Katrina patted them. “Why don’t you guys sit with me?” 

“Thanks. Oh, and this is my son, Gabe. Gabe, this is Katrina Nowell from my office.”

He reached out his hand and shook Katrina’s. “It’s nice to meet you.” Gabe even looked her in the eye.

Dressed in his suit, he looked nearly as grown up as Zach had when Mia met him. She felt a flash of pride. Maybe he was more adult than she thought.

Mia scanned the room as an older couple she didn’t recognize settled on the other side of Gabe. She sucked in her breath when she saw what seemed to be a graying Stan Slavich seated not far away. He had Stan’s thick mustache, wire-framed glasses, and standard short-sleeved shirt.

Katrina leaned over, looking concerned. “What’s the matter?”

“That guy”—she pointed—“looks just like Stan Slavich.” The answer came to her. “It must be his older brother. I didn’t meet him because I was on bed rest with Brooke when Stan was killed.”

The woman sitting on the other side of Mia spoke to her husband. “Why would anyone dress like that to go a funeral?” She was staring in the direction of a man who had just entered the chapel. “It’s disrespectful.”

Her husband grunted. “He looks like the Unabomber.”

Mia followed their stares. The man they were looking at wore the hood of a dark sweatshirt pulled over a baseball cap. She froze. That was what the man who had chased her through the university’s parking lot had been wearing. And the same hoodie and baseball cap combo had been worn by the guy who had watched her while she waited for Gabe at the football game.

She looked more closely. Dark glasses obscured most of his face. But not all. The bright light of daytime revealed patches of red, scarred skin. Vincent Riester. He found a spot in a back corner of the room and leaned against the wall. She looked for the empty sleeve that should mark his missing arm. But even though it hung limp, it still had been plumped up with something. Mia imagined Vincent stuffing it with a rolled-up hand towel, something that would help him pass if a viewer wasn’t looking too closely.

But Mia had been chased through UDub’s parking lot the night before she and Charlie met Riester. Although he had already known about her because of his relationship with Colleen. If it had been Riester, then why? Did he think that Mia knew more than she did? Was he the killer? With just one hand—and a damaged one at that—it would have been difficult for him to shoot Colleen. But not impossible.

Or to shoot Mia, if it came to that.


CHAPTER 33 

Mia checked her watch. She still had a few minutes before the service began. “I’ll be right back,” she told Katrina and Gabe, then threaded through the crowd to Charlie. Like Vincent, he was also standing in the back of the room, but on the other side of the chapel.
 “What’s up?” he asked.

Leaning close, she dropped her voice to a whisper. “See what Riester is wearing?”

Charlie cut his eyes to the right and then back to her. “Yeah? So?”

“Thursday night I was followed by a man dressed like that. Maybe last night too.”

He pulled back to look at her. “What do you mean?”

“Thursday night after I was done teaching, a guy in a hoodie and a baseball cap followed me through the parking lot. I thought he was after my purse. When I yelled at him to go away, he took off. And last night after the football game, a guy dressed like that seemed to be watching me.”

Charlie’s mouth twisted. “Why didn’t you say anything last night?”

“I thought it was a coincidence. Or that I was being paranoid. A baseball cap and a hoodie—that’s like Seattle’s version of an umbrella.”

He shot a second quick glance in Riester’s direction, but the other man didn’t seem to be paying them any attention, just looking at the program for the service. “Did you see the guy’s face either time?”

“No. He didn’t get that close, it was night, and with the cap, his face was in shadow. All I can say for sure is that the guy—or it could have been guys—I saw weren’t wearing dark glasses.”

“I’ll talk to Riester again after the service.”

“Thanks.” Mia touched his sleeve.

He gave her a long look. “If it was him, he must think you know something.”

“I only wish I did.” The organ began to play, and she returned to her seat.

“What was that about?” Katrina whispered, looking intrigued.

“I had an idea that I wanted Charlie to check out.”

“About whoever did this?” Katrina nodded at the shiny wooden casket at the front of the room.

“Yes.” The plain hard fact of the casket brought it home to Mia: no one was truly safe. If Colleen could be killed, so could she. Scott had asked her to stay home for two reasons. One was to be there for their kids. The other was that he felt her job was too dangerous. Until today, Mia had thought he’d been wrong to believe that.

But maybe Mia had been wrong to believe that she was safe.

If only Scott were still here, she could ask his forgiveness. Maybe if he hadn’t felt so shut out he wouldn’t have started drinking again, after swearing on the lives of their children that he had stopped. He would have shared the money problems with her, and together they could have found a way to solve them.

But instead he had pulled away. By the time he died, the gulf between them had seemed unbridgeable.

And now Mia had to run in place just to keep up, work longer and longer hours while her kids were either in daycare or raising themselves. But she couldn’t keep pretending that it was all right, that she was coping just fine, that she had worked through her grief and anger and fear. She couldn’t even make sure Gabe had clothes that fit. And what if there was something seriously wrong with Brooke?

Scott was dead, and Mia could never fix what had broken between them. And now Colleen was gone too. Her husband and her best friend.

As the service began, Mia bowed her head and wept.
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“If somebody killed Colleen, and killed that guy Stan, then why are you still working there?” Gabe hissed as Mia drove home after the funeral. “Quit and go do some other kind of law. Boring law. Not prosecuting killers and crazy people and drug dealers.”

After the service he had overheard enough to realize that Colleen wasn’t the first King County prosecutor to have been murdered. He had stormed out to the car ahead of her, barely waiting until she had gotten behind the wheel before he started fuming.

Mia tried to speak calmly. “We don’t know that the same person killed both Colleen and Stan. And we don’t know that their deaths had anything to do with their jobs.” She was gripping the steering wheel so hard it hurt. “Besides, I’m working with Detective Carlson. He’ll make sure I stay safe.” Charlie could do no such thing, but she didn’t want Gabe to be consumed by fear for her. “Of course, if you ever see someone acting suspiciously or think something is wrong, call me or call 911.”

“Like that would have done Colleen any good,” Gabe retorted. “She was on the phone with you when she was shot.”

There was no way she was going to win this argument, so Mia kept silent. Her eyes ached like fresh bruises. In the past few hours, every negative emotion had coursed through her: fear, anxiety, anger, sadness, hopelessness. Now she just felt empty, like a big hand had reached down and scooped out her heart, leaving a hollow space in her chest.

Once they got back to the house, Gabe stomped inside without saying anything. Mia walked into the family room, where her dad was watching some history show. “Where’s Brooke?”

“Oh, she’s taking a nap.” He muted the sound. “How was the service?”

She had to press her lips together and take a deep breath before she could answer. “It was tough.” How could she put into words the despair that had gripped her? “It all just started feeling so useless, Dad. I mean, I know this sounds melodramatic, but we’re all just going to die. We run around and try to keep busy and try to fool ourselves, but in the end doesn’t it basically all add up to nothing?” She was aware that she sounded like a teenager, some kid who had just taken his first philosophy class and felt himself enlightened, but what she was saying still felt true and real. “I mean, what’s the point?”

Her dad met her gaze with unshadowed eyes. “It feels like that sometimes, doesn’t it?”

She waited, but he didn’t say anything more. “You’re not going to talk to me about our reward being in heaven?”

“Nope.”

Mia surprised herself by laughing and then plopping on the couch next to him. “I kind of wish you would. So we could have a big knock-down, drag-out fight.”

“Sometimes it feels really good to yell, doesn’t it?” Her dad had done plenty of yelling back in the day. “It’s great stress relief, at least as long as you’re not the person being yelled at.” He put his arm around her.

After a moment, Mia melted against him. “It just feels so empty. I feel so empty.”

“I don’t think you can fill yourself up with big things, big concepts, big philosophies. What matters are the little things. What we do today. How we treat each other this very minute. It’s how we live our ordinary days that matters. Because today is all we have.” He gave her a hug. “Now go over to Colleen’s and I’ll hold down the fort.”

In the car Mia thought about what her dad had said. Something  had definitely changed him, because the dad she knew would never have thought about how he treated others.

At Colleen’s, Mia parked across the street in front of the house with its listing For Sale sign. It looked sad and closed off, with all the blinds closed tight.

There was a much smaller group here than at the funeral, but still the house felt crowded. She said hello to Frank, who was busy shaking hands and promising that they were making progress finding Colleen’s killer. She had been giving him daily briefings, so he knew exactly how much progress they were—or weren’t—making, but he appeared to be in full campaign mode. She nodded at a handful of her co-workers who were looking at a series of framed watercolors that Colleen had painted a few years ago.

In the kitchen she poured herself a glass of red wine from one of the many freshly opened bottles. When she went back out into the living room, Anne gave her a sideways hug. They hadn’t talked since Anne had given her the advice about keeping her heart where her shoes were.

“Doing okay?” Anne looked at her. Really looked. And for a second Mia felt less alone.

“It’s not easy,” she said, and decided to leave it at that.

Katrina came up carrying a plate filled with snacks. “How’s the list on that flip chart of yours going?”

“It keeps getting longer, not shorter.” Mia drained the last of the wine from her glass, then held it up. “If you guys will excuse me, I’m going to go get some more wine.”

Back in the kitchen she poured herself another glass, her hand shaking ever so slightly. She didn’t know much about wine, but this one tasted of oak and fruit. And it was making everything pleasantly distant. Making it so she could stand to think about how she would never see Colleen again, or Scott, or even Stan.

Mia snagged an unopened bag of Trader Joe’s sesame seed honey cashews, an irresistible mix of sweet, salt, fat, and crunch, and then picked up an untouched bottle of wine. She slipped out the back door and went out into the side yard. She settled back against a maple tree, out of sight of the house. It was warm, nearly seventy degrees. If she didn’t look up at the scarlet leaves, she might not know it was fall. If she didn’t turn and look back at the house, she wouldn’t know she was at the wake for her best friend. Instead, Mia alternated sips of wine with handfuls of cashews. The two flavors didn’t really go together, but after a few swigs, she didn’t notice it as much.

“I was wondering where you got to.” Charlie stood over her. She couldn’t see his expression because the sun was behind his head like a halo. Charlie an angel? She didn’t think so.

“I’m still here,” Mia said, trying to enunciate her words. “Still here even if no one else is.”


CHAPTER 34 

Mia Quinn. Tipsy. Well, Charlie supposed he couldn’t blame her. What with everyone she loved being dead and all.

Taking off his jacket, he settled on the grass next to her. The ground was cool and slightly damp, but the air was warm enough to offset it. Warm enough that he could pretend summer wasn’t over. Mia’s short-sleeved black dress set off her golden skin. Earlier, her blond hair had been pinned up in a tight bun, but some of it must have snagged on the bark of the tree she was leaning against. Pieces now curled softly around her throat.

“I talked to Vincent,” Charlie said. “He said that he was at home Thursday and Friday nights.”

“Did you believe him?”

“I’m leaning that way.” Which was about as good as it got for him. “I’m still gonna pull his cell site location records and look for any cameras that might have caught the guy you saw at the university or at the football game. The thing is, I can’t see why Vincent would have wanted to attack you before we even talked to him. And then there’s the matter of the locations. If I wanted to harm someone, the UDub parking lot after dark wouldn’t be a bad place. At a high school football game, though, doesn’t make much sense. Which makes me wonder if it was even the same guy, or if we’re putting the wrong spin on things, seeing patterns that aren’t really there.”

“Don’t you mean me?” Mia narrowed her eyes. “That I’m putting the wrong spin on things?”

“I didn’t say that,” Charlie said mildly, although he had thought it. “And it would be natural for you to be a bit jumpy. A lot’s been going on in your life.” He looked around. “Where are Gabe and Brooke?”

“My dad’s watching them.” She lifted the glass to her lips and took another sip. “I’m thirty-seven years old and I’m still relying on my dad to do things for me.”

“Yeah, but you’re also lucky that you still have him in your life and that he wants to help you out.” Both of Charlie’s parents had been dead for years.

“Oh yeah, Charlie, I feel lucky. Real lucky.” Her eyes skewered him. “My best friend is dead and my husband is dead and I’m broke. Scott was always promising me that we would spend more time together. But it turns out the reason he was so busy was that he was juggling our finances. And then when he died, all the balls got dropped. I’m just trying to pick up the pieces.”

He pointed at the bottle. “Mind if I share that with you?” Mia certainly didn’t need any more.

She shrugged. “I don’t have another glass.”

“That’s okay, I don’t need one.” Charlie picked the bottle off the grass and took a swig. Shifting his weight, he tugged his shirttail free, then wiped the neck before passing the bottle back to her.

Mia gave him a cockeyed smile, then raised the bottle to her own lips, forgoing her glass, and took a long swallow. So much for keeping some of it out of her system, Charlie thought. Now she seemed bent on competing with him. But she didn’t have his leathery liver to protect her.

“And meanwhile”—she raised the bottle toward him in a mock toast—“I’m teamed up with this homicide detective who wants to go riding off like some cowboy. And I’ve got to keep reining him in.” 

“So you’re saying I’m really the horse?”

“All right, I’m mixing my metaphors.” She poured a handful of sesame cashews into her palm. “I’m just saying he’s just not interested in doing everything by the book. Like almost getting in a fistfight with a suspect at the victim’s funeral is probably not on anyone’s list of proper investigative techniques.”

“I was breaking up that fight, not starting it.” Charlie pushed away the memory of how his vision had narrowed until all he could focus on was Reece’s face. And how all he had wanted to do was see it bleed.

“And didn’t you tell me you took home Stan’s murder book? I’m pretty sure those aren’t supposed to leave the office.”

“Every homicide detective would be in trouble if we really got dinged for that.”

Mia finally cut to the chase. “Okay, then what about the last time we worked together? When you screwed up my case?” Grabbing another handful of cashews, she began to chew furiously.

Charlie had wondered when she would bring this up. Before answering, he tossed a cashew in the air and caught it in his mouth. “That was a long time ago. Donny Jackson has been dead for years.” Donny had died from an overdose after making a career, if you could call it that, of burglarizing small businesses. “Things have a way of taking care of themselves.”

“Taking care of themselves?” Mia sat up, eyes narrowed, jaw clenched. She didn’t look so soft and pretty—or even so tipsy—anymore. “What, so you thought it didn’t matter that you screwed up my case, because eventually karma would take care of it?”

“Why don’t you tell me what you think I did that was so awful?” 

“You know what you did.” She gritted her teeth and exhaled. “We knew Donny was behind the burglary of that computer repair place. We got a search warrant for his house, and we found the computers he had stolen. And then Donny said he had seen you take something, and you wouldn’t say what it was, only admit that you had taken it. And of course the case was thrown out. Everyone always said you must have helped yourself to a laptop or two. If the union hadn’t stood behind you, you would have been out of the force. But no, pretty soon all was forgiven and forgotten. But I never forgot.” Mia spit the words at him. “When I saw you eating Colleen’s candy the other day, I was reminded of that all over again. About how you never think about the consequences of your actions. You just think about yourself.”

Her misplaced anger slipped past his guard. “Is that what you really believe? That I’m some petty thief no better than Donny? Okay, Mia Quinn, you want to know so badly, I’ll tell you. Not that you need to know. Not that you deserve to know. When we went through Donny’s house, I found the computers he’d taken in the robbery. I also found a bunch of pictures of a girl. Let’s call her Liz,” Charlie said, which was actually the girl’s name, although she went by Elizabeth now. “You can imagine the kind of pictures they were. But since those pictures had been taken, Liz had gotten off the street and out of the life. She was respectable, and no one in her new life knew about her past. She had a responsible job at a bank, a husband, and a new baby girl. And I knew if those photos got entered into evidence, the cops would track her down, and it was possible she might lose everything. So I took them. And then when Donny said what he did, I told the truth. I said I had taken something from his home that wasn’t directly related to the case. I didn’t do it knowing the case would be dismissed. But I figured tomorrow was another day, and Donny was for sure gonna steal again, but that girl, when was she ever gonna get another chance?”

Mia bowed her head, put her hand over her eyes, and was silent for a long time. When she spoke, all the anger had leached from her voice. “Why didn’t you tell me what was really going on?”

“I was trying to keep it a secret, Mia. The more people who know something, the less chance it will stay a secret.”

Mia shook her head. “But then secrets just come back around to bite you, Charlie. Look at Scott. He thought he was protecting us by not telling me how bad things were. But he wasn’t protecting us at all. He let his life insurance lapse, and he didn’t tell me. He didn’t tell me much of anything those last few months. He didn’t have enough clients, and some of them were starting to look like they were never going to pay, but instead of talking with me about it, he just pulled away from me.”

“He probably didn’t want to worry you,” Charlie said. “He probably hoped he could fix things and you would never know.”

“I feel like the last year of our marriage was nothing but a big lie. He betrayed me in so many ways. He’d supposedly been sober for three years, and yet last weekend, when I was on the phone with Colleen, I found a bottle of whiskey hidden in the basement.”

Charlie didn’t point out the irony of Mia’s wine bottle. “Was the seal broken?”

“What?” She wrinkled her nose. “No.”

“Look, people who are alcoholics hide liquor all the time. With my second wife, I used to find bottles hidden in the back of the bathroom cabinet, in her laundry hamper, in the bag of birdseed. Just because you found a bottle doesn’t mean your husband was still drinking. It might just have been one of his old backup cache bottles he’d forgotten about.”

Mia’s shoulders relaxed a bit. Then she must have run back over his words in her mind. “Second wife?” She raised one perfectly arched eyebrow. “How many times have you been married?”

“Three.” Charlie let his head hang down a little, as if he were embarrassed. But it seemed to him that each marriage had had good reasons for beginning and good reasons for ending. Too young for the first one. They’d both been nineteen, and it had lasted five months. The second had gone three years, three years of Charlie trying to save her, and her not loving herself enough to want to be saved. The third one had foundered when she realized that Charlie’s job came first and probably always would.

“Three?” A little laugh spurted from Mia. “Scott and I were together for sixteen years. Things were rocky between us this last year, but I just figured things would come back around, because they always do. But I guess you never waited long enough to know that.”

“None of the divorces were my idea,” Charlie said, which wasn’t exactly true. He hadn’t fought any of them. He would never make a woman stay if she didn’t want to. He had seen what happened when a man did that.

And here Mia was acting like her relationship with Scott had been one for the ages, when just last night he was pretty sure he had caught her kissing that new public defender, Eli Somebody, under the hood of her car.

Mia picked up the wine bottle and tipped it over her glass. Only a drop came out. “Looks like it’s time for a refill,” she announced and stood up. Charlie caught a quick glimpse of her thighs and looked away. Maybe a little slower than he should have.

But Mia hadn’t noticed. Instead she was staring at something. Something across the street. He followed her gaze.

It was the white house that was for sale. On the top floor, one of the blinds was pulled halfway up.




CHAPTER 35 

Mia? What’s wrong?” Charlie asked. “Mia?” He swung his gaze back to the house across the street, the house that was for sale and obviously had been for some time. What was she seeing?

Without answering him, Mia ran through Colleen’s yard to the front of her house. Charlie hurried after her until they both were standing in front of the boarded-up window, staring at the house across the street.

“When I came here this morning to help set up, the blinds were all down.” Mia pointed. “Now that one’s half up. And I’m pretty sure I just saw a person’s face in the window.” She now sounded completely sober. “Charlie, I think someone is in that house.”

He turned to look at the plywood and then back up at the window across the street. If anyone had been up there Sunday night, they would have had a clear view of Colleen’s murder. Then another thought occurred to him. Could whoever had killed Colleen have holed up just a few yards from where the murder had occurred?

Unbuttoning his coat, Charlie put his hand on the butt of his gun and hurried across the street. Mia followed.

“Don’t come any farther,” he told her as they reached the edge of the wild lawn. She started to protest, but he cut her off, keeping his voice down. He didn’t have time for this. “Somebody could be lying low here. Maybe even the person who killed Colleen. Empty houses attract all kinds of bad people.” Addicts broke in to steal appliances, fixtures, or any copper wire or pipes they could pry out of the walls. Vacant houses were magnets for vandalism, drug dealers, or even prostitutes looking for an out-of-the-way place to service a client.

He pointed at the sagging For Sale sign. “Call the real estate agent and ask when she last showed the house, or if anyone has permission to be inside. And if things don’t add up, tell her to meet us down here ASAP to open the house. While you do that, I’m gonna call it in and check the perimeter.”

Charlie notified dispatch, then went up onto the front porch, gun in his hand. He knocked on the door, then tried the handle. Locked. Holding his breath, he listened intently for the sound of footsteps or movement but heard nothing. He went back to the driveway and began to make his way around one side of the house, checking the windows as he went along. Everything was closed and locked.

But then he got to the back door. At his touch, it swung open with a faint squeal, revealing an empty kitchen with shadowy corners. 

Protocol called for Charlie to back off and wait for backup. He hesitated for a second. If things got really hairy, there were probably two or three cops still at the wake, cops who could be over here in a second. Mia might even be alerting them now.

Taking his gun out of its holster, Charlie stepped inside.

“Seattle Police,” he called out. His voice echoed through the empty space. The air was cool and stale. He sniffed. No stench of cat urine, which was what meth smelled like when it was being cooked. Still, his gut told him that someone had been here recently.

Was maybe even still here.

The question was, who was it? Colleen’s killer? Someone mentally ill? Homeless? On the lam? Dealing drugs?

A new thought occurred to him. Had someone killed Colleen because of what she had witnessed happening in this supposedly empty house? Or had the killer decided to hide out here—hide out in plain sight—after killing Colleen for a different reason?

With his Glock leading the way, Charlie moved at a half crouch through the kitchen, past the stainless steel refrigerator and the matching range. The cupboards were too small to hold a person, so he ignored them. It was so quiet he could hear his heartbeat in his ears.
 At the end of the kitchen there were doors to the left and right. Taking a deep breath, he opened the one on the left, keeping well out of the doorway. He heard nothing. He stuck first his gun and then his head past the door frame.

A laundry room. Empty, except for a washer, dryer, and utility sink.

He turned his attention to the door on the other side, which had a metal pull instead of a knob. He pulled the handle back with his free hand.

Too hard. The lightweight door banged into the wall, making him jump. His heart was hammering in his chest. The doorway framed only darkness, then his eyes adjusted and he dimly made out steps leading down to a basement. With him backlit at the top. There was a reason cops called doorways vertical coffins. Stepping back, he spotted a double light switch and flicked both of them up. One light came on over his head and another in the basement. The stairs ended in one corner, and even with the light on he couldn’t see much past them. But the basement seemed as empty as the kitchen. 

Holding his breath, Charlie listened for movement or even just breathing. Nothing.

Now he had a decision to make. He was in the middle of a house sandwich. There could be bad guys above him and/or bad guys below. There might even be bad guys on this floor. Whatever he did, he was taking his chances that someone from another floor might decide to ambush him.

He had been trained to start a search at the bottom of a house and then work his way up, which meant he should start in the basement. But Mia had seen a face at the window on the second floor.

His eyes caught the brass gleam of a bolt on the basement door. He closed the door, then pushed the bolt home. It wasn’t much of a bolt—maybe one-third of an inch thick. But even if someone managed to shoulder or kick it open, it would make some noise before they succeeded.

Charlie still hadn’t heard a sound. He moved through the small dining room on tiptoe and then into the living room, where he opened the closet door. Empty.

But then he turned back and saw a white face peering in through the windowpane on the front porch. His heart jumped. And then he realized who it was.

Mia! Hadn’t she just been lecturing him about playing by the rules?

Gritting his teeth, he made a shooing motion, but he didn’t wait to see if she obeyed. Instead he circled back to the far side of the house. Here a hallway connected two bedrooms and a small bathroom, as well as a set of stairs leading up to the second floor. Everything empty, including the closets. Everything quiet.

Standing at the bottom of the stairs, he saw the first sign that someone had been in this house since it went on the market. Someone who didn’t belong here.

A silver can of Coke sat on the top step. Taking a deep breath, Charlie went up the carpeted stairs on tiptoe.


CHAPTER 36 

What’s shaking, dude?” Zach said in Gabe’s ear. “Ready to have some fun?”

Gabe had been getting out of his stupid funeral suit with its pregnancy rubber band when his cell phone rang. So far the day had been filled with one bad thing after another:





A. Having to wear this suit that reminded him so much of his dad’s death. 


B. Having the suit not fit anymore—but not because he was taller, or his biceps had bulked up, but because his gut was bigger. 


C. Having to sit in a crowded, too-quiet church next to his mom while she couldn’t stop crying. 


D. Trying not to remember what it had been like hearing the harsh, wet-sounding breaths that had been the last sounds Colleen had ever made. 


E. Learning that some crazy person in Seattle was targeting prosecutors. 


F. And that, hello, his mom didn’t even care.





Now Gabe told Zach, “I’m more than ready.”



Three minutes later he was standing in front of Grandpa, who was in the family room watching a black-and-white documentary about World War II. Brooke was still asleep upstairs.

Grandpa tilted his head. “So your mom said you could go out with your friends?”

Gabe had this feeling like he was hovering above himself. If he said he hadn’t asked her, then his grandpa might say no. Or Grandpa might call his mom, who would probably still say no.

But if he just went out for a couple of hours and then came back, his mom might not ever find out. She would probably stay a long time at Colleen’s, maybe until the end so she could help clean up. 

“Yeah.” Gabe nodded briskly, focusing on a spot on his grandpa’s forehead just above his eyes. He was fourteen. Old enough that he didn’t need to check in with his mommy every minute. Young enough that he should be allowed to be a kid, at least every now and then. Since his mom went back to work, it was like he had a job too, only no one ever paid him.
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“So are you in?” Zach asked. The four of them—Zach, Gabe, Rufus, and Eldon—were sitting on the steps in front of a real estate office that was closed on weekends. It was just a couple of blocks from their high school. Around his neck Zach was wearing a blue bandanna, which looked a little weird.

“In for what?” Gabe asked. Rufus and Eldon looked at each other. 

Zach punched him in the arm. “You know. The fun.”

“Sure.” Gabe felt the first brush of uneasiness.

“Good. I’ll alert the troops.” Zach pulled out his phone and began to send a series of texts. Gabe tried to follow what he was typing with his thumbs, but it was too fast. And the screen was upside down, so he couldn’t read it.

“Your T-shirt’s tight, dude,” Rufus said, pointing.

Gabe looked down at his chest. “My friend Sadie made it for me last year.” It was the one his mom hated, with the impossibly cute kitten and the words I hate everyone. She said it sent the wrong message. Which was one reason he had pulled it on as soon as he heard her car back out of the driveway.

“I’ve seen that girl around. She’s hot,” Eldon offered. “Even if she is just a freshman.”

Gabe shrugged. He and Sadie had known each other since kindergarten, and for Gabe there was no mystery.

Instead he said, “What about that blond cheerleader, the one with the curly hair? She’s all kinds of sexy. Ellie Something.” Gabe wanted to find out her last name so he could Facebook-stalk her.

“Wallace, I think.” Rufus rolled his big head around as if his thick neck was tired of holding it up. His baseball cap started to fall off, but he caught it in time.

Zach was still typing. Surreptitiously Gabe looked from him to Rufus to Eldon. The other three guys looked more like men, with muscled chests and thick arms, and here Gabe was wearing a T-shirt he’d gotten in eighth grade. And it was still loose across his skinny chest and arms, despite the peanut butter sandwiches and the cans of tuna and the protein drinks and the reps and everything else he was doing.

Yesterday Gabe had bought three magazines on weight lifting. The guys on the covers were oiled and tan, and it looked like someone had stuffed whole plucked chickens under the orange skin of their thighs. Although Zach, Eldon, and even Rufus looked nothing like the men in those magazines, they could still lift way more weight than he could. And Coach Harper played all three of them regularly. Gabe was beginning to wonder if he would ever get off the bench.

Zach slid his phone back into his pocket.

“So exactly what is it we’re going to do?” Gabe asked.

“You know what a flash mob is?” Zach’s eyes were bright.

Gabe thought of stuff he’d seen on YouTube. “You mean like when those groups of people suddenly start singing or dancing?” He’d seen videos of people at a shopping mall singing Handel’s Messiah, and pedestrians on a city sidewalk suddenly breaking into the dance from Thriller.

“That’s one kind, right,” Rufus said with a grin that made him look like he had a secret.

Gabe hoped they wouldn’t make him do something he couldn’t, like break-dance or sing in a high-pitched voice. If it was a bunch of people doing the same thing at the same time, he could probably manage that.

“Just follow our lead,” Zach said.

In the next five minutes a dozen more kids gathered on the steps. They nodded, and a few said “hey,” but nothing more than that. All guys except for two girls. A couple were from the football team. Gabe thought he’d seen most of the rest at school, but he wasn’t sure. He saw another guy with a bandanna around his neck, which again struck him as weird. His stomach was starting to feel queasy. 

“Okay,” Zach said, getting to his feet. “Let’s go.”

All of a sudden Gabe got the reason for the bandannas, as Zach and the other dude pulled theirs up over their noses. Other kids tugged down the bills of their hats or pulled up sweatshirt hoods. And then the mass of people moved across the street as one.

Gabe was reminded of ants or bees. Wasps. Using their hive mind, making a single decision. Only instead of stinging someone to death, he realized, with growing horror, they were about to swarm the convenience store across the street. The Sunshine Mart wasn’t part of any chain, just one of those stores with some Asian guy behind the counter. One of those stores that catered to people who bought snacks and cigarettes and the occasional half gallon of milk two days away from its expiration date.

They poured inside and began to stream up and down the aisles. Just before Gabe walked in the door, he ducked his chin and pulled his T-shirt over his mouth and nose. He didn’t like what he thought was about to happen, but even more than that, he didn’t want to get caught. At some signal that he must have missed, the other kids began to laugh and whoop, snatching and grabbing what they could. A bag of Cheetos fell to the floor, and then someone stepped on it with a loud pop and an explosion of orange powder. Ahead of him, some dude was laughing as if it was all really funny.

Gabe met the eyes of a guy on the other side of the aisle and saw that he didn’t look like he was having a good time. He looked terrified. And then Gabe realized he was looking into a strip of mirror, mounted at the top of the shelf and running the length of the aisle. He was looking at himself.

A girl skipped past him with a giant bag of Cool Ranch Doritos clutched to her chest. She wore a green hat shaped like a frog. Brooke had a hat like that, but it was a cat hat. She called it her Cat in the Hat hat.

Gabe’s mind was filled with nonsense and his hands were empty. 

The store owner had his own hands in the air and was yelling, “Stop! Stop!” while he turned in circles, shaking his head in disbelief. A tiny woman that Gabe assumed was his wife grabbed the back of his green polo shirt and pulled him back behind the counter. 

They were afraid of the kids. Of what they could do.

But Gabe didn’t feel powerful.

He felt scared.

Zach tossed him a Mars bar and he caught it. He didn’t even like Mars bars. He stared at it for a long moment and then let it drop on a shelf that still held a few Hostess pies. An arm reached around from behind him and grabbed the candy bar and the pies. In the distance sirens began to wail. Kids grabbed up more things, then pushed and ran. Gabe followed.

In less than ninety seconds it was all over. Gabe looked behind him as he ran out the door. The shelves were stripped bare of candy bars, jerky, and bags of chips.

He sprinted outside and around the corner. His teeth were chattering even though it was warm outside.

What had he just done?


CHAPTER 37 

It wasn’t even the well-loved stuffed brown bear that broke Mia’s heart. Instead it was the algebra textbook.

The textbook lay next to the sleeping bag in the master bedroom of the supposedly empty house across the street from Colleen’s. The carpet still had dents marking where a bed, a dresser, and two night tables had once stood. But now there was just this twisted blue sleeping bag and a teddy bear with patches of missing fur. Two white plastic garbage bags lay like deflated balloons next to the clothes that had filled them until the officers had emptied them out, looking for weapons or drugs and finding nothing. A fat pink candle and a box of matches rested on a metal pie tin. Next to a box of saltines sat an open jar of peanut butter that still held a spoon.

This poor girl had been eating peanut butter and crackers, while across the street people snacked on stuffed mushroom caps, mini quiches, and pot stickers. Not to mention sesame seed honey cashews.

Charlie had finally allowed Mia upstairs after they had determined whoever was living in the house must have left in a hurry, probably after Mia had spotted the face in the window. The other officers had left once they realized the house was unoccupied.

“Judging by the clothes, whoever is squatting here is a girl,” Mia observed now. “Who did Violet say used to live here?”

“A mom with two kids,” Charlie answered. “I’m wondering if one of them never left.” He picked up the textbook and flipped through it.

In the bathroom Mia found a toothbrush and paste, a towel, a washcloth, and a scrap of soap. In the shower stall, plastic hangers held clothes that had been hung up to dry. She touched a sleeve. Still damp. The lights didn’t come on when she flipped the switch, but when she tried the faucet, a stream of cold water ran out.

The adrenaline that had surged through her when she realized the blinds had been raised seemed to have flushed the wine from her system. She felt completely alert. And embarrassed by how she had chattered away to Charlie.

“It must get awfully cold and dark,” she said, walking back into the bedroom, which smelled dusty and slightly sour. “I wonder how long she’s been living here.”

“Do you remember how long the house has been for sale?”

“Since sometime this summer. But I guess that doesn’t mean she’s lived here that whole time. I guess it doesn’t even have to be the same girl who used to live here. It could be just someone who was looking for a safe place to live.”

“No sign of forced entry, though,” Charlie pointed out. “Which means she probably has a key.”

Mia went to the window. It directly overlooked Colleen’s yard, and the plywood tacked over the shattered basement window. “From here she would have had a clear view of Colleen when she was shot.” 

Charlie joined her. “But why would she be looking out the window at night? It’s an interesting theory, Mia, but I don’t think it’s likely that she saw anything.”

“Even if she didn’t see anything, the poor thing’s got to be pretty freaked out. First she’s been trying to hide from everyone and keep it a secret that she’s living in a supposedly empty house. And now she’s got to worry that there’s a murderer loose in the neighborhood.”

“Hello?” a woman’s voice called from downstairs. “Hello?”

Charlie went to the head of the stairs. “Yes?”

“It’s Linda Langston,” the woman called up. “The real estate agent.” 

“Come on up.” 

The real estate agent was tall and thin and dressed in a navy blue suit. She started shaking her head the minute she saw the girl’s belongings. With the toe of one high-heeled pump she nudged the teddy bear. Her lip curled back as if it were roadkill.

Mia’s stomach cramped as she wondered how much further she would have to fall before her own house would be foreclosed. She was still making the mortgage payments, but barely. The more she tried to untangle the mess Scott had left, the more she wondered how long she could keep juggling everything. In another few months, would Linda Langston be demanding her keys, impatiently tapping her high-heeled foot, while all of their worldly possessions sat inside a U-Haul truck in the driveway?

“I called a locksmith to come out and change the locks.” She made an exasperated noise. “That woman swore she had given me all the keys when the bank took possession. Obviously she was lying.” Picking up one of the garbage bags, she shoved the bear inside and then grabbed a handful of clothes.

“Hold on a minute,” Charlie said. “What are you doing?”

“Well, I certainly can’t show the house when it looks like a homeless encampment. It’s going to be hard enough attracting buyers when someone was murdered across the street.”

“I can only imagine,” he said drily.

“With Google, there’re no secrets anymore.” She pursed her lips in disapproval.

“What are you going to do with the girl’s things?” Mia asked.

“Do with them? I’m going to throw all of this out.” She leaned over to grab the textbook.

“I’ll take care of it.” Mia grabbed the textbook and the bag from the other woman’s hands. She tried to imagine Gabe alone, homeless, living in an empty house with nothing but peanut butter and crackers to fill his stomach. And yet this girl was still making it a priority to go to school.

The real estate agent shrugged, clearly unmoved. Maybe with today’s down market, you had to harden your heart. If the girl was over eighteen she could be charged with illegal entry, but Mia wasn’t going to mention that possibility if the other woman didn’t bring it up. And if she was under eighteen, once they found her she would go to a foster home until her mother could be located to pick her up. 
Charlie helped Mia bring the girl’s belongings downstairs. While they were carrying them to her car, Violet came outside to meet them. 
“So you didn’t find anybody?” Violet asked.

“No.” Mia shifted the bundles so she could press the button to unlock the car’s trunk. “But judging by the belongings she left behind, it looks like it was a high school girl. I think she saw me notice her and took off.”

“If she could see you looking up at her from our yard, do you think she saw what happened to my mom?”

Mia didn’t want to raise false hope. “It’s a long shot, but that’s why we want to talk to her.” Leaning in, she set the bag next to her spare tire.

Violet shivered and crossed her arms. “It would suck to be a girl on the streets alone.”

“Assuming this was the kid of your old neighbor, what’s her name?” Charlie asked.

“Veronica Slate. But she went by Ronni. I heard the family moved out to eastern Washington to live with her mom’s brother. It sounded like it was going to be pretty crowded. Maybe that’s why Ronni decided to stay here.”

“Do you know the uncle’s last name?” Charlie added the sleeping bag and the second bag full of clothes to the car trunk.

Violet shook her head. “Sorry. All I know is that Ronni was going to be a senior this year. She was always asking me questions about college.”

“We found a math textbook.” Mia closed the trunk. “So maybe she’s still taking classes.”

Charlie said, “On Monday I’ll go to the high school, see if they have anyone registered as living here. Maybe she’ll even be in school. And if she’s not, once we figure out for sure who she is, we’ll put out a BOLO on her.” BOLO stood for “be on the lookout.”

“Can’t you have someone watching the house to see if she comes back?” Violet asked.

Charlie shook his head. “We can’t put someone here 24-7. After all, if Ronni sees the cops, she’s not gonna come back. I’ll ask for some random patrols, but even still, the real estate agent is changing the locks, so she wouldn’t be able to get back in unless she broke in.”

“Which she might be tempted to do,” Mia said, thinking out loud. “After all, what’s in my trunk is probably everything she owns in the world. Call us if you see her, Violet. And I’m going to tuck one of my cards into the back door with a note on the back saying I have her stuff and that I can help her.”

“Can you?” Violet asked. “Help her?”

“Well,” Mia said, realizing how little she could actually do, “I could try.”

“Won’t she just end up in foster care or out in eastern Washington?”

“That’s still better than being homeless,” Charlie said.

Violet didn’t look convinced. “Ronni didn’t think so.”

“There aren’t a lot of alternatives.” As she pressed the lock button on her fob, Mia realized that the street was now empty of cars. While they had been busy searching the house, the wake must have broken up. “Hey, Violet, can I help you clean up?”

“It’s mostly just folding up the chairs and tables,” Violet said. “And loading the dishwasher.”

“Loading the dishwasher?” Charlie echoed. “Why didn’t you say so? That’s my favorite thing to do in the whole world!”

Suppressing a smile, Mia walked with Charlie and Violet across the street.
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The next morning Mia woke up craving French toast. It had been Scott’s favorite breakfast. The last time she made it, though, had been months before he died. But today the guilt didn’t weigh on her as much. She remembered what her dad had said. She couldn’t change what she had done. She couldn’t change anything about the past. All she could do was do better in the future.

She went downstairs and mixed eggs, vanilla, and a dash of cinnamon in a shallow dish, and started melting butter in a pan.

“That smells good,” Gabe said as he came into the kitchen. He leaned in the doorway, looking like he wanted to say something more. Mia waited, but after a few seconds he dropped his gaze and began combing his hair with his fingers.

“I was thinking how much your dad liked to eat this, and I decided I should make it.” Mia picked up a spatula and flipped one of the pieces. Just the perfect amount of golden brown.

Gabe took the syrup from the fridge and began to set the table. 

“Did you have a good time yesterday? Dad said you went out with your friends.”

“Oh, yeah, sure,” Gabe said, concentrating on lining up the silverware. “How was the wake thing?”

“It was a little bit strange. When I was there we figured out that someone has been living in the foreclosed house across the street. We think it’s a high school girl.”

His startled eyes flashed up to hers. “Living in an empty house?” 

“She had a sleeping bag and some clothes and a little bit of food. It looks as though it might be the same girl who lived there before the bank took the house.”

“That’s sad, Mom.” Gabe’s face changed. “Are we going to be okay? You know, since Dad died?”

She should never have mentioned Ronni to him. “Of course we are. I mean, I’m working now, and I wasn’t before. We should be fine.”

“I miss him.”

“I know.” Mia sighed. “I do too. And I know it’s been hard on you. I’ve asked you to grow up so fast.”

He looked away. “I don’t think I’ve been doing a very good job of it.”

“Of course you have. What are you saying?”

“Sometimes . . .” Gabe hesitated. “Sometimes I screw up.” 

He must be thinking of how much she had to nag him to get him to do his chores. “We all make mistakes. But you’ve really stepped up. You’re watching Brooke after school, you’re starting to pick up the house and help with dinner. You’re doing a lot. You’re growing up before my eyes.”

Mia felt a pang of pride. She had been so worried about how Scott’s death would change Gabe, but it had clearly been an overreaction. Sure, he had been faced with challenges, but he seemed to be taking them in stride. Looking at her son this morning, so polite and pleasant and humble, Mia was sure she was doing something right as a parent.


CHAPTER 38 

On her way to the office kitchen to get a cup of coffee, Mia passed a conference room where a half dozen of her co-workers crowded around a monitor.

Curious, she stepped inside. Someone hit the button on the remote and started whatever they were watching over again. It was silent black-and-white footage from a security camera mounted above the door of a small convenience store.

Young people began to pour in through the door. Since the camera was looking at their backs, it took Mia a moment to figure out there was something different about their appearance. They seemed blank, anonymous, and then she realized it was because they all had their hoods pulled up or their hats pulled down. Then she saw a kid with a bandanna obscuring the lower part of his face, like he had stepped out of one of the old Western movies Mia’s grandpa used to love.

She was looking at a crime.

More kids poured in. A few wore no disguises, just T-shirts pulled up over their noses. And one or two were even barefaced, as if their sheer number made them invisible. At first they just milled through the aisles, their fast strides and swinging arms betraying their nervous energy. Then at some sound or signal they began to snatch and grab—cans of soda, candy bars, bags of chips, packets of miniature donuts.

An Asian man came out from behind the counter with his hands raised, his mouth moving in a silent yell. The kids began to run out. Someone threw a can of soda at the man, and he ducked. One of the kids knocked into a circular card rack, which wobbled back and forth, spinning. A second kid crashed into it and it fell. The man spread his arms and tried to block the thieves from leaving, but the kids just pushed past him, sometimes shoving him. A tiny woman ran up and grabbed the back of his shirt and pulled him back behind the safety of the counter.

And then the kids were gone, leaving the floor covered with trampled cards, spilled soda, and squashed snacks.

And it had all happened in ninety seconds.

Mia was rooted to the floor. Her first, incongruous thought was, I thought I told him not to wear that shirt.

Gabe had been in the middle of the mob, with his I hate everyone T-shirt pulled up over the bottom of his face.

“That’s crazy!” DeShauna said. “They were like . . . like locusts.” 

“It’s called a flash mob,” Tracy said. She worked in the Juvenile Unit. This had to be her case.

“I thought flash mobs were those people who got together in public someplace to sing or dance.” DeShauna did a jazz hands motion. “Like that big group of people that got together at Westlake Park a couple of years ago and danced a routine from Glee.”

“That’s what flash mobs used to be.” Tracy tapped the end of the remote into her open palm, reminding Mia of a cop with an old-fashioned nightstick. “People alerting each other by text or Facebook to get together to do something spontaneous and fun. Now it’s more like a flash rob. It’s gone from fun to felony.”

It sounded like hyperbole. Until Mia looked at the tape, frozen on the last frame of the trashed store.

“But those are just kids on that tape,” Jesse said. “Don’t you remember how it was when you were a kid? One person started something, maybe dared everyone else, and you would just follow along. A crowd mentality takes over. I bet in their normal lives these kids wouldn’t think of stealing.”

“So you think these kids are blameless? Harmless?” Tracy asked, her jaw tight. “Three weeks ago there was another convenience store robbery just like this, only they didn’t have a security camera. In that robbery, a customer was pushed to the ground and sprained her wrist. If these incidents continue, it’s only a matter of time until they become violent.” With one long red fingernail she pointed at the frozen image of the shop owner and his wife. “We all know what those mom-and-pop places are like. Half the time there’s a baseball bat under the counter. Maybe even a shotgun. What happens when a clerk pulls that out? Or a customer tries to stop someone?”

Jesse looked torn. “I’m not saying we don’t need to do something about it. But those are just kids, and people’s brains don’t fully develop until they are like twenty-five or something. Teens are just more into thrill-seeking and risk-taking. They simply don’t recognize the consequences.”

In Jesse’s words Mia heard an echo of Frank’s “kids will be kids” argument. But she hadn’t let Darin Dane’s tormentors off for that. How could she even be thinking of letting Gabe off the hook for this?

Or not off the hook exactly. But part of her was saying that she could keep this private, between her and Gabe. And she would make sure he never did anything like this again.

Tracy said, “On the East Coast they’ve been having a huge problem with flash mobs. They’ve had groups of kids who gather and then just randomly attack whoever walks by. Or they pour into high-end clothing stores and make off with stacks of expensive jeans. This”—she pointed at the screen—“is penny-ante stuff. Literally. But we need to nip it in the bud before it gets worse. We don’t need kids thinking that they control the streets, making it so people are afraid to go out. This is our chance to teach these kids a lesson.”

“So you don’t know who they are?” Mia asked. “Nobody was caught?”

“The owner pressed a silent alarm when he realized there was a robbery in progress. A cruiser was on-site less than two minutes later, but by then they were gone.” Tracy pointed at the screen again. “Luckily, the quality of this surveillance tape is very clear. We’ve counted at least twenty-one individuals. We’re going to be working with officials from neighboring schools to see if they can help us put a name to any suspects. If we can identify the ringleaders, they are going to face some serious charges.”

Tracy ran the tape again. This time Mia only had eyes for Gabe. At one moment, someone tossed him a candy bar, but then he let it fall onto a shelf. When he left the store, as far as she could tell he left empty-handed.

Could he be charged? He hadn’t even stolen anything.

But then she argued with herself. He had clearly been part of the mob that terrorized the poor shop owners. He hadn’t tried to stop them. He hadn’t even said no and walked away. Instead he had pulled his T-shirt over his nose and walked inside.

Mia checked the time in the upper left-hand corner of the tape. It was not long after she had left for Colleen’s wake.

What should she do? She had taught her kids that it was important to tell the truth, to accept the consequences of their actions.

But it would be easy to say nothing. It might not ever come out that he was part of the mob. And then she would punish him herself. Ground him for weeks. Months.

But there were so many kids in this video they were sure to catch up with some of them. And those kids would rat out the others.

Although what was she thinking? It wasn’t “rat out.” It was “tell the truth.” It was “cooperate with law enforcement.” It was what in her line of work they called a CI—confidential informant.

And if she didn’t make Gabe come forward? Then Tracy might come for him first.

She went into the bathroom and splashed cold water on her face, then stared into her own eyes. Just below the left one, a tiny muscle was twitching.

Katrina came out of one of the stalls. “So did you see that video? Pretty horrifying, isn’t it?”

Mia swallowed. “Yes. Yes. It was.” 

“Are you all right?” The other woman’s face creased with concern.

“I think . . .” She forced herself to say the truth. “My son, Gabe, was one of them.”

“Oh no.” Katrina looked around, even though they were the only two in the bathroom. “Are you going to tell Tracy?”

“The sad part is that I thought about just keeping quiet. But it won’t do him any good. The thing is—it feels like it’s partly my fault.”

“Just because you’re his mom doesn’t mean you are responsible for his behavior.”

“I don’t know about that.” Mia took a deep breath. “Remember how I was on the phone with Colleen when she was shot?”

Katrina tilted her head. “Yeah?”

“I wanted to keep listening to see if she said anything. I also wanted to get over there as fast as I could, and I was talking to her on a landline. So I handed it to Gabe and asked him to listen in case she said anything.”

“Oh no.” Katrina’s eyes widened. She put her hand over her heart. “And did Colleen say anything?”

“No. That’s why I’m keeping it kind of quiet. The only thing Gabe heard was the sound of her dying. But I can’t imagine how terrible that must have been. And I think it hurt him.”

“Then don’t tell Tracy,” Katrina said decisively. “It’s not worth ruining his life. Certainly not over a bag of chips or whatever.”

“But even if I don’t say anything, it will still come out.” Mia could feel the muscle twitching faster. “They’re going to figure out who is on that video.”

“Then you should talk to her. Nip it in the bud before it gets any worse.”

Mia nodded, but she couldn’t help thinking that it might well get worse no matter what she did.


CHAPTER 39 

Online in the Mystical Realms of Everland, Ophelia wasn’t Ophelia Moyer, but Eric the Mage, an elf wizard who had amassed a fortune in griffin’s gold with his famed Worstalk, the magic wand that could both save and destroy.

And Jonas Carvel was Mercenweaver, a cyclops who possessed a mirror shield that could reflect back any spell onto the person casting it.

Ophelia didn’t know about Jonas, but there were many days when she would have preferred being Eric the Mage to being Ophelia.

Eric the Mage and Mercenweaver had begun a tentative friendship, still online but not within the main arena of the game. Gradually they talked a little bit about their real lives and the parallels they shared. Both of them worked daily with crimes, he with computers at the King County District Attorney’s Office, she as a Portland private investigator who specialized in solving crimes against women.

A few weeks ago Ophelia had slipped and revealed that she was actually a girl, an idea that seemed to fascinate Jonas.

When Jonas’s name showed up in a chat bubble a few days ago, Ophelia almost clicked the X to close it. But then she read that he was seeking her help—not as Eric the Mage, but as a PI. A woman he worked with had been murdered, and he was trying to figure out if her death was related to the earlier murder of another co-worker. So far, his search of the office’s database had come up with nothing.

The problem sounded interesting. Ophelia had long wielded her magic, not just in Everland, but also with the Dow Jones. Her uncanny ability to see patterns had made her rich—in money, at least. It had also given her the ability to take on cases solely on the basis of whether they piqued her interest. She told Jonas she would drive up the next day to see if she could help deduce the answer. Just after lunch she met him outside the King County Courthouse. 

Jonas turned out not to look anything like his avatar, other than that they were both blond. On the computer his alter ego, Mercenweaver, had biceps as big as barrels and high, chiseled cheekbones. Jonas was altogether softer and rounder, without a single hard edge.

The look he gave her made it clear he was not at all disappointed that she bore no resemblance to Eric the Mage, with his pointed ears and velvet robes. Objectively, Ophelia didn’t believe she was attractive. Yes, she was height-weight proportionate and her face was symmetrical, but those qualities weren’t unusual. She had blond hair, but it was what was known as dishwater blond.

At the main desk Jonas flashed his ID at the security guard. Ophelia had to show her driver’s license and sign her name. “Folks in your office are sure working long hours these days,” the guard said to Jonas as they went through the metal detector. “People are even coming in on weekends.”

“We’re trying to figure out who killed Colleen Miller,” Jonas said, straightening his shoulders. To Ophelia, he seemed to be placing himself in the center of the investigation.

He led her down the hall to what he had called his office, but turned out to be a cubicle. He sat in front of his computer while she leaned down to look over his shoulder.

“I was asked to look for any defendants that Colleen Miller and Stan Slavich had in common,” he said. “I wrote the program so that it checked for misspellings, as well as common nicknames.”

She guessed he was looking for approval, so she nodded. But she was really focused on the code on his screen.

“I also checked for defendants who had connections to the same groups, like the Mob or neo-Nazis. The thinking was that Stan and Colleen had both prosecuted the same defendant or group, which resulted in revenge killings. But I only came up with a handful of matches, and they’re either dead or seem unlikely to be behind this.” 

“Well, that’s where you probably made your mistake,” Ophelia said. “Do you mind if I . . . ?” She leaned into his space until he got the hint, got up, and gave her his seat.

Regular people—or neurotypicals, as they were called on the websites Ophelia liked to visit—craved variety. They thought two hundred flavors of ice cream were better than two. They would happily buy something that served the same purpose as an item they already owned, just because it differed in some nonessential way, such as color.

But when it came to computers and databases and information, neurotypicals wanted everything simplified and dumbed down. Ophelia could wear the same thing every day, just as long as it was more or less clean, but when it came to data, the trick was to throw your focus as wide as possible. The people who had asked Jonas to search had done the opposite.

“The program needs to be rewritten to check all the variables. Maybe it’s not the same defendant,” she said, as her fingers flew over the keyboard. “Maybe it’s the same witness. Or the same judge. You had all these factors to work with, but you limited yourself to just one.”

Two hours later Ophelia found a hint. And the more she looked, the more she found.

It wasn’t the same defendant. It wasn’t even the same judge or the same witness.

[image: gg.jpg]

Jonas brought Ophelia in to meet Mia Quinn, the prosecutor working on the murdered woman’s case, and Charlie Carlson, the homicide detective. Mia had to borrow an extra chair from a co-worker’s office before the four of them could sit around her small round table.

They hadn’t even sat down when Jonas burst out with the answer. “It was the same victim.”

“The same victim?” Charlie echoed.

“Let me explain,” Ophelia said. “I widened the search to look for anything the cases of Colleen Miller and Stan Slavich had in common. Not just the defendant. Anything. Witnesses, judges, charges. There was a lot of overlap, as you can imagine. But eventually this is what I—we”—she corrected herself, mindful that this was important to Jonas—“found. Stan Slavich and Colleen Miller both prosecuted murder cases involving the same victim.”

“So there were co-defendants with separate trials?” Mia asked. 

“No.” The words crowded into Ophelia’s brain. She resisted the urge to jiggle her leg. Recently she had learned that this behavior was distracting to others. “Two men charged with the same crime, but the first one was actually innocent. Five years and seven months ago, six-year-old Laura Lynn Childers was found in a park two blocks from her home. Beaten to death. Probably sexually assaulted. Nearly five years ago Stan Slavich prosecuted the girl’s neighbor, eighteen-year-old William—Willy—Mercer for the crime.”

A kid who had dropped out of school in ninth grade, Willy had been considered a weird loner. Ophelia’s mouth had twisted when she read that. If you didn’t fit in, if you weren’t in lockstep, then neurotypicals thought there was something wrong with you.

“No DNA evidence linked him to the crime. All they had to go on was a single witness ID. At night. A block away. But that witness picked Willy out of a lineup.” Ophelia gave in to the need to lecture. Her college professors hadn’t appreciated her tendency to answer other students’ questions before they could. For Ophelia, information could be like a fire hose. Once she opened it, it sprayed out full force. “However, one problem with a lineup is that if the witness doesn’t see the person who was actually there, they will still pick the person who looks most like him. Another is that the cop in charge of this lineup had had a past run-in with Willy, when Willy was charged with being a Peeping Tom. His parents always claimed he had been drawn to the Christmas lights on a tree, but the home owner was convinced that he had been peeping at her. While that case was ultimately dismissed, it still left room for bias when Willy was put into the lineup.”

Ophelia bit her lip so she would stop lecturing, wouldn’t point out that the gold standard was a double-blind lineup, one where the detective conducting the lineup didn’t know who the suspect was or where they were in the lineup so they couldn’t even inadvertently suggest who it was through a micro-expression, tone of voice, or even the way he held his body.

“After his arrest, Willy was interviewed for nearly twelve hours. During that time he did not request a lawyer. He asked several times if he could go home, but the police convinced him he needed to stay to help them.”

Neurotypicals were hardwired to want answers, to see patterns even if they didn’t really exist. But in many cases, evidence never pointed in one direction. There was no clear pattern, no obvious answer. Ophelia was sure that the cops had been convinced that they were right about Willy. Once they believed he was guilty, then they had only recognized evidence that served to confirm this unconscious bias. Evidence that didn’t had been discarded—again unconsciously.

Sometimes people missed details because they weren’t paying attention, but sometimes it was because they were concentrating too hard on something else. In a Harvard experiment that Ophelia found fascinating, neurotypical participants had watched a video of people dressed in either black or white passing a basketball. The subjects were told to count the number of passes made by players in white. During the test, a woman wearing a gorilla suit strolled through the players. About half the people who took the test never even noticed her.

Ophelia had spotted the woman in the gorilla suit the moment she stepped onto the court.

“Look,” Mia said, “you know that in the majority of cases, there’s no DNA. There are no fingerprints. In the real world, the bad guy wears gloves and throws the gun in a river. Yet justice demands that all crimes be prosecuted, not just the easy ones.”

“Does it?” Ophelia asked. “Should Willy really have been charged with kidnapping, rape, and murder if the only evidence linking him to the crime was a single witness?”

“But if there was nothing to contradict the ID, then you could argue that justice for the victim, her family, and the community demanded that Willy be charged,” Mia said. “And I remember a little bit about that case. Didn’t Willy confess?”

Ophelia’s mouth twisted. “If you can call it that.”

Questioned by people who were already half convinced of his guilt, Willy had finally agreed that he must have done it, that he must have gotten angry with Laura Lynn and hurt her without meaning to. One of the officers had hinted that it would all be over if Willy simply agreed. That they could let him go home.

So Willy had said yes. And then obligingly added details. But to an impartial observer, it was clear that the details he used were the same ones the police had inadvertently supplied to him during the long hours of questioning.

“You said Colleen also prosecuted someone for this girl’s murder,” Charlie said. “How is that possible?”

“Two years ago Laura Lynn’s mother divorced her second husband, the girl’s stepfather, and came forward with new evidence implicating him. Colleen then prosecuted him for the same crime Willy had already been convicted of. He’s now serving a life sentence.”

Mia’s mouth opened. “Wait. What happened to Willy?”

“He’s dead.” Ophelia didn’t try to sugarcoat it. In prison, a chi-mo—slang for child molester—was the lowest of the low. “Three weeks after he went to prison he was killed in the yard by a lifer. And less than two days after Willy died, Stan Slavich was murdered.”

“Why didn’t anyone figure that out back then?” Charlie asked.

“At the time no one realized Willy had been wrongfully convicted. They also limited themselves by looking at people who had recently gotten out of prison.” Ophelia pushed her fingernails into her palm so she wouldn’t blurt out that the error was not that different from the one they had made. They both stemmed from looking at a limited data set.

She reminded herself that it was now their turn to talk. Neurotypicals had so many unspoken rules. You weren’t supposed to monopolize the conversation. You weren’t supposed to stand too close. You weren’t supposed to stare. Ophelia worried she might have violated all of those since she entered this room. You also weren’t supposed to talk about death, sex, blood, or anything that happened in the bathroom. Taboos made no logical sense, but neurotypicals were oddly sensitive to them.

“We’ve got to take a look at Willy’s friends and relatives,” Charlie said. “Maybe one of them went after Stan because they thought he was responsible for Willy’s death. And then when Colleen prosecuted the real killer, they may have wondered where she was when Willy was being wrongfully convicted.”

Mia pressed her palms flat on the table. “They could have even believed Colleen was part of a cover-up.”


CHAPTER 40 

In the hours since she had seen the videotape of the flash mob robbery, Mia had been a wreck. Useless. Her head throbbed. Her stomach roiled.

They had made a breakthrough in figuring out the link between Colleen’s and Stan’s murders, or at least this Ophelia woman had, but all Mia could think about was her son.

Gabe was a thief, or an almost-thief. She had thought she had raised him to stand up to peer pressure, but she had thought wrong. Instead he had gone along, joined a faceless mob bent on terrorizing some poor shop owners just because they could. Just because it was fun to snatch and grab and run away.

What other secrets was her son keeping from her? Was he skipping school? Cheating? Using drugs? Drinking, the way Scott had once and probably still had been?

Maybe the bad gene had come from Scott, the ability to lie to her face without a flicker to betray him.

Mia was still meeting with Ophelia, Jonas, and Charlie when school got out at three, but she got the meeting to wrap up as soon afterward as she could. After they were gone, she closed the door to her office and dialed Gabe’s cell number with a shaking finger, not bothering to go into her contacts list. She didn’t have time to work her way through menus. She had to talk to him now.

“Hello?” Gabe’s voice was nearly unrecognizable, slower and deeper. He must be drunk or high or both. Who knew if he had as many football practices as he said, or if he did, that he went to them? Maybe the reason the coach hadn’t been putting him in was that Gabe never attended practice.

The words poured out of Mia as if someone had breached a dike. “You are grounded immediately. I’m sure you can guess why. And I don’t want to hear one word of argument from you, young man. I trusted you, Gabe. I trusted you.”

There was a long pause. Mia imagined him getting ready to spit out something defiant, and the muscles in her neck and shoulders knotted up.

Instead the voice on the other end of the phone said slowly, “Who do you think you’re talking to? Because I think you might have the wrong number.”

It took a second to reorient herself. “Um, isn’t this 206 . . .” and she reeled off the rest of Gabe’s cell number.

“My number’s almost the same, but it starts with 204. I’m in Winnipeg.”

“Winnipeg? Like in Canada?”

His voice—a voice that Mia now clearly recognized as belonging to a full-grown man—was amused. “Yes, Canada. Best of luck to you and your Gabe, though.” And he hung up.

Part of Mia knew that someday she might find this funny. In about ten years. But the rest of her was still angry. Still, she decided it would be better to confront Gabe in person, where she could watch his expressions and his body language the way she would a suspect’s. 

She forced herself to work until five, preparing what she would say to the grand jury the next day. Then she drove home. How would Gabe react? Anger? Annoyance? Indifference?

When she walked into the kitchen, he was pouring applesauce into a bowl while Brooke waited. She turned and cried out, “Mommy!” in a happy voice.

Gabe’s face went still and watchful when he saw her walk in so early. She felt herself grow hot with anger.

“What are you doing home so early, Mom?” 

Instead of answering, she bent over Brooke. “Honey, can you go into the family room and watch TV for a minute? Your brother and I need to talk.”

“Okay.” Brooke was too young to be curious. Instead she took the bowl of applesauce from Gabe and walked off. It was too full and she would probably spill some. Mia didn’t care. Let her ruin the whole carpet. Everything was already ruined.

She turned back to Gabe. “I think you can probably guess why I came home.”

He kept silent, as if there was some faint chance that if he didn’t cop to it he wouldn’t get in trouble. Mia had seen this type of behavior more times than she cared to count. But always from criminals. She had never expected to see it from her own son.

“Today at work I saw a videotape from the Sunshine Mart that was taken on Saturday afternoon. And I saw what you and those other kids did.” She forced herself to take a breath. “What were you thinking?”

“I didn’t know what they were going to do until they were doing it.” Gabe fisted his hands in his hair and tugged. “And by then it was too late. What was I supposed to do?”

“You were supposed to say no. You were supposed to say no and walk away.”

“I didn’t even take anything.”

“I saw the tape, Gabe. You were holding a candy bar.”

“Yeah, but someone tossed it to me and then I just put it down. I didn’t take it!”

“If the police want to make a case, it doesn’t matter if you didn’t actually take possession of it. If you intended to steal, it could still be third-degree theft. Among other charges. And you know what else, Gabe? You could end up costing me my job.”

“You? But you didn’t do anything!” His voice was full of pain. “I’m the one who messed up. Not you!”

“Yes, but once it comes out that you’re my kid, they could decide it’s a conflict of interest for our office to prosecute it. Then it could be assigned to a multiagency task force to investigate. You could end up dragging my name through the mud. My boss would not like that.” Which was an understatement. Frank would be furious.

“Tell me what I can do.” Gabe’s voice was high-pitched. Desperate. “Tell me what I can do to make it right!”

Mia had been mulling over this ever since she saw the video. “First of all, you’re grounded.”

“Okay.”

He nodded eagerly, but she wasn’t done. She wasn’t anywhere near done.

“Second of all, I’m going to expect you to go into that store and give that shop owner fifty dollars and apologize. And then you are going to have to work to earn that fifty dollars to pay me back.”

“Can’t I just mail it to him?” Gabe scuffed the floor with the toe of his Vans.

“No. You went there in person to cause him trouble. You can say you’re sorry in person too.”

Gabe took a deep breath, and she saw him steel himself. “Okay. I’ll do it.”

“That isn’t everything, Gabe. Right now we’re going down to the police department, and you’re going to tell them what you did. And not only that, you are going to give them the name of every kid you know who was at that store.”

“What?” He began to shake his head. “No way! Those are my friends!”

“Friends? You don’t need those kinds of friends.”

“But you don’t understand.” His voice cracked. “I do need them! These guys like me even though I’m not very good at football and I have to watch my baby sister all the time.”

“Do they really like you, Gabe? Like you for you? Or do they like you because they know you’ll go along with them?” He started to open his mouth, but Mia held up her hand. “Don’t answer me right now. I want you to think about it. And I also want you to think about this: if you don’t stand up for small things, then by the time big ones come along, you won’t be strong enough to stand up for them either.” 

“But you want me to tell on my friends.” His look was anguished. 

“I’m not saying it’s not going to be hard. But it’s the right thing to do. And look at this logically. The police already have the video. The visuals are clear. Including images of you. That shirt pulled over your nose and mouth isn’t much of a disguise. It’s only a matter of time before they figure out one or two of the people who were in there. And once they have one, that person will give up the rest. We have a bargaining position if you go there voluntarily.” Mia hated to be thinking strategically. But this was her son. “We lose that once you’re identified.”

“But I didn’t even take the stupid candy bar!” His voice rose. “I didn’t take anything!”

“There could still be other charges. Conspiracy to commit theft. Disorderly conduct. Malicious mischief. They’re talking about making an example of the kids who were there so it doesn’t happen again. Even if you didn’t take anything, it doesn’t change that you were willingly there.”

“Okay.” Gabe’s shoulders slumped. “Okay, I’ll talk to the police.” 

At the police station Brooke tilted her head back to look at the high ceiling, slowing their progress, while Mia resisted the urge to tug her forward. Her heels echoed on the white marble floor. She asked the woman behind the bulletproof glass for Marc Stoker, the detective handling the case. Tracy had given Mia his name when Mia told her she might have recognized one of the kids on the tape. Mia hadn’t said it was Gabe, and she had been relieved when she didn’t recognize the detective’s name. Bad enough to go through this with a stranger. Far worse to do it with someone she had worked with. Then she had called to ask if Marc could stay late to meet them.

Now they waited in silence. Her son stood two paces behind her with his head down. When the detective came out, Gabe’s eyes widened. Marc Stoker’s biceps strained the short sleeves of his black uniform shirt. He had a shaved head, a brown mustache, and a close-trimmed goatee.

“My son has a matter he wishes to speak to you about.” Mia didn’t let on that she had paved the way for this. Let Gabe carry the burden.

Gabe’s voice was low. “I went to that Sunshine Mart with those kids. The ones who stole things. But I didn’t take anything.”

“All right,” Marc said. “Let’s go on back and talk.”

He took them to a room where a video player was set up. At first Brooke watched the tape with interest. She grew bored as Marc stopped and started it, walking Gabe through what had happened and writing down the names Gabe knew. Mia had tossed some crayons and a notebook into her purse before leaving home, and now she let Brooke draw while she half listened to what Gabe was saying.

Then she heard Gabe say Zach’s name as he pointed at one of the boys wearing bandannas. Mia stiffened. The kid who had shaken her hand, looked her in the eye, asked about her job? The one who had made such a good impression? Maybe she was no better judge of character than Gabe.

Eventually Marc asked Gabe to look through yearbooks for kids whose names he didn’t know but who had taken part.

“Where do you get the yearbooks from?” Gabe asked. He was starting to relax because he thought the worst was over. He didn’t know Mia was planning one more stop before this day—which she hoped was the worst in his life—was over.

“Every year we ask the schools to send them to us,” Marc said. “As you can see, they can come in handy.” It was depressing to think that a percentage of the yearbook’s smiling faces would someday be posing for mug shots.

While Gabe was looking through them, Mia stepped out into the hallway and made a phone call. Fifteen minutes later the detective said they were done and shook Gabe’s hand. Gabe’s shoulders straightened.

“There’s one more stop we have to make,” Mia said as they walked to the car.

He stopped. “What?”

“We’re going to see your coach.”

Tears welled up in his eyes. “Mom—no.”

“I know there’s a code of conduct for the team, and you violated it. I need you to tell Coach Harper that yourself.”

Gabe was silent during the twenty-minute drive to the coach’s house. Mia did not attempt to fill it. She hoped he was thinking. In the back Brooke had fallen asleep, her head at an awkward angle. When Mia pulled into the driveway, she hoisted Brooke onto her hip, ignoring her sleepy grumbles.

The coach answered the door. Standing this close to him, she realized with a shock that she was probably a few years older than he was. He had light red hair and eyes that slanted down at the corners. From the back of the house, Mia could hear the piping sound of a young child’s voice and a woman’s soft answer.

“Coach Harper,” she said, shifting Brooke’s weight so she could offer her hand. “I’m Mia Quinn. Gabe’s mom.”

“Hello.” His expression was wary. Mia had given him the barest explanation of why they were coming.

“Gabe, can you tell the coach what happened on Sunday?”

In a few halting sentences, her son laid it out. He kept his eyes down until the very end.

The coach sucked in a breath. “And were there other players from the team involved?”

“Yes, sir.”

He winced. “Under the code of conduct I had you all sign, you are held to the highest standards of moral behavior and character both on and off the field. What happened on Sunday clearly violated that code.”

“Yes, sir.”

The coach’s jaw firmed. “Who were the other players, Gabe?”

Mia stepped forward. “The police are figuring that out now, and I expect there will be charges filed. Right now, the way I see it, this is between you and Gabe, between Gabe and his conscience, and between Gabe and me. The information about who else was involved is going to come out, but I don’t think it has to come to you from Gabe.”

Coach Harper looked up at the ceiling, thinking. Then he nodded. “All right. I accept that.” He turned to Gabe. “I’m glad you came to me. I’m guessing this was your mother’s idea, but still, you’re here and you’re being honest. I respect that.”

Gabe’s shoulders relaxed the tiniest bit.

“But I also have to consider that you acted in a way that violated our ethics. I’m going to bench you for three games.”

Gabe took a ragged breath and then nodded. “I actually haven’t played once since the season started.”

The coach nodded. “I’m aware of that.”

“You are?” His eyes widened, and in her son’s expression Mia could see how beaten down he had been feeling, sitting on the bench game after game.

“Yes.”

“But why? What have I been doing wrong?”

Coach Harper’s face was open. “What do you think, Gabe?”

Gabe hesitated and then said in a rush, “It could be because I’m not good enough. Or because I’m new and don’t know the plays yet. Or because I missed that one practice.”

“If you weren’t good enough, you wouldn’t have made the team.” The coach put his hand on Gabe’s shoulder. “It’s the second thing you said—you don’t know the plays well enough yet. But you keep studying the playbook and you keep showing up to practice, and you will.” He squeezed his shoulder and then let go. “I have faith in you, Gabe.”

“Even after today?” Gabe bit his lip. His eyes were shiny.

“Maybe especially after today.”


CHAPTER 41 

It happened again that night—Brooke screaming in terror, Mia unable to wake her, Gabe hovering, helpless and wide-eyed, at the end of his sister’s bed. The only difference was that Mia knew she would be seeing their pediatrician the next day. She just prayed that Dr. Gibbs would know what was going on.

Mia had gotten the earliest doctor’s appointment that she could—eight thirty. As she parked in front of the medical office, part of her worried that Frank would note her absence and be unhappy. But she was no Frank. Her kids came first.

When Dr. Gibbs came into the exam room, Mia immediately felt her shoulders loosen. As she looked into his calm gray eyes, caught in a net of wrinkles, she let her breath out in a whoosh. Dr. Gibbs was nearly seventy. He had once told Mia that he even had a few former patients whose grandchildren now came to him.

He patted the exam table. “Okay, Brooke, do you think you can get all the way up here for me?”

Excited by the challenge, Brooke scrambled up. Dr. Gibbs was a small man, nearly elfin, so he was only a few inches taller than Brooke as he listened to her lungs and heart and looked into her ears. Then he handed her a picture book from the rack on the wall. “Why don’t you look at this while your mother and I talk.”

He turned to Mia. “Has her father’s death greatly affected her?” His soothing voice still held the hint of a Scottish burr.

“She was sad when it happened. But she’s so young, I’m not sure how much she understands.” Mia tried to swallow the sudden lump in her throat. It thickened when he patted her shoulder.

“Since this problem began, has she seemed different during the daytime? Is she unhappy? Lashing out?”

Mia thought back. “Not that I’ve noticed.”

“And does she ever remember these episodes when she is truly awake?”

“No.”

He nodded. “I think I know what we’re dealing with.”

Mia braced herself. Was it some kind of seizure? Mental illness? A brain tumor?

“What Brooke is experiencing is something known as night terrors.” He patted her hand. “But they’re more terrifying for the parents than the child. About one or two kids out of every hundred get them. They’re not nightmares, and they’re not the result of bad dreams. Some children’s brains simply haven’t learned how to transition from deep sleep to light sleep. The result is a night terror. It presents in a manner similar to sleepwalking. The brain waves, the sweating, the tachycardia—accelerated heart rate—and the increased respiration rate are similar.”

Mia remembered what her dad had said. “My father told me I used to sleepwalk.”

“There you go.” Dr. Gibbs nodded. “There may be some genetic predisposition. But just as you did, Brooke will eventually grow out of it. You can help her by keeping a regular bedtime. Try putting her to bed at eight or eight thirty every single night. Don’t let her fall asleep earlier than that, and don’t keep her up later. And if she continues to have night terrors, you should pay attention to how long after she goes to bed they occur. Then try waking her up fifteen minutes before that time and keeping her awake for about five minutes. In a few months her brain should catch up with her sleep patterns and the night terrors should stop altogether.”
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Even though she barely made it back to the courtroom for her scheduled time in front of the grand jury, Mia felt oddly relaxed. Brooke was okay.

She began by bringing the grand jury up to speed on the events of the last few days. She put Charlie on the stand to testify about what Gina Miller had said about being near Colleen’s house the night of the murder.

“And Gina Miller volunteered for a polygraph?” Mia asked.

“Yes.” Charlie nodded. “I observed as it was administered. According to the examiner, she passed the test with no signs of deception.” While the polygraph results weren’t admissible in court, they could be helpful when considered in totality with other evidence. “We also took possession of a .22 caliber pistol that had been stored in a shoe box. She claimed the gun had not been fired in several years, but there is no way to test for that.”

He also talked about the homeless girl who lived across the street from Colleen.

“And what efforts have you made to find her?” Mia asked. In a way, she was asking for herself as much as for the grand jury. She hadn’t touched base with Charlie since they had spoken with Ophelia.

“I went to the local high school and determined that Ronni Slate has been attending this school year. However, Friday was the last day she was in school. I talked to several of her friends and encouraged them to have her contact me, but I haven’t heard from her yet.”

Finally Mia asked him to explain to the grand jury about Willy Mercer, who had been prosecuted by Stan for a little girl’s murder and who himself had been murdered, targeted for a killing it later turned out he actually hadn’t committed.

“And what have you learned since then, Detective Carlson?”

“Colleen Miller prosecuted the girl’s real killer two years ago.” He explained how the girl’s stepfather had been the man who really murdered her. “The parents of Willy Mercer divorced after his death. I’ve spoken with his mother, and she denied any involvement in Mr. Slavich’s or Ms. Miller’s death. Willy’s dad, Seth Mercer, has moved since his son was killed, and I’m trying to locate him for questioning.”

Mia turned to the grand jury. “Do you have any questions for Detective Carlson?”

“How could everyone believe that poor boy was guilty?” a woman with red-framed eyeglasses asked.

Charlie sighed. “It’s unintentional, but sometimes people see what they want to see. Given the previous charge that Willy Mercer had been a Peeping Tom, Stan Slavich focused on the things that linked him to this case. Unfortunately, Mr. Slavich was wrong.”

Mia wondered if Stan had paid the ultimate price for his blindness. Public defenders like Eli Hall were often asked how they could defend a murderer or a rapist: what if a guilty man went free? But no one seemed to realize that the prosecutor faced a similar dilemma: what if an innocent man was imprisoned? Even if Stan had been right 99 percent of the time, that still meant that out of a hundred cases, one defendant he prosecuted might have been innocent, sent to prison for a crime he or she hadn’t committed.

The same horrible statistic applied to Mia.

When there were no more questions, Mia said, “Okay, people, we’ll take a ten-minute recess and then we’ll turn to the case of Darin Dane.”

Mia remained at her table, although she could hear the babble of the grand jurors’ voices as they took their chance to grab a snack and discuss what they had just seen and heard.

Ten minutes later the court reporter swore in Reece Jones. Today he was dressed in a navy blue suit that set off his blue eyes and dark hair. The suit was perhaps a mistake on the part of his attorney, because it made him look several years older than fourteen.

“Now, Mr. Jones, could you please tell us where you go to school?” Mia asked.

Reece looked down at a yellow piece of paper that he clutched in his hand.

“On the advice of my attorney,” he said, “I must respectfully decline to answer and assert my constitutional right to remain silent.” His voice started out small and then got louder as he went along.

Reece might have an attorney, but the attorney was not allowed to accompany his client into the grand jury room. Instead he was forced to wait on one of the narrow benches in the hall and hope that his client didn’t decide to disregard his script.

“You seem to be reading from a piece of yellow paper, and there is some writing on that paper,” Mia said. “Is that writing what you have just read to us now?”

Reece hesitated, then finally said, “Yes.”

“And did your attorney write that out for you this morning?”

After a moment’s pause, he looked back down. “On the advice of my attorney, I must respectfully decline to answer and assert my constitutional right to remain silent.”

The jurors looked at each other with raised eyebrows and shakes of the head.

“Did you know Darin Dane?”

Another glance at the paper, although by now Mia thought Reece should have had it memorized. “On the advice of my attorney, I must respectfully decline to answer and assert my constitutional right to remain silent.” When Reece raised his face, he was smiling. 

No, scratch that, Mia thought. He was smirking.

She fought to keep her own voice neutral. “Did you ever physically strike Darin Dane?”

A hint of singsong crept into Reece’s voice. “On the advice of my attorney, I must respectfully decline to answer and assert my constitutional right to remain silent.”

Murmurs now.

“Did you ever hack into his Facebook page and put up malicious postings?”

Reece’s eyebrows drew down. He opened his mouth, closed it, and then finally read his prepared statement again. “On the advice of my attorney, I must respectfully decline to answer and assert my constitutional right to remain silent.”

As he spoke, a few jurors began to mutter impatiently. 

“Okay, Mr. Jones, I understand that your lawyer has instructed you to not answer today. We”—she indicated the grand jury—“would like to hear from you if you change your mind. Until then, thank you.” 

Reece left with a bounce in his step.

Next, Brandon Shiller was brought into the room and sworn in. His hair, so stiff with gel it angled straight out from his head, made Mia think of a character from one of the video games Gabe liked to play. She wondered how seriously he was taking all of this. But then she looked into his wide-spaced brown eyes and saw fear. Secretly Mia was glad. How frightened must Darin have been of Brandon?

“Mr. Shiller, where do you go to school?”

“Independence High.”

“What year are you in?”

“I’m a freshman.” He kept his eyes on his folded hands.

“And who are your close friends at school?”

“I don’t know. Reece, I guess. And Conrad. Zane.”

“Could you please give me their last names, Mr. Shiller?”

“Um, okay. It’s Reece Jones, Conrad Silcox, and Zane Appall.” His fingers were still folded, but now the knuckles were white.

“And are you involved in any sports at Independence High?”

“Right now I play football.”

“And those other boys you mentioned, do they also play football?” 

He nodded.

“Mr. Shiller, would you mind answering that question out loud for the court reporter?”

“Oh.” He cleared his throat. “Okay. They all play football.”

“Did you know a boy named Darin Dane?”

His shoulders tensed. “Yeah.”

“For how long?”

“Since sixth grade, I guess.”

“What did you think of him?” Mia asked. Brandon might look like a cartoon character, but he probably wasn’t stupid. He knew he was suspected of bullying, so he would try to minimize the distaste he had felt for Darin.

“I don’t know.” A shrug. “I didn’t know him that well.” 

“You just said you’ve known him since sixth grade.” 

“Yeah, but it’s not like we hung out.” He pressed his lips together. “We were never friends.”

“You seem pretty adamant about that. Did you dislike Darin?” 

“No.” He shook his head a little too hard.

“No?”

“We were just different types of people, that’s all.”

“What do you mean?”

“I play sports, like you said. Darin isn’t like that. Wasn’t.”

“Well, what was he like?”

“He was different. All his friends were girls.”

“It seems like a boy your age might like to have a girlfriend.”

His face reddened. “That’s not what I mean. I mean, it was like he was a girl too.”

“And did you ever verbally tease him about these differences?” 

“No.”

“Really?” Mia said. “Remember, you swore to tell the truth. It’s an oath. Is there anything you want to change about what you said, anything at all?” She would have loved to have leaned into his face when she asked the question, but in a grand jury trial the prosecutor always remained seated for the questioning.

“Well, maybe I teased him a little bit. But it was just being funny and stuff. Anyway, if he had tried harder to act normal, maybe nothing would have happened.”

A few jurors recoiled. Mia knew she had them now, that they were already making up their minds about this boy.

“These things that just happened—did they involve any physical contact?”

Brandon played dumb. “What do you mean?”

“In PE, for example, did you ever snap him with a towel?”

“Maybe a couple of times.”

“Did you ever push him in the showers?”

Brandon was silent for a long moment. “Maybe. Maybe once or twice.”

“Did you ever trip him?” 

Silence. 

Mia repeated, “Did you ever trip Darin Dane, Mr. Shiller?” 

“A few times. Not that many.” 

“And did you ever strike Darin with a closed fist?” 

“I don’t . . . I don’t remember.” 

“You don’t remember.” She said it flatly, not phrasing it as a question.

“I might have, once,” Brandon said. “But other people did that too. It wasn’t just me. I wasn’t the only one.”

“Can you tell me their names?”

“Those guys I said before. Reece. Zane. Conrad. A few more.”

“Tell me, Mr. Shiller, is there a name for people that Mr. Jones beats up?”

“Yeah.” His voice was nearly inaudible. “We call them Reece’s Pieces.”

One of the jurors gasped.

“I’d like you to look at three notes, Mr. Shiller.” She leaned forward and handed them to him. “They are numbered exhibits 39, 40, and 41. Now, first, looking at number 39—and please don’t take it out of the plastic—do you recognize the handwriting?”

“Maybe. It’s hard to say.”

“Whose handwriting does it resemble?”

“Reece’s. Maybe.”

They already had a handwriting expert who would testify the handwriting belonged to Reece, but there was no point spending the money twice on an expert witness. She would save it for the trial. Mia felt she had more than enough for the grand jury to indict. When it came to the grand jury, they weren’t looking for guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. They were simply looking for a preponderance of evidence.

The exhibits were passed from hand to hand. A couple of the jurors shook their heads when they read the more violent threats.

“And do you know what happened after Darin received the note labeled number 41?”

“He went out to the track and someone beat him up.” 

“Do you know who did it?” she asked. 

Brandon bit his lip. “You won’t tell him what I said?” 

The jurors were quiet now, listening intently. 

“These grand jurors are all sworn to secrecy. They can’t talk about what happens in this room. So you are safe telling them everything you know and everything you believe.”

“Reece beat him up.” He was talking to his lap now, shoulders slumped.

“And what about Darin’s Facebook page. Did you ever post on it?” 

“A couple of times.”

“What specifically did you post?”

“Called him some names. You know, like queer.”

“And did you hack into his Facebook page and post invitations as if you were Darin for boys and men to come to Darin’s house?”

He looked her in the eye. “No, I didn’t do that.”

If it hadn’t been Brandon, it had to have been Reece, although it really seemed more like something Brandon would have done. “Do you know who did?”

The rule of thumb was that you should never ask a witness a question to which you didn’t already know the answer. But there wasn’t really a way around it when you had a hostile witness in front of the grand jury.

“Yeah.” He looked up at her. “It was Jeremy. Jeremy Donaldson did it.”


CHAPTER 42 

Charlie was just opening a big manila envelope holding an accident report he had ordered when his phone rang.

“Detective Carlson.”

“It’s Mia. I just finished questioning the two boys about Darin’s death in front of the grand jury. Reece Jones took the Fifth, but Brandon Shiller answered all my questions. He admitted to harassing and physically abusing Darin, and he also implicated Reece.”

“That all sounds good.” So why did her voice sound so shaky?

“There’s one problem, Charlie. He says neither he nor Brandon hacked Darin’s Facebook. He said it was Jeremy Donaldson.”

“Jeremy?” Even as he phrased it as a question, Charlie knew in his bones that it was really a statement.

“I want to reinterview him.”

“In front of the grand jury?”

“If I send him a target letter, he might lawyer up—pull a Reece and never admit to anything,” Mia said. “But I felt like you and I made a connection with Jeremy. He might still be willing to talk to us.”

He wondered if she was right. “I’ll call his mom and see if we can go over there as soon as school lets out. I also think I’ve managed to locate Seth Mercer, Willy Mercer’s dad. The last report is that he’s living in a trailer park between here and Tacoma.”

Less than an hour later Charlie and Mia were in Jeremy’s living room. On the coffee table was a tray of chocolate chip cookies. But today not even Mia was eating them.

“So did you get those guys?” Jeremy asked. “Brandon and Reece and the rest of them?” He ran his thumbs up and down the outside seams of his pants.

“Actually, Jeremy,” Charlie said, “we’re here because we’re wondering if you’ve told us the whole truth.” He didn’t say anything more. Silence could be a more powerful weapon than any accusation. To someone who was feeling guilty, it could be nearly unbearable.

“I don’t know what you mean.” The kid’s legs began to jig up and down. “I told you what I know. About how those guys beat Darin up and stuff.”

Charlie and Mia didn’t move, didn’t speak. They hadn’t planned this tactic in advance, but Charlie could feel Mia settling into the silence along with him.

The kid bit his thumbnail, scrubbed his hands across his face, raked his fingers through his hair. “Is this about Darin’s Facebook page?”

Again they gave him no answer, just kept their eyes fixed on his face. And it was their calm expressions that broke him.

When he spoke next, his voice was high and hesitant. “Look, I just wanted to teach him a lesson. That’s all. I didn’t think it would go as far as it did. And I never, ever, ever thought he would kill himself.” His voice broke.

“Tell us what happened,” Mia said in a soft voice.

“See, Darin came over to my house this summer. I guess he thought we were still friends. But we really don’t have anything in common anymore. I tried to tell him that he needed to change the way he acted. Maybe in middle school everybody accepted it if he wore blue sequined pants that he got at the thrift store, you know, ’cause people said, well, that’s just Darin. But I knew high school was going to be different. Kids from four different middle schools go there, and not everyone was going to be so understanding. I told Darin he had to try to be more normal. Even if he was acting.” His eyes swung from Mia’s face to Charlie’s. “You can do it, you know? You just watch how other people do things, and you do what they do. You don’t stand out. You don’t make a fool of yourself. And you don’t get beat up.”

Old memories bubbled up in Charlie, but he tried to ignore them. His high school years were long behind him now, but there were times the memories were as fresh as newly spilled blood.

Jeremy twisted his hands together. “But Darin wouldn’t listen to me. I mean, he wore that rainbow-striped scarf the very first day of school. And a few days later, when he saw me in the hall, he threw his arms around me and gave me this big hug.” At the memory, color rose in his cheeks. “Everybody stared. Guys don’t hug. Darin should have known that! So I decided to teach him a lesson. See, when he was here that one day over the summer, my mom said I had to take the garbage and recycling out to the curb before the truck showed up. So I said Darin could use my computer to check his Facebook. Later I realized that it saved his password.”

“So what did you do to his Facebook?” Mia asked.

“I posted some stuff. You know, like I was really Darin. I thought I could show him the way things were going. I thought he would notice and change how he was acting. But he didn’t. So the next day I made it worse. I know I shouldn’t have.” His hands twisted on his lap. “But then some other kids found out about it and started talking about it at school. Everyone was looking at his page and commenting on it and sharing it on other people’s pages. But you have to believe me, I didn’t know Darin would kill himself.” Jeremy’s voice cracked. “He always seemed so happy and clueless.”

“But wasn’t there a reason that Darin didn’t know?” Mia’s blue eyes were flinty. “Why wasn’t he notified when people posted on his wall?”

In a small voice Jeremy said, “Because I turned off notifications.” 

“And you unfriended his close friends, like Shiloh and Rainy.”

He nodded and hung his head.

How was Darin supposed to learn his lesson if Jeremy had systematically eliminated any way that he might?

“Of course I wouldn’t have done it if I’d known what was going to happen. And I feel terrible.” He raised his head. “But it’s not all my fault. Darin just wouldn’t play along. He wouldn’t even try to fit in. And all those other things that happened to him—I didn’t do them. I never hit him. I never pushed him down. I never threatened him. I never called him names. All I tried to do was to give him some advice about how he needed to change. But he just wouldn’t—”

“You mean he wouldn’t be the same as everyone else,” Mia said flatly.

“Isn’t that the definition of normal?”

She sighed. “Look, Jeremy, there’s one more thing I’m going to need you to do for me. I need you to go before the grand jury and talk about what you know. That would be about the assaults the other boys made on Darin. It would also be about what happened with his Facebook page.”

Charlie noticed that she had switched to using the passive voice, as if the Facebook account had somehow managed to hack itself.

“Will they understand that I didn’t know he would kill himself?” 

“You can tell them that yourself, Jeremy. You can explain it to them just like you did to us.”

On their way out, Mia told Jeremy’s mother that her son would need to go before the grand jury. Charlie waited for her to object or say she wanted to get a lawyer, but she kept on chopping vegetables for some kind of stew and nodded.

How much did she know about what her son had done? Charlie wondered as he drove them to the trailer park that was Seth Mercer’s last known address. How much did she want to know? His eyes focused on the road in front of him, but his mind was still back in the cheerful blue-and-green living room with the cowering kid at its center. Jeremy had done what he thought he had to do. When you were afraid of being bullied, sometimes the best thing to do was to become a bully yourself.

Mia’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “Charlie, every time we talk to these kids about what happened to Darin, I can see it on your face.”
His shoulders tensed and his hands tightened on the steering wheel. “What?” There was no way she could see anything, guess anything, tell anything. That part of Charlie had been buried long ago. 

“Did something happen to you when you were in school?” Her voice was soft, coaxing, nearly maternal. “Were you picked on?”

Charlie knew Mia wouldn’t stop asking questions until he told her the truth. And he found himself wanting to give it to her. To prove to her that she hadn’t been wrong about him. His lips twisted into a bitter smile. “Not exactly.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re right that Darin’s case brings back bad memories. But you’re wrong about what they’re of.” He took a deep breath. “The truth is, Mia, that in high school I was the bully. I was my high school’s Reece Jones.”

Her eyes went wide. “What—what do you mean?”

“When I was in high school, things happened.” Charlie heard himself minimizing, using the passive voice himself, and forced out the truth. “I made them happen. I didn’t get my growth spurt until I was a senior. So what do you do when you’re six inches shorter than everyone and you dress in clothes from the thrift store? I had already been jumped a couple of times. I decided that the best way to protect myself was by hurting other people first. I figured if I hurt them, they would be too scared to hurt me.” His voice roughened. “And you know what? It worked.”

The rest of the drive to the trailer park was completely in silence. Charlie told himself it didn’t matter if Mia had lost every shred of respect she had ever had for him. He was sure it hadn’t been a lot to begin with.

Twenty minutes later he checked the address again to make sure that this trailer was the one where Seth Mercer lived. If these homes in the Lonely Pines Park had ever been mobile, that had been years in the past. The one Mercer lived in was baby blue, about twenty feet long, with four tiny windows. Topping the flat white roof was a rusting TV antenna. Living in the trailer would be like living in a tin box.

They got out of the car, still not speaking. Charlie knocked on the front door. It sounded hollow and flimsy, barely protection from the elements, let alone from anyone who really wanted to get inside. Mia stood behind him on the cement slab porch, which was set off by a six-foot-long wrought-iron railing painted white.

“Who is it?” a man’s voice growled.

“Seattle Police. We’re looking for Seth Mercer.”

After a pause the man said, “Okay. Just give me a minute.”

Time stretched out. Surely longer than a minute. Charlie was just turning toward Mia when the door began to creak open.

“Took you guys long enough.” The man had three days’ growth of silvery beard and was dressed in jeans and a red-plaid flannel shirt. But it wasn’t his words or his appearance that drew Charlie’s attention.

It was the rifle in his hands. The rifle leveled right at Charlie’s chest.

Charlie shouted, “Gun!” He pushed Mia sideways with one hand as he drew his Glock with the other. “Take cover!”


CHAPTER 43 

Take cover!” Charlie yelled as he shoved Mia out of the way. 

She scrabbled sideways, her eyes fastened on the gun. Her toe caught on a crack in the cement. She fell to one knee, her hands scraping across the cement. Not feeling the pain, she pushed herself back to her feet, stumbled off the porch, and scrambled for the car and whatever cover it could provide.

She couldn’t die. Not now. Not when her kids were so young. Not when they had already lost their father.

Crouching behind the front wheel, she risked peeping over the hood. Seth Mercer still stood in the doorway, holding the long gun with the barrel only a few inches from Charlie’s chest. Homicide detectives normally wore plain clothes—which meant Charlie wasn’t wearing a bulletproof vest under his shirt. Over the years Mia had seen enough autopsy photos to know that at this range, Charlie would be dead the second Mercer pulled the trigger.

Only a few minutes earlier she had been sickened by Charlie’s admission that he had once been a bully. But now, as he stood nose to nose with a man bent on killing him, she knew she would do whatever she could to save him.

“You don’t want to do this,” Charlie said calmly. He had raised both hands. The one holding his gun was turned so that it pointed off to the side.

Yanking her phone from her purse, Mia dialed 911 by touch, then held it to her ear.

“911. Police, fire, or medical?”

“Police,” Mia half said, half whispered. “There’s a man holding a police officer at gunpoint.”

“What do you know about what I want?” Mercer said. His lips twisted into a sneer. “You don’t know anything.”

“What’s your location?” the dispatcher said in Mia’s ear.

“A trailer park between Seattle and Tacoma. It’s called the Something Pines.” Think, Mia, think! “Whispering Pines—no, Lonely Pines. Unit Seven.”

Charlie’s voice was unhurried. “I know that your son Willy was wrongly convicted of murder.”

Mia risked another peek over the hood. Charlie had lowered his gun, but not holstered it.

“I know that he was murdered in prison. That’s what I want to talk to you about.”

“The guy’s name is Seth Mercer,” Mia told the dispatcher. “And he’s got a rifle pointed right at Charlie Carlson from Seattle’s Homicide Division.”

“Too little and far too late.” Mercer shook his head. “I’ve been waiting for you guys to show up for nearly five years.”

“Why don’t you put the gun down and we can talk about it.” Charlie’s tone was conversational. “I want to hear what you have to say.”

“We’ve got units on the way,” the dispatcher told Mia.

“Even the Bible talks about an eye for an eye,” Mercer said. He kept the rifle where it was, so close that if he moved it forward four inches it would touch Charlie’s chest. Touch the skin right over his beating heart.

“So because your son was wrongly convicted and then murdered in prison,” Charlie began, “you . . .”

“I shot Stan Slavich.” There was no emotion in Mercer’s voice. He was simply stating a fact.

“Why did you shoot him?” Charlie’s voice was as steady as if he were in an interview room and not a second away from being shot himself.

“Didn’t I just tell you?” Mercer said angrily, and everything inside Mia tensed as the distance between the end of his rifle and Charlie’s chest narrowed to nothing. She ducked back down behind the wheel well, praying without words that Mercer wouldn’t pull the trigger.

“Slavich decided my son was guilty, when he was innocent. Not only that, he charged him with first-degree murder. Because he said Willy had planned it. When Willy couldn’t plan what to have for dinner. But Slavich had the power to do that. One person—one—decided to put my son on trial and what the charges would be. And the moment he did that, he ruined my son’s life forever. Even if Willy had been found not guilty, that’s not the same as being found innocent.”

“You’re right,” Charlie said simply. “It’s not.”

In the distance sirens began to wail.

“Right!” Mercer agreed. “Everyone would have looked at him sideways, even if he was acquitted. But of course even being acquitted didn’t happen. And then he was murdered by a piece of scum. Murdered for something he didn’t do. And all the guards did was watch.”

“So you decided to do something about it.”

Mia risked another look. The rifle was no longer pressed against Charlie’s chest. Mercer had moved it so that it pointed off at an angle. The barrel drooped. Now if he fired, the bullet would punch a hole through Charlie’s liver and intestines. But maybe he would live. Could Charlie rush Mercer and push the rifle even farther down so that it fired only at the ground?

“When Willy was murdered, I thought about how Slavich would continue to walk through this world untouched. He showed Willy no mercy, so I showed him no mercy.”

“And so you shot him?” Charlie prompted.

“Yeah. A clean kill. Not like my boy, left to bleed out in the yard until the guards decided it was safe enough to drag his body away.” Mercer made a grating sound, a nightmare version of a laugh. “And then I waited for you guys to come looking for me. But it was like you’d already forgotten about what you had done. When the truth came out about who really killed that poor little girl, no one even apologized to my family. My son paid the price for Slavich’s mistakes. My family did. We went bankrupt trying to defend our boy. And after he was dead, my wife and I divorced.”

The sirens were getting louder, converging from all directions.

“And then what happened?” Charlie prompted, his voice still conveying no urgency.

“Nothing. I just waited for you guys to show up. Waited and waited.”

“What about Colleen Miller? When she convicted Laura Lynn Childer’s stepfather, did you feel that she should have known from the beginning that he was the real killer? Did you decide that justice called for something to be done about her too?”

Silence. Mia peeked again over the car’s hood.

Mercer tilted his head, squinting. “What?”

And then three police cars screamed into the trailer park, light bars flashing. Cops spilled out with guns drawn, crouching behind their open doors. Charlie took one step back, two, and then his hips were against the white wrought-iron railing. The cops shouted commands for Mercer to put down his gun, to put his hands up.

Charlie shouted, “No! No! Don’t do it!”

But Mercer kept raising the rifle, pointing it past Charlie to the cops who had just arrived.

Charlie rolled back off the railing and onto his belly.

And nearly half a dozen shots drilled into Seth Mercer.
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As they waited to be debriefed in a sad cinder block building that was rather grandly known as the trailer park’s community center, Charlie sat with his arm around Mia. He smelled of blood and gunpowder, and his clothes were freckled with red. Outside the investigators and crime-scene technicians buzzed around Mercer’s trailer, measuring, photographing, videotaping. The man at the center of their activity lay covered with a white sheet.

Every time Mia thought she was finished crying, it would start up again. The horror of thinking she would die, the horror of truly watching Mercer die. The fear she had felt for herself and for Charlie. The sadness for all the lives lost: Laura Lynn, Willy, Stan, Colleen, and Seth Mercer. One of the cops had come up with a box of tissues before leaving them in this room with a Ping-Pong table, a pile of old magazines, and a half dozen folding chairs. Mia had already gone through half of the box.

She scooted a little bit away from Charlie, who took back his arm. She blew her nose. At each loud watery honk, he flinched—and then smiled, just the slightest bit.

The crumpled tissue went into the nearly full wastebasket. “You heard him, Charlie. Seth Mercer didn’t know anything about Colleen’s murder.”

“He didn’t say that.” Charlie rubbed his temple.

“He clearly didn’t know what you were talking about. That’s the same thing.”

“Maybe he was stalling for time. Maybe he was embarrassed that he shot a woman.”

“Or maybe he didn’t kill her,” Mia insisted. “We’ve got nothing to tie him to Colleen’s killing.”

“So? We’ve got nothing to tie him to Stan’s murder either, except for his confession.” Charlie repeated the aphorism. “The absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.” He shook his head. “Just because we don’t have any physical evidence linking Seth Mercer to Colleen’s murder doesn’t mean he didn’t do it.”


CHAPTER 44 

I’m sorry, but you can’t smoke in here,” Eli told Ben McFadden, one of Tami Gordon’s former clients. Judging by the stink of cigarette smoke that wafted from Eli’s chair cushion every time he sat down, this rule had not been enforced by Tami when it had been her chair and her office.

From what Eli had heard about Tami, she had not been much for following rules. The only thing she believed in was her clients’ absolute innocence. In Eli’s view, it was the judge or the jury’s job to determine guilt or innocence based on the evidence and the arguments presented; it was his job to make as effective a case as possible. Most defendants were neither completely innocent nor completely guilty. The truth was a slippery thing.

The skinny man sitting across from Eli plucked the unlit cigarette from between his lips and began to tap it on the edge of the scarred desk, flipping it over and over. The tips of his fingers were stained yellow with nicotine.

“I still don’t understand.” McFadden’s hazel eyes flashed up to Eli’s and then back to his cigarette. “Who are you? Why did you call me to come down here? Where’s Tami?”

“Tami’s no longer employed by this office. I’ve been asked to take over her cases. She left in something of a hurry.” This was a euphemism for what happened when you were caught having sex with one of your clients—a suspect in a double homicide—in an attorney-client visiting room on the eleventh floor of the King County Jail.

Eli had heard that Tami claimed it was all a misunderstanding. That while she took full responsibility for not stopping her client from hugging her, all that had happened was a simple embrace. That the deputy hadn’t understood what he was seeing.

“But I want to talk to Tami,” McFadden said, chewing on his lower lip. “I need to.”

Eli’s gut clenched. Was McFadden another “special” client of Tami’s?

“I’m afraid that’s impossible.”

“Am I still going to be able to plead out? She promised I wouldn’t go back to prison.”

“I’ll be talking later today to the prosecutor, Katrina Nowell. I’m going to make sure she’s still on board with the offer she made you.” 

McFadden’s hands stilled. “Why wouldn’t she be? It was her idea.”

According to Tami’s notes, the plea deal called for McFadden to give up the names of the people in the identity theft ring, plead guilty, and accept eighteen months of probation. It was a very good deal. Maybe better than McFadden, who had never managed to keep his nose clean for more than three months in his adult life, deserved.

“I just need to make sure we’re all on the same page,” Eli said patiently.

“I can’t go back to prison. I won’t.” McFadden had been in and out of prison since he was nineteen. Now he was thirty-four and could pass for fifty-four. With trembling fingers, he pushed up the sleeves of his gray long-sleeved T-shirt. His right bicep was tattooed with SS lightning bolts. The underside of his left forearm bore a spiderweb tattoo, common among racists who had spent time in prison. Sometimes you earned it by killing a minority inmate, although when he looked in McFadden’s haunted eyes, Eli hoped fervently that this was not the case here.

“So you’re in the Aryan Brotherhood?” The white power group preyed upon the confused, the angry, the troubled, and the weak. It made men who had never felt special for a single day in their lives believe that they were part of something important, something bigger than themselves.

“I was. But I’m not anymore. Not since I got me a half-black girlfriend. But the Brotherhood says the only way you really leave them is in a body bag. If I go back to prison, both sides will be after me. I’ll be lucky to come out alive. You need to remind Katrina that I kept up my end of the deal.”

“You’ve already given up the names of your accomplices?” There had been nothing about it in Tami’s notes. If you could call them notes.

His nervous eyes skittered over Eli’s face. “Right. That’s what I did.”

From what Eli had been able to figure out from Tami’s fragmented files, Tami had made a number of plea deals with Katrina Nowell, more than with any other prosecutor in Violent Crimes. Maybe Tami had found the sweet spot in the King County District Attorney’s Office—a prosecutor with a kind streak.

While a defense attorney couldn’t steer a case to a certain prosecutor, you could request that a case be assigned to one who had been involved in any area of your case—even just a bail hearing. Tami might have taken advantage of that perfectly legal tactic to ask for Katrina whenever possible.

Some prosecutors were mirror images of Tami, viewing all defendants as guilty, guilty, guilty. They saw it as their job to demand a maximum sentence with no leniency or allowances. As a defense attorney, you wanted a prosecutor who understood that while clients were often no angels, many had also suffered from chaotic upbringings, lack of schooling, and crippling addictions that sometimes led them to make poor choices.

But it was the prosecutor alone who ultimately decided whom to charge, what to charge, and what sentence to recommend—or whether to accept or offer a plea bargain. Frank D’Amato and the heads of the various departments didn’t have time to monitor everyone’s cases. It was called prosecutorial discretion. And Katrina had exercised hers on McFadden’s behalf.

“I’ll talk to Ms. Nowell today and let you know what she says,” Eli said.

But McFadden didn’t seem reassured at all.
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The secretary gave Eli directions to Katrina’s office. When he turned the corner, he saw a woman with a long, slender back and blond hair pulled back into a low bun walking ahead of him. Eli’s heart took a stutter step.

“Mia?”

She turned. “Eli.” Her smile didn’t reach her shadowed eyes. This morning word had gotten around his office that the man responsible for murdering Mia’s friend and another prosecutor had killed himself just as he was about to be arrested.

“I’m here for that meeting with your co-worker.” He hesitated and then said, “I heard about what happened. You must be relieved that it’s over.”

Instead of answering him right away, Mia closed her eyes and pressed her lips together. Finally she said, “You might not have heard everything. He committed suicide by cop, right in front of us. It was awful. This was one of those cases where there are no winners.”

“I’m sorry.” Eli wished he had more than just two overused words to offer her.

Charlie Carlson came up behind Mia, standing a little closer than Eli thought was strictly professional. As if he and Mia were a team, and Eli the interloper. He thought about that moment Friday night under the hood of her car, that second when they had nearly kissed. How much of an accident had that really been?

“Charlie,” Eli said, nodding. The bottom of Charlie’s tie bore a yellow stain that looked like mustard.

“Eli.”

A woman with a head full of frizzy blond curls popped her head out of an office a few doors down. “Did I hear someone say Eli?”

“That’s right. You must be Katrina.” Nodding at Charlie and Mia, Eli walked past them to shake Katrina’s hand.

As they settled in her office, she said, “So you’re the new Tami?” 

“I guess you could say that. Without some of her”—he hesitated—“quirks.”

“I actually like Tami. I also realize I might be the only one in this office who would say that. She’s caring. Committed. And very smart.” One corner of Katrina’s mouth turned up. “Except maybe when it comes to matters of the heart.”

Eli chose to neither confirm nor deny. “Well, as you probably heard, she left rather abruptly, and as a result her files are a little disorganized. I just wanted to make sure you were still on board with the plea bargain for Ben McFadden.”

“Yes, he was very helpful. He’s provided some information that’s going to help us roll up the whole thing.”

“He’ll be glad to hear that. He was in my office today, and he was quite anxious.”

“Anxious?” Katrina’s brows pulled together. “Why?”

“It’s not really what he said. It’s more what he showed me.”

She cocked her head. “Oh?”

“His tattoos.”

Her face cleared. “Oh yes. I was thinking about them when Tami and I were discussing the plea bargain. I knew that once he got into prison he’d probably end up dead or in solitary confinement for his own safety. What can I say?” She smiled and shrugged. “If someone seems like they just made a mistake, I’m willing to think about going outside the box a bit, especially if he could help us catch some bigger fish. Plus, the courts are clogged enough as it is. Why go to all the expense of a trial when I can guarantee he’ll be supervised for the next eighteen months?”

“It’s a good deal,” Eli said. “A very good deal.”

“I was feeling generous that day.” Katrina’s eyes went oddly flat, like a doll’s. “I can stop feeling generous, if that’s what you want.”

Eli hurriedly backtracked. “No, no, I didn’t say that.” If there was one thing he didn’t want to do, it was to get off on the wrong foot with the one prosecutor who might be more inclined to be on his side.


CHAPTER 45 

Come in, come in,” Frank called to Mia when she peeked in his half-open door. Judy had said he wanted to see her. “Come in and sit down.”

Mia took a seat in the visitor’s chair, wondering if the Frank she had first worked with years ago would even recognize this man who had other people do his summoning.

He reached across the desk to give her a two-handed shake. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here earlier to congratulate you on tracking down the man who killed Stan and Colleen.”

Mia’s morning had been filled with her co-workers’ attaboys and applause and a few tears. Frank had been out of the office in meetings—including a quickie press briefing where he announced that the killer had chosen death over arrest, and promised to reveal more details later.

“Charlie Carlson’s the one who figured out where Seth Mercer was. And he’s the one who almost got killed.” Mia pictured Seth slumping to the ground, his chest a red mess, but in her mind’s eye he wore Charlie’s face.

“From what I hear, you were smart enough to get out of the line of fire and then alerted more cops before Mercer could kill anyone else.” Frank made Mia’s panicky dash sound smart and nearly heroic.

“Charlie pushed me out of the line of fire, and then he got Mercer to confess. And Jonah’s the one who figured out what Colleen and Stan had in common.” Mia decided to simplify things by not mentioning Ophelia’s contribution.

“You’re the one who thought to ask for Jonah’s help,” Frank said. “You’re the one who wouldn’t stop digging.”

Mia was beginning to realize there was no point in arguing. “This is Colleen we’re talking about, Frank. Of course I didn’t.”

“That’s why I asked for you.” He blinked rapidly and then sniffed. “Because this is Colleen we’re talking about.”

For a minute Mia saw a flash of the old Frank, the one who gathered with them around takeout pizza in the break room on crazy nights. Back when Frank was passionate instead of carefully calibrated. Back when he was one of the team instead of the man who had his secretary summon you to his office.

Then Frank’s expression shifted, became unreadable. The switch made Mia tense.

“And I’m hearing you even have some kids on the hook for Darin Dane’s death.”

She nodded. And waited.

“And you got permission from Jeremy Donaldson’s mom to question him? Alone?”

Uh-oh, Mia thought. “Of course we did, Frank.”

“Well, Jeremy’s father called me and said his wife didn’t know what she was agreeing to. That she felt threatened and intimidated because you two went to her home. According to Mr. Donaldson, she didn’t know she had a choice to say no. Supposedly she’s claiming it felt almost like an invasion.”

“An invasion! That’s ridiculous. She gave us snacks! And then when we told her what would happen next, she just kept chopping vegetables. She didn’t seem fazed at all.”

“Her husband’s threatening a suit based on prosecutorial misconduct, even a civil rights violation. He says his kid’s rights were violated under color of law. Do you understand how this looks, Mia? He’s saying he’s going to go to the media.”

“Let him,” Mia said flatly, thinking of how Mr. Donaldson’s son had tormented the boy who had once been his friend. “Jeremy freely confessed to us. And nobody likes a bully.”

“Exactly.” Frank leaned forward and put his hands flat on his desk. “And that’s what you and Charlie look like. Picking on some poor kid until he broke down in tears and didn’t know truth from falsehood, until he told you anything just to get you to leave him alone. Mia, you have to figure a way out of this before it goes viral. This guy is well connected, and he can make some noise. I do not need my campaign derailed just weeks before the election. I do not need to give my opponent a boost. He’ll be saying we railroad minors, that we interfered in the relationship between parent and child. You need to take care of this.”

Without speaking, Mia stood up and walked to his door. She was trembling. Before she could think of whether it was the right thing to do, she turned and said, “This isn’t about your reelection, Frank. This is about a dead child.” She left while he was still opening his mouth to rebut.

What was the right thing to do? she wondered as she walked back to her office. Did these boys deserve to spend years in a detention center? Would it teach them a lesson? Would it prevent future Darin Danes? She sat for a long moment and then called Nate Dane.

She was just hanging up the phone when Katrina poked her head into Mia’s office. “Hey, are you still planning on having that garage sale?” Katrina the ever-practical.

The garage sale. Mia flashed back to Colleen’s Fleetwood Mac albums, to the last conversation she had had with her friend.

“Yeah, I am. In a week or two.” Even a few hundred could be put to one of those Visa bills.

“I have some ski equipment I’d like to sell. Can I drop it off at your house after work?”

“Oh, sure. If I’m not there, you can leave it on the porch.” Mia gave her head a little shake. She didn’t have time to think about garage sales, bills, or even Colleen. Not right now. Not when she needed to be thinking about what she might say to Nate Dane. Not when she needed to be worrying about the potential fallout from her retort to Frank.

Katrina tilted her head. “Are you all right, Mia?”

“Just tired.”

“You should be proud that you found the guy who killed Colleen and Stan. You figured it out.”

Yesterday Mia had found so many answers, but instead of filling her up, they had left her feeling hollow. Colleen was dead, but so was her killer—and Mia had been a witness to both deaths. The boy who had tormented Darin the worst had turned out to be the same boy who had once been his friend. Even the reason for Charlie’s behavior had proved to have a dark side.

“Seth Mercer suffered a lot too,” Mia said. “His son was innocent, and not only did we convict him, we let him get killed. We made mistakes we could never undo.”

“What’s done is done.” Katrina shrugged one shoulder. “Sometimes you just have to move on.” And with that she took her own advice and exited with a little wave of the fingers.

Mia sat for the next twenty minutes without doing a single thing. Without even thinking. Then Judy called to say that Nate Dane had arrived. Mia met him in the lobby and walked him back to her office, trying not to wrinkle her nose. A fug of stale cigarettes hovered around Nate like the cloud of dirt that followed Pig-Pen in the Charlie Brown comics.

“I know what you want to talk to me about.” Nate stared down at his big hands, twisting in his lap.

“You do?” That was a relief. Mia hadn’t been looking forward to explaining the decision she had reached.

“Let me just say right up front, I’m sorry.”

She had been bracing herself, but not for this. “What are you talking about?”

“For scaring you. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done it. But when it’s your child, you just get obsessed. I needed to know you were making my son’s death a priority.”

Mia looked at him more closely. Nate Dane was wearing a dark hoodie. Mentally she added a baseball cap and pulled the hood up to hide his face.

“You. You’re the one who followed me.”

“It seems like you’ve been spending a lot of time not even thinking about Darin. Like teaching at that school.”

“I’m teaching future lawyers who will go out and fight for people like your son.”

“And then you showed up at the football game on Friday. Charlie was there too, but he was the only one really paying attention to what was going on. And then I realized you weren’t there to investigate. You were just there to cheer on your son. When my son is dead.”

Mia ticked off the possible charges in her head. Stalking, menacing . . . But Nate was right. His son was dead. And Nate was lost to grief.

“Despite what you think you’ve seen, Mr. Dane, I have been working hard for your son. We’ve had several hearings in front of the grand jury. I can’t tell you what’s been said, because everyone in that room is sworn to secrecy. About all I can say is there have been no surprises. However, yesterday, outside of the jury room, Charlie and I learned the identity of the person who hacked your son’s Facebook.”

He straightened up. “Who was it? That Reece? Brandon Shiller?” 

“It was Jeremy Donaldson.”

His face crumpled. “But they were friends.”

She thought of Gabe, of Charlie. “Sometimes it’s friends who hurt us the worst.” Was that what she was planning to do now? What if Frank hadn’t talked to her? Would she still say what she planned to next?

“Here’s the thing, Nate. I feel sure we can get an indictment against Jeremy and Reece and Brandon.”

He started nodding before she even finished saying their names. “They deserve that. They deserve to suffer. They killed my son.”

“But these are minors, teenagers who are fourteen or fifteen. Kids who don’t have criminal records. You may want them to rot in prison, but the reality is even if they are sentenced, it will be as minors, not adults. And there are no guarantees we will win. Juries and even judges can be unpredictable. To make sure they are punished, I’d like to offer them a plea bargain.”

Nate was already shaking his head. “No.”

She had known this wasn’t going to be easy. “The outcome of this trial is unpredictable. With a plea bargain we can guarantee that they receive some punishment.”

“But it would be to a lesser charge, right? That’s not acceptable. I want them to get the maximum.”

“The thing is, Nate, the juvenile justice system in Washington State is geared to rehabilitation.” Gabe’s face flashed into her mind. “Not punishment. Not even deterrence. No one, not even Jeremy, is likely to be sentenced to a juvenile facility for this. It’s even possible that they could be acquitted. However, if we offer a plea bargain, then we know for sure that they will be punished.” He hadn’t interrupted her yet, so Mia continued, “We could propose that if they plead guilty to criminal harassment, they will be on probation until they’re nineteen. And that during that time they must be in school or employed. And that they’ll have to complete, say, forty hours of community service.”

“A hundred. Forty hours isn’t enough.”

Mia nodded. “Okay.”

“And part of that time they have to speak to schools about bullying. Get up in front of everyone and admit the part they played.”

Mia thought about it. Would Reece, in particular, go for it? She thought the answer might be yes, given that the alternative could be harsher. “Okay.”

“And on every anniversary of his death they have to write me a letter saying how they are doing and telling me what they imagine Darin would be doing right now.”

“Okay,” she said again.

After Nate left, Mia picked up the phone and started calling lawyers.
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She had just finished talking to Brandon Shiller’s lawyer when her phone rang. It was her direct line, not a call that had come through Judy.

“Hello?”

A girl’s voice said, “You said I should call you if I wanted my stuff back.”

It took her a minute to reorient herself. “Ronni?”

“Yeah. And I can’t sleep without my bear.” Her ragged voice bore testimony to the truth of her words. “I don’t know why. I just can’t. Do you have him?”


CHAPTER 46 

A woman clutching a Seattle’s Best coffee cup walked by and gave Mia an odd look, as if trying to figure out what category she belonged to. Occidental Park, in the heart of Seattle’s Pioneer Square district, attracted all kinds of people, from tourists to the homeless to office workers taking a quick break. But Mia bet this might be the first time that a professionally dressed woman had sat on one of the park benches with a worn brown teddy bear perched on her lap.

Mia’s heart ached for Ronni, so alone that a worn stuffed animal was her only comfort. “I have everything of yours that was in the house,” she’d told her. “Your bear, your textbook, your clothes, your sleeping bag. Just tell me where you are and I’ll meet you.”

“How do I know you won’t turn me in to the authorities?”

“Your birthday was three days ago, Ronni.” Charlie had gotten the girl’s birth date from her school. What had it been like, marking her birthday all alone and in hiding? “You’re eighteen now. In the eyes of law, you can stay on your own. Even if that means you’re living on the street. And since you didn’t do any damage to your old house when you were staying there, the bank isn’t interested in pressing charges.”

“I can’t go back there, can I?” Ronni asked. “I tried my key, but it didn’t work.”

“No, I’m sorry, you can’t. They changed the locks, and the real estate agent will be going inside more often.”

They had agreed to meet at three. Now Mia and the bear sat looking out over the park, facing one of the four carved totem poles that reminded visitors that long before Seattle was a city, this area had been home to native tribes. Pigeons bobbed and cooed at her feet. Even a few gulls patrolled the brick pavement, looking for crumbs from workers’ lunches or from treats purchased from one of the coffee shops that ringed the park.

Mia checked her watch again. Ten after. Charlie was at the other end of the park, pretending to read a copy of The Stranger, Seattle’s alternative weekly. She had noted his presence and then not looked at him again, except out of the corner of her eye.

Charlie a bully. The idea still shocked her. Mia imagined him with bloody fists, standing over some crying, cowering boy. She tried to put an expression on his teenage face, but couldn’t.

What kind of bully had he been? Smirking like Reece? Pitiful like Jeremy? Given Charlie’s age, he had to have been a hands-on bully like Brandon and Reece. There’d been no Internet to hide behind.

And why had he been a bully? Although, did it matter where it came from? Weren’t all bullies insecure, maybe even in pain? He had claimed he had acted out of fear, but maybe he had enjoyed the power.

Knowing that Charlie had been a bully changed everything. Didn’t it?

Mia remembered his compassion with Shiloh and Rainy when they talked about Darin. Even with Jeremy he had been gentle.

Especially with Jeremy.

If you had done something wrong, were you unforgivable?

Could you change your past? No.

Could who you were now offset who you were in your past?

Mia considered her dad. Which was the real man? The father who had kept his distance, barked orders, didn’t pay his child support? Or the kind dad who only wanted to help her?

A little boy laughed behind her, and she turned. A father held the hand of a three- or four-year-old boy as he walked up a tilted slab of granite that was part of a memorial to four fallen firefighters. The granite slabs were meant to evoke a collapsed building. Bronze statues of the firefighters—two kneeling and two standing—memorialized the men who had been killed in the collapse of a deliberately torched warehouse twenty years earlier.

For a moment Mia envied the dad and his young son. Life had been easier when Gabe was three, when he willingly held her hand. She had had to let go, let him make his own mistakes. She only hoped he was learning from them.

And what about Charlie? Yes, he sometimes flouted the rules. But Mia had also spent the last week in his company. He hadn’t hesitated to leave a crime scene to help her family. He had let out a relieved sigh at the news that Brooke would outgrow her night terrors. Even when Seth held a rifle on him, he had treated him with something approaching kindness. And then he had held Mia while she cried.

And it wasn’t as if Charlie had changed only because being a cop had forced him to. Just because you were a cop didn’t mean you couldn’t be a bully too. Mia had even prosecuted one, a cop who broke a woman’s arm and claimed she had been resisting arrest—until a neighbor’s cell phone video showed he was lying. But despite Charlie’s reputation for being gung ho, Mia had never heard anyone even whisper that he was too quick to use force. And yesterday it had been clear that he had wanted to bring Seth in unharmed.

When a girl began walking slowly toward Mia, her mind was brought back to the matter at hand. The school had given them a photo of Ronni. Her hair had been worn down around her shoulders. Now it was tucked back behind her ears, exposing black plugs that stretched her lobes. Her hair was dyed black except for a three-inch stripe of brown at her crown. She was bone thin, and even her skinny jeans looked too loose.

“Ronni? I’m Mia.”

The girl didn’t say anything, just snatched up the bear. She stepped back and hugged it close, burying her face in it and sniffing it.

“Why don’t you sit down?” Mia patted the bench beside her.

The girl did, keeping a good three feet between them. She sniffed again, then wiped her blotchy cheeks on the bear’s face. Mia had thought she had been inhaling the bear’s comforting scent. Now she realized Ronni was really using it to hide her tears.

“Where’s the rest of my stuff?” the girl demanded.

“In my car. We can get it in a few minutes.” Mia picked up the brown paper bag that sat between them. “I got you a bagel and a coffee in case you’re hungry.”

The words were barely out of her mouth before Ronni was biting into the toasted bagel with a little moan. Mia could smell the warm rich scent of melted butter.

“How did you end up living in your old house?”

Ronni spoke with a full mouth. “We got foreclosed on in July. My mom took me and my brother and we went out to Spokane to live with my uncle. But it was pretty clear he didn’t want us, and there wasn’t any room anyway. And I love my school. I’m a good student, you know? But if I had stayed with my mom, I would have had to go to a new school and try to study in a tiny house with two bedrooms for ten people. And I thought—our old house is empty, and I still have a key. Why can’t I just live there and keep going to school? So I came back about a week before school started. The water still works, so it’s not that bad.”

“Does your mom know where you are?”

A shrug. “Yeah. She’s not happy, but she didn’t try to stop me either.”

Mia tried to imagine being that hands-off, but couldn’t. “So you started back at your old school?

“I just showed up on the first day like always, and no one asked any questions. When I filled out the forms, I just did it like I was my mom. We already qualified for free lunch, and the school serves breakfast too.” Her bagel had disappeared, and now she licked her shiny fingers.

“What about weekends?” Mia asked, thinking of the peanut butter and crackers. “How have you been eating then?”

“Sometimes I panhandle. But I don’t like it because then people stare or make rude comments. If I get really hungry, I go to that one fountain, the one in front of the bank, and fish out the coins. But you have to be pretty desperate to do that, since they’re mostly pennies.”

It would take a lot of pennies to add up to something to eat. “Where have you been staying since Saturday?”

“There’s this Laundromat? I’ve been sleeping under the folding tables. Or if people are still there, I put an out-of-order sign on the bathroom and lock the door. But like I said, I can’t sleep without my bear.” She hugged it again.

“Why not go to a shelter?”

“I’m not like those people,” Ronni said. “People with no teeth and track marks on their arms. I’m normal. There’s lots of homeless kids in Seattle, kids who won’t go to a shelter because they’re runaways or they don’t like the rules or they’re scared of the other people. But I don’t want to be like them either, sleeping behind hedges, hoping some old homeless guy or meth addict doesn’t find you.”

At a nearby bench was a reminder of the world Ronni was trying to avoid. A scrawny man with a snake tattoo coiled around his neck sat with his eyes half closed. Next to him was an older woman with rotted teeth. She held a rope leash, and on the other end was a pit bull named Diablo that she petted and praised.

Ronni’s gaze skittered over them. “I’ve heard of kids who hide in a library or a school after closing time, just to have someplace safe to sleep. But I was worried if I got caught they would turn me over to the police for trespassing.”

“So were you in your old house ten days ago? On a Sunday night?” 

“Yeah.” She squeezed the bear.

“Around eight?”

Ronni nodded, her hair falling in her eyes.

“Did you see Colleen get shot?” Mia held her breath as she waited for the girl to confirm that Mercer had been the shooter.

“No. I didn’t see it.” 

Mia exhaled, and then Ronni added, “I heard it. And then I looked out the window.”

“What did you see?”

“Nothing that will help you, to be honest. Someone dressed all in black was looking in the window. Part of it was broken, but the rest was still in the frame. He put his hand up next to his eyes like this”—she cupped her left hand around the outside of her left eye—“so he could see inside. He was wearing gloves. Another man was standing on the curb holding something in his right hand. When I saw that it was a gun, I dropped to the floor. I was so afraid he would turn and shoot me.”

“Did you see their faces?”

“Only the guy with the gun. And it was more just like an impression. About all I could tell you was that he was white. Once I saw the gun, that was all I could see.”

“Was he fat, thin? Tall, short?”

Pressing her lips together, Ronni shook her head. “Average height, average weight. I guess.”

“Old? Young?”

A shrug.

“What did you do then?”

“I didn’t know what to do. I don’t have a phone anymore. They’re too expensive. And the nearest pay phone is at least a half mile away. While I was still trying to decide, I heard the sirens. When I peeked out, the men were gone, so I pulled the blinds back down and watched through the crack.” She sighed. “But the police were too late. Colleen was already dead. And I didn’t even see how the guy who killed her left or what he looked like or anything. I didn’t see anything that could help you find whoever killed Colleen.”

Mia didn’t tell her not to worry, that the killer was already dead. Because something Ronni had said didn’t fit.


CHAPTER 47 

Charlie glanced sideways at Mia as she drove through Seattle’s stop-and-go traffic. The last twenty-four hours had been a roller coaster. Jeremy, who was supposed to be on their side, was actually the one who had hacked Darin’s Facebook. Charlie had admitted his shameful secret to Mia. And then both of them had watched Seth Mercer die right after hearing him confess to murder.

Charlie had spent enough time with Mia in the past week that he could see on her face the toll it had taken: her shadowed, slightly puffy eyes, her downturned mouth. And now Ronni had given them something new to think about. After talking to her, Mia had waved Charlie over, introduced him to the skittish girl, and then had her repeat what she had seen.

Ronni had not understood their interest. She was sure what she had seen had been too little to help them. And maybe she was right. But Charlie couldn’t wait to get back to the office to check Colleen’s murder book. Something the girl had told them didn’t jibe with what they remembered.

But first they had to figure out what to do with her.

There was no easy answer. Ronni was an adult, so they couldn’t force her to go back to live with her family in an overcrowded house. Besides, what kind of mother would let her daughter squat in a foreclosed home? Charlie might not be a parent, but even he knew that was wrong.

The problem with Ronni was that she didn’t fit neatly into any charity’s mission. Still, Charlie had his contacts and so did Mia. They would spread the word, in the hopes that a church or even a family might take her in and allow her to finish her senior year at the same high school.

Mia nosed her car into a parking space in front of the Crown Royal Motel. As a stopgap measure, Charlie and Mia had decided to pitch in and pay out of their own pockets for three nights. Charlie knew the motel well because he had made a number of arrests here. The staff were cooperative with police and the rates were low. And it was safe enough if you didn’t leave your room at night.

“For you, we give discount,” the clerk said. Her name was Ksinia, and she had brown, deep-set eyes. Charlie had dealt with her a time or two.

“Oh, that’s not necessary,” he said. But after she insisted a second time, he took it. Thirty bucks was thirty bucks, and it wasn’t as if he had flashed his badge and asked for it.

He came back to the car, and then he and Mia carried Ronni’s stuff inside. The carpet was sticky, the walls were smudged, and there were cigarette burns on the bedspread, but at least the room had a dead bolt. Ronni put her teddy bear down on the thin pillow and pronounced it perfect. They gave her a few more dollars for food. Before they left, the girl hugged both of them. When her thin arms went around his neck, for some reason Charlie found himself having to clear his throat.

Mia drove them back to his office. Without Ronni in the car he was free to talk.

“It doesn’t make any sense, Mia. I remember what that spot was like in front of Colleen’s window. Soft. Even muddy. But the crime-scene techs didn’t pick up any strange prints from her yard. How could someone have pressed up against the window and not left any marks on the ground?”

Inside the station, she followed him into his cubicle, where he flipped through the murder book until he came to the photos of the crime scene. Mia pointed. “I thought you said there weren’t any prints.”

One photo, taken just outside the shattered window, showed a clear boot print plus a smudged partial. The center of the full print had an indented narrow oval. Each side of the oval was marked by a distinctive zigzag pattern. Underneath the arch of the foot you could clearly read the word Danner.

But just because there was a boot print didn’t mean it was a clue. In fact, this was the exact opposite.

Charlie explained it to her. “I wasn’t saying there weren’t any prints at all. All the crime-scene techs wear that style of Danner boots.” Wearing the same boots meant they could easily distinguish their own prints from those of the bad guy as well as the victim and witnesses. For exclusionary purposes, the crime-scene techs had taken photos of the bottom of Charlie’s shoes as well as those belonging to the uniforms and the paramedics.

“So some crime-scene guy stepped on the real print and obliterated it?” Mia asked, her brow furrowing. “That’s pretty clumsy of them, tromping on the evidence.”

Charlie took a magnifying glass from his drawer and held it over the boot print. The full print was clear, the mud on either side of it untouched. It didn’t make any sense. Even if the crime-scene tech had deliberately lined up his boot with the existing print, it still shouldn’t be that clear.

Mia took the magnifying glass from his hand. “Look at it.” She jabbed it with her finger. “Do you see what’s wrong with it?”

Now Charlie focused on the boot print itself, not the soft ground around it, but he couldn’t see what was causing her excitement. “Actually, I don’t. I don’t see anything wrong with it.”

“That’s the thing, Charlie. That looks like a brand-new boot. The tread is perfect. There’re no marks, no defects, no signs of wear.” 

He looked closer. “You’re right.”

“So what are the chances that one of the crime-scene techs has brand-new boots and is clumsy enough to step on the evidence?”

They both knew the answer. Zero. The chances were zero. Charlie reached for his phone. “I’m gonna call all the team members to see if anyone has new boots.”

“And if they don’t, then the person wearing those boots wasn’t a tech. It was one of the killers—and they wore them because they knew that was the brand the crime-scene techs wear.”

Charlie said, “And the only people who know that . . .” His voice trailed off.

Mia looked around the room to see if anyone was listening. In a voice barely above a whisper, she finished the thought for him: “Are people who work in law enforcement.”
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If what they were thinking was right, then whom could they trust? On the short drive back to Mia’s parking lot and then as they made their way to her office, they talked about what they had just discovered. But they stopped whenever anyone else was within earshot. Had Colleen tangled with a judge, a criminal defense attorney, even a cop? For now it seemed safer to keep their suspicions to themselves. 

Judy let Charlie into Colleen’s office. For the hundredth time he began to page through her files. But this time he was looking for clues that someone inside the system had been the killer. Looking for evidence that Colleen had stumbled across something she shouldn’t have known, that she had rubbed someone the wrong way, that she had had a secret relationship with a judge or a cop or even a defense attorney that had turned sour.

Mia knocked softly and then opened the door and stuck her head in. “I’m going home.”

“Okay. See you tomorrow.” He paused. “And watch your back.” 

Mia’s eyes met his for a long moment, and then she nodded.

Charlie continued to search, continued to ponder, but finally he had to give up. He used Colleen’s keys to relock the file drawers. He fingered the keys on the ring. He had already established that there were no mystery keys. Instead, there was the key to her Volvo and the black fob to unlock it. Keys to the front and back doors of her house and the mailbox on the curb. A small brass key fit the fire safe he had found in Colleen’s home office. It had held Social Security cards, passports, birth certificates, and even the license for her long-defunct marriage to Martin.

The three small silver keys he had just used were for her filing cabinets. They had been unlocked when Charlie originally searched Colleen’s office. But then again, she wouldn’t have needed to take the extra step of locking the filing cabinets if her office was locked at the end of the day, which seemed to be the norm here.

All the keys were accounted for.

Suddenly Charlie straightened up.

It wasn’t what was on the ring that was a clue.

It was what wasn’t on the ring.

Where was the key to Colleen’s office? Judy had let him in today, just as she had the day he first searched it.

No wonder he hadn’t found anything in Colleen’s office.

Someone had been here before him.

He grabbed his phone and punched in Mia’s number, but it went straight to voice mail.


CHAPTER 48 

For the last two days Gabe’s school had been buzzing. On Tuesday Zach had been spotted being escorted down the hall by the school’s “resource officer”—a.k.a. cop—with his hands cuffed behind his back. In five minutes the news had spread all over school via whispers and texts. That same day four other football players had been pulled out of class and not come back—including Eldon and Rufus. Gabe had spent the remainder of the school day feeling sick, wondering when someone was going to point and call him a snitch, but no one did. Coach Harper had canceled Tuesday’s practice and announced that on Wednesday they would have a meeting to discuss the team’s code of ethics.

Because Gabe had come forward, and because he hadn’t taken anything, Tracy Lowe, the lady from the Juvenile Unit where his mom worked, the one with long red-painted nails that looked like daggers, had decided not to charge him. He didn’t know whether to feel relieved or guilty. Tracy had told his mom that most of the others would likely be sentenced to community service. All of them would probably also have to pay a fine.

Except for Zach, the rest of the football team was back in school on Wednesday. After school, the team gathered in the locker room and waited without speaking. Most of the guys—most of the school—knew by now what had happened at the Sunshine Mart on Saturday. Gabe and Eldon and Rufus and the other two guys who had been there looked at each other, but didn’t speak. When Coach Harper came in, everyone straightened up.

“You have probably heard,” he began, “about the incident that happened Saturday. A flash mob that included some members of our team robbed a convenience store. When I heard about it”—he paused while they all waited, not even breathing—“I won’t lie to you, I felt low. Very low. You all signed a code of conduct. But our ethics are more than words on paper. Our ethics are about much more than being a football team. They’re about what makes us men.” He looked from face to face, lingering on those who had been involved. “And real men acknowledge when they have made mistakes and ask for forgiveness. I think those who participated owe the team that.” 

Gabe was the first on his feet. He felt all those eyes fasten on him, but he just focused on Coach’s face. “Coach Harper, I’d like to apologize to you, the other players, and to my friends and family for what I did.”

“Thank you, Gabe. I appreciate that.”

One by one the others followed. A few minutes later Coach Harper dismissed them, shaking hands with each of the boys as they filed out. When it was Gabe’s turn, he gave him a nod and tightened his grip. Gabe looked him straight in the eye and didn’t flinch. He left feeling oddly light. The worst was over.

Forty-five minutes after leaving the meeting, Gabe was in his kitchen, sliding a grilled cheese sandwich out of the frying pan and onto the cutting board. His mouth watering at the aroma of toasted bread and melted cheddar, he took one of the knives from the wooden block. A chef’s knife, he thought his mom called it. She didn’t like Gabe to use her “good knives,” but he had planned to wipe it on the kitchen towel and slip it back into the block with no one the wiser.

He was cutting the sandwich in half to share with Brooke, who was upstairs playing in her room, when he heard someone walk onto the porch.

Who could it be? The mail had already come. He waited but didn’t hear a knock. Gabe’s heart started to pound. He tried to remember what his mom had said to do about strangers who might come to the door. Was he supposed to ignore them? But what if they knew someone was home? Was he supposed to talk to them through the door without opening it? Open it but keep his hand firmly on the knob? He thought of Colleen, shot through a window. It was all on his shoulders to decide what to do. He was the one in charge. Had he turned the dead bolt as his mom was always nagging him to? 

The knife in his hand was big, maybe ten inches long. Gabe carried it with him as he tiptoed down the hall. Finally he risked a peek through the small paned windows at the top of the door.

His breath let out in a whoosh. It wasn’t a stranger. It was that lady from his mom’s office. The one with the frizzy blond hair. The one they had sat by at the funeral for Colleen. Katrina. That was her name. She was holding some ski equipment. When she saw him, she gave him a wide smile, and his racing pulse began to slow.

He set the knife down on the entryway table, turned the dead bolt—he had thrown it—and then the doorknob.

“It’s Gabe, right?”

He nodded.

“Sorry if I scared you. Your mom said I could bring my stuff for her garage sale.”

“Sure. Let me help you.”

He took the skis from her, but then, not knowing what to do, he laid them flat in the hall, against the wall. Katrina put the ski poles next to them. She stopped short when she saw the knife on the table. 

“Oh, Gabe, did I scare you? Did you bring that knife out to defend yourself?” She threw a smile over her shoulder, a smile that said the knife was sort of pathetic.

From inside her purse, her phone began to play music that sounded like the beginning of a symphony. Horns, the clash of cymbals, some kind of stringed instrument.

A ring tone. Gabe had heard that snatch of sound once before. But when?

And then it clicked into place. He knew exactly when he had heard it. That ring tone had been the last sound he had heard on the phone right after Colleen’s bubbling breath stopped. He had heard the same series of sounds repeated twice. Right before he dropped the phone and ran in to see why Brooke was screaming.

He had thought Colleen had been listening to music, music he could finally hear because she had stopped struggling to pull air into her lungs.

But no. He had actually heard the ring tone of someone who had been there when she died.

The snatch of music played again.

The ring tone that belonged to Colleen’s killer.

Katrina. The woman standing in front of him.

The murderer his mother had been hunting? It was someone who worked beside her.

Gabe kept his face blank.

Katrina reached into her purse and pressed a button to silence the phone. And when she did, he saw something else in there, glinting darkly. Gabe couldn’t be sure, but he thought it was a gun.

What was she really here to do? And how could he stop her? The knife was on the hall table, which was right next to Katrina. One phone was in the kitchen, another in the family room, a third upstairs.

All too far away to help him.

Katrina was looking at him curiously now. And then her gaze sharpened. Her eyes narrowed and her lips thinned. And looking at her bony face, her flat blue eyes, Gabe knew that whatever she was thinking was bad. Very bad.

“Is something wrong, Gabe?” Katrina’s voice was precise and ice cold.

For an answer, he leaned down and grabbed his skateboard from underneath the entryway table. Then in one motion he stepped back while hoisting it over his shoulder.

And with every ounce of strength he had, Gabe swung the skateboard at her head.


CHAPTER 49 

When Mia turned onto her street, a strange car was in the driveway. Although it wasn’t completely unfamiliar. She had seen the car someplace before, but it didn’t belong to any of her friends. And it wasn’t the car that Zach from the football team had been driving. Still, seeing it made her uneasy. Her cell phone started ringing, but she ignored it.

Through the windows at the top of the front door, Mia glimpsed something that turned her blood to icy slush. A blur of moving heads, swinging arms—it looked like there was some kind of a fight going on inside her house.

Throwing the car into park and turning it off, she scrambled out so fast that she left the keys still in the ignition and the car door wide open. All Mia’s energy was concentrated on getting to her kids. 

At that moment she wasn’t a prosecutor. She wasn’t anything but a mother.

She ran up onto the porch and threw open the front door. Too late, she realized that Gabe was just on the other side. He let out a grunt as the edge thumped into his left shoulder.

At first she couldn’t understand what she was seeing. Gabe was gripping the tail of his skateboard. He held it cocked by his right ear as if it were a bat. His teeth were bared in a grimace. He looked like an animal.

The other person standing in the entryway was Katrina. Bright rivulets of blood were running down her face from a nasty-looking gash on her left temple. She raised her hand to it and pulled back fingers that looked like they had just been dipped in red paint. Her eyes widened.

“What’s going on?” Mia demanded. Had Gabe gone berserk?

“Mom—she’s the one who killed Colleen!”

Shaking her head, Katrina looked at her with pleading eyes. “Your son’s gone crazy, Mia—you’ve got to help me!”

If the past few days had taught Mia anything, it was that teenagers couldn’t be trusted. That even her son was capable of lying.

She hesitated.

Katrina’s expression hardened. She wiped her fingers down the front of her trench coat, then slid her hand into her purse. When it reappeared, it held a small black pistol. A pistol that she pointed at Mia’s chest. “Put down the skateboard, Gabe. Or I’ll shoot your mom.”

Mia’s mouth fell open. Nothing made sense. Gabe set the skateboard on the floor.

“Now roll it down the hall and out of the way,” Katrina ordered. 

He complied, at the same time turning his head to give Mia a look that mingled fear and determination. The skateboard came to a stop near the kitchen.

“What’s happening?” Mia said. “I don’t understand.” Her thoughts were sludgy. They kept getting stuck on Katrina’s icy eyes. On the blood that was now dripping from her cheek onto the floor. On the round eye of the gun pointed right at Mia’s heart.

It was Gabe who answered her. “When you had me listen to Colleen, I heard something right after she died. Like classical music. I thought she must have been listening to the radio, and that I could hear it because she stopped breathing. But it was Katrina’s ring tone. She’s the one who really killed her.”

Katrina puffed air out of her pursed lips. “I came over with my ski equipment like I told you about, and then all of a sudden your son picked up his skateboard and hit me in the face. He’s gone crazy, Mia. I had to threaten you to protect myself. To stop your son from hitting me again.”

What was the truth? Whom should she believe? But Mia’s brain was picking up speed. And Katrina hadn’t put down her gun.

She looked from Katrina’s eyes to Gabe’s. And then she made her choice.

“So why did you do it, Katrina? Why did you kill Colleen?”

Mia watched her decide whether to continue to lie. But then she shrugged and said, “Colleen didn’t understand.”

“What didn’t she understand?”

“She didn’t understand that you could still do a good job even if you were getting a little something extra.”

“Something extra?” The light dawned. She remembered what Eli had said about a plea bargain that seemed too good to be true. “You mean like bribes?”

“I’m just keeping the court system from getting clogged,” Katrina said. “But then Colleen started poking that big red nose of hers where it didn’t belong.”

Mia remembered Colleen’s words. “If there’s one thing this job has taught me, it’s to turn over rocks—but sometimes you don’t like what you find underneath. Lately I’ve been thinking how flat-out ugly it can get.”

“Colleen asked me about it over lunch. She was all lovey-dovey, pretending she understood. Like she was my mom and I was her little girl. I finally told her that I had helped out a couple of poor souls. And of course I said there was no money involved, just me trying to give a few people a second chance. That’s the kind of sappy stuff she liked. I gave it my best, but I could tell Colleen wasn’t buying it. And that it was only a matter of time before she took it to Frank.”

Mia nodded. She was listening, sickened, but her mind was also working double time. Where was Brooke? She wasn’t even going to mention her. Mia just hoped that she was safe upstairs. That her daughter had escaped Katrina’s notice.

“When Colleen went to the bathroom, I took her office key. And over the weekend I went through her files. I found a notebook she’d been keeping. I took that home and burned it. And then I cut another special deal with one of my defendants to help me take care of the problem.”

Gabe was looking, not at the gun, not at Katrina, but at Mia. He cut his eyes away to something behind Katrina. He did it again. Her son wanted her to notice something. But what?

“But we didn’t find any evidence at the scene.” Mia hoped that Katrina didn’t notice her eyes searching for what Gabe wanted her to see. “How did you manage that?” She managed a note of admiration.

“I got us both the same Danner boots the crime-scene techs wear.” There was a weird glint in Katrina’s flat eyes. Something oddly like pride. “I knew we could tramp all over her yard and no one would ever see it.”

Katrina must think there was no chance they would repeat her boasts. Which meant that she was going to kill both of them. Everything was lost, Mia realized. Everything. It wasn’t enough that Scott was dead. Now her family was going to die. And for what? For what?

She sent up an incoherent plea, a plea that wasn’t even really words. God, help us. Help my children.

Then she saw what Gabe had wanted her to notice. On the entry table behind Katrina was something flat and silver.

A knife. It was a knife. And it looked like a big one. Now was not the time to wonder why her chef’s knife had ended up on the entryway table.

Mia looked at Gabe and then the door. With both hands, she made a steering motion. Katrina’s face screwed up in puzzlement. Then Mia drove in hard, pushing Katrina’s gun arm up, while groping desperately for the knife with her other hand.

The gun fired into the ceiling, filling her nostrils with acrid smoke. Her ears rang as if they had been boxed.

“The keys are in the car,” Mia yelled. “Go get help!” Gabe didn’t even have his learner’s permit, but if he tried to run to the neighbors, Katrina might shoot him dead on someone’s doorstep. He fumbled open the front door and ran outside. Mia grappled for Katrina’s gun with her left hand while straining for the knife with her right.

Katrina elbowed Mia in the face, knocking her sideways. The gun fired again. It felt like someone had punched Mia in the shoulder. She staggered back, one step, two, as her left arm turned hot and tingly. Only the adrenaline coursing through her allowed her to ignore it.

Katrina stepped over the threshold and began to aim.

Mia lurched forward and grabbed the knife. She saw Brooke at the top of the stairs, her thumb in her mouth. “Go back to your room!” she screamed and then followed Katrina out the door.

Outside, Gabe was hunched over the steering wheel. Mia heard the engine turn over, but it didn’t catch.

The battery. The stupid battery that had been on Mia’s stupid to-do list. Too late now. Far too late.

Gabe jerked his head up and around. He saw Katrina and threw himself sideways. Just as she fired.

Mia ran toward Katrina, the chef’s knife clenched in her hand. Screaming, “No!” she raised it high overhead and brought it down, aiming for Katrina’s shoulder.

Katrina spun sideways, and the knife caught her in the bicep. Her gun went skittering across the driveway.

Mia yanked the knife free, yelling, “Get the gun, Gabe! Get the gun!”

Gabe scrambled out of the car. He had just picked up the gun when Charlie screeched into the driveway.

If it had been any other cop but Charlie, she and Gabe could easily have been shot. A cowering woman with obvious wounds facing a woman armed with a knife and a boy with a gun—who was the victim?

Instead, Charlie aimed his gun at Katrina and said, “Katrina Nowell, you are under arrest for the murder of Colleen Miller.”


CHAPTER 50 

Mia watched Eli walking toward her, toting the table saw. It was heavy, but he handled it easily. He set it on the card table Gabe had put up in the yard this morning, then handed Mia three crisp twenty-dollar bills. Brooke was under the table, leaning against Mia’s leg and whispering to herself. She seemed to be pretending she was in some kind of hideout.

“That’s a good deal.” Eli tapped the side of the saw blade. “It doesn’t look like it’s ever been used.”

“My husband was going to add on to the deck, but I think buying that saw is as close as he got to doing it.” Scott had been great at starting things.

“You sure you don’t want to hold on to it?” Eli pushed it toward her a half inch, and the card table rocked a little bit.

“Positive. You’re saving Gabe from sawing off his fingers. Or at least me from worrying that he will.”

Mia thought about her own fingers. Had Eli noticed the pale band of skin on her left hand, the one poking out of the blue cloth sling? The bullet had cut a clean path through her shoulder, missing any vital structures. At the hospital they had removed her wedding band, worried that her hand might swell. The ring had been returned to her in a plastic envelope, and she hadn’t put it back on. Last night she had held it in her palm for a long time and then locked it in the fire safe.

“If you’re sure.” He hefted it under his arm.

“I am.”

“I still owe you that cup of coffee,” Eli said. “Maybe I can buy it for you over lunch sometime.”

She didn’t know what to say, so she was surprised to hear herself answering, “I’d like that.”

Eli stepped back to let a woman deposit all of Mia’s mismatched plastic storage containers and a stack of paperbacks on the card table. She gave him a wave with her good hand, which he returned before turning and carrying the saw to his car.

In quick succession she sold a step stool, more books, and a game of Monopoly with London place names. The garage sale was doing brisk business. A lot of purchases were being made by curious neighbors who wanted to know more about what had happened. Gabe was talking to one of them now, a girl who lived down the street and who seemed to have shot up three inches in the last three months. By the way he was swinging his arms, Mia guessed he was retelling the story of how he had fought off Katrina with the help of his skateboard.

Katrina was sitting in jail, as was the man she had offered a plea bargain to in exchange for providing the gun and pulling the trigger. Ben McFadden had thought he was trading Colleen’s life for his freedom, but now both were gone. Mia’s co-workers had been combing through Tami’s and Katrina’s files, looking for more plea bargains that might have been the result of bribery. Katrina wasn’t talking, and Tami claimed she had had no knowledge of any, but Mia suspected that this was as spurious as the idea that Tami had only been hugging that inmate. She had always been willing to claim anything in the courtroom in the hopes that her clients might go free. Now it looked as if she had been willing to let anything happen outside the courtroom as well.

Ronni put down two of Mia’s old sweaters and then reached into her pocket.

“Your money’s no good here, I’m afraid.” Mia started to put the sweaters into an old brown paper grocery bag, but it was hard to do. It was amazing how much you needed two hands to do things well—or at all. Cutting up food, using a computer, getting dressed, driving. Even sliding a sweater into a grocery bag was nearly impossible. Mia promised herself that when she got this sling off she would be forever grateful for the use of both of her hands.

“I owe you too much already,” Ronni said. Thanks to Mia’s suggestion that Ronni house-sit for Violet while she was at college, the girl now had a place to live.

“You don’t owe me anything.” Mia had to raise her voice over the sound of the shop vac, which an old man in high-waisted jeans had turned on to see if the homemade sign that read Works Fine was really true. “Except to keep your grades up.”

“Then all I can say is thank you.” Ronni took the grocery bag from her, folded the sweaters neatly, and placed them inside. She smiled at Mia before stepping aside for an older woman who was toting Brooke’s old high chair.

“That will be seven dollars,” Mia said.

“That’s my chair.” Brooke stood up with her lower lip pushed out.

“But you’re a big girl who sits in a big chair now,” Mia said. “Can you press the buttons on the cash register for me? It’s a seven and then zero, zero.”

Distracted by her new adult role, Brooke did as she was asked. She hadn’t had a single night terror since Mia had adjusted her bedtime. With a ding, the red plastic drawer popped open. Mia told Brooke where to put each of the bills. Scott had bought the cash register a year ago, when paying thirty dollars for an “educational” toy had seemed like a good deal.

While Mia was recuperating, she had gotten started on refinancing the house. Yes, she would be sixty-seven when she finally owned it free and clear, but a re-fi would allow her to pay off the debts and give her some breathing room.

A familiar figure walked into the yard. Charlie. While Mia was being treated at the hospital for her gunshot, he had gruffly admitted that he had thought the worst when he pulled into the driveway and saw the blood.

He shot her a crooked smile, waved at Gabe, and then began to browse. Finally he came up to her card table with a cast-iron frying pan.

“I really didn’t figure you for the cooking type, Charlie.”

He shrugged. “Things aren’t always what they seem.”

She thought of Katrina. “I guess we both learned that, didn’t we?” 

He looked away. If she didn’t know it was impossible, she would have said Charlie was acting shy.

“I also wanted to see how you were doing.”

“Pretty well, all things considered. The doctor says I can go back to work on Monday. And the sling can come off in another week.”

“Actually . . .” Charlie glanced down at Brooke and back up at Mia. “I’ve been looking into an old case and I’d like to talk to you about it.”

“Sure.” He probably wanted her opinion about whether it could be prosecuted. There was no sense in reopening a case if the prosecutor felt there was little or no chance of winning a conviction.

“Maybe over lunch?”

Two requests for lunch in one afternoon? Then again, it was only lunch. With people she worked with.

She realized Charlie was still waiting.

“I’d like that.” She held out her good hand. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

Gingerly, he took it. His fingers were cool. “What?”

“You owe me two dollars.”




A Deadly Business
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CHAPTER 1


MONDAY


There are a million ways to die. As a prosecutor in Seattle’s King County Violent Crimes Unit, Mia Quinn had become familiar with far too many. But before the first week of November was over, she would learn there were even more ways than she’d thought.
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“Good afternoon, Your Honor,” Mia said as Judge Rivas took the bench. Her phone hummed in her pocket, signaling a call or text, but she ignored it. Judge Rivas was a stickler for courtroom decorum. 


He inclined his buzz-cut head toward Mia, who stood at attention behind the prosecution table. “Good afternoon, Counselor.” He turned toward the empty defense table. “Is Mr. Dockins here?”


The courtroom clerk, Trevor Gosden, answered, “Yes. He’s in with Mr. Young.”


Despite the formal titles used in court, Mia thought that Trevor’s use of Mister most certainly did not belong with the name Young. Rolf Dockins was the defense attorney, a gentleman from the top of his silver hair down to his highly polished wing tips. And Bernard Young was the glowering twenty-two-year-old defendant he represented, aka the monster who had raped and strangled two runaway girls.


Today Young was to be sentenced. There were only a few observers in the courtroom, most of them relatives of the girls. Mia had asked for life in prison, and felt confident Young would get it. Her case was airtight. Dockins had done what he could, but she was sure down to her bones that it wouldn’t be enough. Young would never be able to hurt anyone again.

A side door opened and Rolf walked in, followed by Young in an orange jumpsuit. A sheriff’s deputy brought up the rear.

Mia watched them walk toward the defense table, not thinking about anything except how her phone was buzzing again. Maybe she could manage to sneak a peek as she sat down.

Then Young’s upper lip curled back and his eyes narrowed. His face was full of rage. And faster than Mia could react, faster than she could even process what was happening, he broke into a run. Straight for her. Then he lunged.

Young had already fisted her hair in one hand before Mia drew breath to scream. The other hand pressed against her throat. They tumbled backward. She was still screaming when his weight punched all the air out of her.

“Get off her!” Trevor yelled, swearing. “Get off her!” And then he threw himself on top of Young, wrestling with him. Mia’s thoughts ping-ponged from the pain in her scalp to the pressure on her throat to the sheer crushing weight of the two men. She squirmed and kicked and pushed, trying to get away, but she was pinned in place. 

“Just try it on me, man,” Trevor panted. “I’ll beat the crap out of you.”

Now the deputy was grabbing at Young, yelling, adding his orders to the tumult. Even Rolf, who was seventy if he was a day, knelt next to them and began to yank and grab, trying to subdue his client. Mia found a brief moment to hope that the deputy didn’t draw his gun. All of them were so close together.


“Watch out!” yelled Catherine, the court reporter. “He’s got a razor blade.”

A razor blade? More frantically, Mia arched her back, twisting and kicking. She didn’t care if she kicked someone else or if Young tore all the hair out of her head. She had to get loose before he slashed her throat.

For a moment the weight left her neck, but even before she could feel a surge of relief it was back. And then Mia felt a small sharp edge press against her throat.




CHAPTER 2


Everything was moving in slow motion. Mia had all the time in the world to think, even if she had no time to save herself. Time to imagine how the delicate white skin of her throat would part in a red line that would widen into a bloody smile. Time to think about her children. Brooke was only four, Gabe fourteen. Both of them needed their mother. Needed Mia more than ever, since the car accident seven months earlier that had taken Scott from them.


“I got his wrist,” Trevor yelled as an elbow pressed into Mia’s rib cage. “Cuff him from the other side!”


And suddenly the weight came off Mia as the group of men wrestled a swearing Young back, yanking him to his feet. She sucked in air. With a trembling hand she risked touching her throat, afraid of what she might find.


But no hot blood pulsed from her neck. Her shaking fingers found just smooth skin.


Two more deputies ran into the courtroom with their guns drawn. Everyone was talking at once.


Mia pushed herself to a sitting position and turned to Catherine, who had crept closer. “Did he cut me?”


“No,” Catherine said. Her eyes were wide and she had her hands to her own throat. “No, thank God. Should I call an ambulance?”


“I’m sorry!” Young called out, though he didn’t look it.


Trevor pushed his shoulder. “It’s a little late for that.”


Rolf helped Mia to her feet and guided her to a chair. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “Just before we came in, he asked me if I thought you had any remorse. I said you were just doing your job. I’m sorry if that had anything to do with it.”


“It’s the truth,” she said, massaging her neck. “And thanks for helping get him off me.”


He smoothed down the front of his now rumpled suit. “As soon as Bernard ran past me and I heard you scream, I decided I no longer cared about attorney-client privilege.”


Mia was surprised to find that she could still smile.


One of the deputies who had responded knelt in front of her. He had a shaved head and golden brown eyes. “I have first aid training.” As he spoke, he pulled on bright purple vinyl gloves. “Where are you injured?”


“I thought he cut me, but I guess he didn’t.” Lifting her chin, Mia touched the spot where she had felt something sharp. “Like right here.”


He bent closer. “From the shape of it, I’d say it’s a fingernail mark. But it didn’t break the skin. Did you get hurt anyplace else?”


“Some bruises, but that’s all.” Now that it was over, Mia was starting to shake in earnest. “Everyone piled on him so fast, I don’t think he had a chance to hurt me.”


“He had a razor blade,” Trevor said grimly, “but I knocked it out of his hand.”


Rolf said, “Thank God for that. He’d have cut your throat for sure, Mia.”


“Okay, I’m going to touch your neck.” The deputy gently cradled the back of Mia’s head in one hand while he stroked and pressed her throat with the other. “I think you’re right. Just bruises. Nothing broken. Your hyoid bone feels intact. You might want to go to the hospital to get checked out. It’s up to you. We could call an ambulance.”

Mia knew she most definitely did not want to spend the next two hours getting poked and prodded, surrounded by the stress of a busy emergency room. All she wanted to do was go back to her office, pick up her things, and go home to her kids. “I don’t think I want to do that.” She looked up at the judge, who had come down off the bench too late to join the fray. It was strange to realize the whole thing had lasted only a few seconds.

“You sure you don’t want to go to the hospital, Mia?” he asked.

“I’m sure.” Everyone was looking at her, including the man who had just tried to kill her. It was one thing to be the center of attention when you were asking the court to take away a man’s life, either literally or figuratively. It was another when the tables were turned. When you were the one at risk.

Judge Rivas turned to Rolf. “Obviously, sentencing will have to be delayed. And your client will probably face more charges.”

“Obviously.” Rolf straightened his tie. “And his family may need to hire a new lawyer. It’s one thing to make sure my client gets a fair trial. It’s another to have to stop him from killing the prosecutor.”



CHAPTER 3


Mia leaned against the elevator wall. Her legs didn’t feel strong enough to hold her up. As soon as the doors opened, she would go straight to her office, grab her coat and purse, and get out of here. Right now she couldn’t bear to talk about what had just happened. Couldn’t bear to have everyone gather around, concerned and solicitous.


Mia wasn’t a victim. She had file folders of real victims on her desk. Some with photos of people who hadn’t even had time to be surprised before they were dead. And some with photos of victims who had far too much time between the realization that something bad was happening and the end of it.


As Mia walked in, Frank D’Amato was just coming out of his office. He was both Mia’s boss and the King County prosecutor. At least he was as of today. The election was only eight days away.


“Mia, I’m glad I caught you. I’ve got a case I need you to take.”


“Can it wait, Frank? There’s something I need to—” 


“I’m afraid it can’t, Mia.” He had already turned to go back to his office.


By the expression on the face of their secretary, Mia knew word had traveled faster than the elevator. Judy pulled down her mouthpiece. “Frank, Mia was just—” 


“It’s all right, Judy.” Mia knew there would be lots of questions, lots of discussion, a thorough postmortem designed to prevent some future prosecutor from being slashed to death on a courtroom floor. Just not, if she could help it, today. She would put what had happened out of her mind, listen to Frank, and then she would leave. She would wait until she was safely at home behind her closed bedroom door before she would allow herself to break down. Until then, her memory of what had just occurred would go into a box.

Mia was getting pretty good at putting things in boxes.

She followed Frank in. He was already behind his desk, staring at his computer screen, his black eyebrows pulled together in a frown. Mia could remember when Frank was the kind of guy who wore Dockers, but now he favored Italian wool suits. His dark hair was artfully touched with silver at the temples. With his athletic body and cleft chin, he looked like an actor hired to play the part of a district attorney—or even president. And Frank was nothing if not ambitious.

“Come look at this,” he said, motioning her around his desk. Then he clicked on a file, and a poor-quality video from a security cam began to play. It was black and white, shot from about ten feet above a wide pedestrian bridge.

“Where is this?” Mia asked as a parade of people passed the camera: Moms herding toddlers. Old ladies clutching purses. Young women swinging shopping bags. Adolescent boys sauntering in baggy cargo shorts despite the weather.

“The walkway connects a parking garage to a mall,” Frank said.

Her phone buzzed again, and Mia realized she had forgotten to check it earlier. It was probably someone wanting to know more about what had happened in the courtroom.

“What exactly am I looking for?” Ignoring her phone, she mentally put on her prosecutor hat. There would be time to talk about what had happened—and what had almost happened—later.


“You’ll know it when you see it,” he said grimly.

Two teenage boys entered the frame, wheeling an empty shopping cart. A third trailed behind them. One of the boys wore a white hoodie. The second wore a football jersey with the number 12 on the back, as well as a name she thought started with a B. The third boy, dressed in a dark hoodie, walked in front of the cart and began waving his arms. Mia watched the dark spot of his mouth opening and closing. If she had to guess, she would have said he was yelling.

The whole thing was a guess. The picture was so blurry and pixilated, she couldn’t really say that all three were boys. Or even kids. The only real clue to their identities was the football jersey. She glanced at Frank, but he was focused on the screen. She just hoped the video wasn’t all the evidence they had.

Now the two boys lifted the front of the cart and balanced it precariously on the metal lip of the railing. The front half jutted out into space. Mia caught her breath as it wobbled back and forth. How far above the ground was the walkway? Two stories? More? And what was below? Because she was sure now, sickeningly sure, that the cart was going to plummet. But what was underneath? A child? A bicyclist? A car whose driver would crash?

But the two boys kept both their hands on it, even as the nose dipped and the handle rose. At one point the boy in the dark hoodie grabbed the side of the cart next to the boy in the football jersey, their bodies blurring as they moved. Mia watched in helpless horror as the cart tipped forward and then suddenly disappeared.

All three boys stood for a moment, empty-handed. Each of their smudgy faces held the round, dark O of an open mouth. And then they ran. The boy in the dark hoodie ran to the left. The boy in the white hoodie and the boy wearing the football jersey ran to the right.


“So what happened when the cart hit the ground?” Mia asked.


Instead of answering, Frank raised his hand to tell her to wait. The screen went black, then images from a second video appeared.


This camera was mounted along the side of a narrow road. For the moment there were no cars, just a half dozen people walking in all directions. On the far side of the road were a sidewalk and two sets of glass doors—the entrance to a store. Two people—one taller than the other—were moving toward the double doors and away from the camera. If anything, this video was even blurrier than the first, the figures nearly outside the camera’s range.


Although she knew what was going to happen, Mia still gasped when the cart suddenly crashed from above into the frame.




CHAPTER 4


The shopping cart barely missed the shorter person while smashing the taller one to the ground. Then the boy in the black hoodie darted into the frame and ran to the injured person, even as the shorter one stood unmoving, seemingly rooted to the sidewalk. More people came, pushing out of the store, stopping their cars in the middle of the road, all of them running to help the person pinned under the cart.


The video ended. Even black and white and blurry, it was still a clear picture of senseless tragedy.


“Who was hit by the cart?” Mia asked.


“Tamsin Merritt. She’s thirty-eight. Her fourteen-year-old son, Luke, wasn’t injured. At least not physically.”


“And Tamsin?” Mia was already using the woman’s first name, just as she would in front of a jury to make them think of her not as a victim, but as their friend. Mia was ready to go to war on this woman’s behalf. Her breath was speeding up again, not from fear, but from anger.


“I’m told she died right there, at least technically. She didn’t have a pulse, and she wasn’t breathing.” A muscle flickered in Frank’s jaw. “A doctor who happened to be in the store gave her CPR. As of a few hours ago, it was still touch and go. But even if she lives, she’s more than likely suffered brain damage.”


Mia shuddered. “How far did the cart fall?”

“That walkway is four stories up, so about fifty feet.”

“And the kids who did it? Do we have them?”

“So far, the only name we have is Manny Flores. That’s the boy who tried to stop the other two.” Frank pressed his fingers against his temples. “He became hysterical watching the doctor trying to revive her. They ended up having to call an ambulance for him too, and he had to be sedated. He’s in Willow Grove, that mental hospital for kids, and right now they’re saying he’s not in any condition to answer questions. We’re hoping to take the other two into custody soon. We’re hearing they’re around the same age as Manny—fifteen.”

“At least that one kid was wearing a shirt with his name on the back,” Mia observed. “That should help us find the other two.”

“What?” Frank shot her a puzzled look.

“That football jersey with the number twelve. It looked like his name started with a B.”

“Brady?” A near-smile flitted across Frank’s face. “Haven’t you heard of Tom Brady?”

Mia shook her head. Had she?

“Of the New England Patriots?” Frank rolled his eyes. “Remind me never to give you a case that revolves around football. There’re people wearing that exact same jersey all over the country. I’m afraid it’s not much of a clue.”

“So where do I come in?” For a second Mia lost her focus on the case and flashed back to what had just happened in the courtroom, her terror when she felt something sharp press on her throat. Pushing the thought away, she leaned against Frank’s cherrywood credenza to steady herself, taking care not to knock over any of the framed photos of his two kids. It was rumored that these photos were about as close as Frank ever came to actually seeing them. You had to make certain sacrifices if you wanted to be district attorney. And even more if you wanted to be reelected.


“I need you to decide whether they should be charged as adults or juveniles. And if it’s as adults, I want you to prosecute them.”

In the state of Washington, youths sixteen or older and charged with certain violent felonies were automatically transferred to adult court. But even younger kids could still be charged as adults.

“Fifteen’s awfully young,” Mia said, trying to buy herself time. If she took on this case, how much time would she have at home with her own kids?

“We’re not talking about little angels,” Frank said impatiently. “You saw what they did. It’s a miracle the son wasn’t injured too. And there’s still the chance Tamsin might die.”

Making it a second-degree homicide. Part of Mia wanted to throw the book at these two kids who had acted with reckless indifference. At the same time she knew how easily kids were influenced, how little they thought things through.

At the beginning of the school year, her son had fallen in with a new group of friends. Gabe had taken part in a flash mob that robbed a convenience store. He hadn’t taken anything—claimed he hadn’t even known what was going to happen—but still, Mia was uncomfortably aware of how a single poor decision could have horrifying consequences.

Gabe, the two boys, Manny, even Tamsin’s son, Luke—they had all been babies once. How did a baby grow up to be a kid who would set into action a plan that could kill a stranger? For that matter, how did a baby grow up to be Bernard Young? Was there anything you could do to stop it from happening? Juvenile courts were aimed at rehabilitation, but was the direction of these two kids’ lives already set? Should they be written off, the energy refocused on protecting those around them?


“I want you to work with Charlie Carlson,” Frank continued. “You two make a good team.”


Charlie. She wasn’t sure how she felt about working with him again. “But, Frank, I don’t—” 


“Mia,” he snapped. “This is my top priority. I need the best people on it. That means you and Charlie. And I need your decision as soon as possible, before the election. I do not need to hear any more from my opponent about this office being soft on crime. Whatever you decide, we need to be able to defend it.”


Unlike Frank, his opponent, Dominic Raines, did not look like a district attorney. He was not much taller than Mia and had the pallor of a man who spent all his time indoors. But he had also run a shrewd campaign, using cherry-picked examples to accuse Frank of coddling criminals. According to Raines, far too many were being granted sweetheart plea bargains.


The general public, brought up on prime time courtroom dramas, did not realize that ninety-five percent of felony convictions were the result of plea bargains. Only a handful went to trial. The justice system simply couldn’t handle the caseload otherwise.


Raines had been focusing on the cases that sounded the worst, without mentioning any nitty-gritty realities. In some cases there had been a lack of evidence, and a plea bargain had been preferable to a defendant likely getting off scot-free. But on the face of it, probation for a third-degree rape case or nine months in prison for arson did not sound like enough.


“I want you to consider everything carefully, Mia,” Frank said. His brilliant blue eyes bored into her. “I’m sure you’ll make the right decision.”


Her phone buzzed again, and she finally peeked at the screen. The caller ID read Seattle Security. Seattle Security had put the new alarm system in her home when she went back to work. Just one of a million decisions she had made on the fly. But why would they be calling her now?


A fresh burst of adrenaline pumped through her veins. “Excuse me, Frank. I have to take this.” She pressed the button to accept the call. “This is Mia Quinn.”


A bored man’s voice said, “This is Seattle Security calling for Mia Quinn.”


Hadn’t he heard her? “This is Mia,” she repeated, not bothering to hide her impatience.


“We’re just calling to notify you that there’s been an alert at your home, and no one is answering the phone there.”


“Of course not. Nobody’s home.” Although maybe they were by now. She thought of her phone buzzing when she was in the courtroom. It could have been Gabe.


“We’ve also notified the police department.”


She stiffened. “Don’t you have someone who goes out to the house and checks?” Why hadn’t she read the contract? And she was an attorney.


“No, ma’am. We monitor, we check with the homeowner, and we notify the police department.”


Mia had a realistic view of how long it might take the police to respond. More than ninety-five percent of automated alarms were false, so responding to them was a cop’s lowest priority.


And maybe that made sense. But not when her kids were due home—Mia checked her watch—now. Maybe were already home.


She looked up at Frank. “I have to go. Now.”




CHAPTER 5


Coach Harper clapped his hands. “Okay, to finish off this afternoon we’re doing some fifty-yard sprints.”


Everyone groaned, including Gabe. All he wanted to do was chug a Gatorade and hit the shower. Coach had drilled them hard all afternoon. And now, with the end of practice so tantalizingly in sight, he wanted them to do timed wind sprints.


Gabe gritted his teeth and gutted out the first one. On the faces of the other guys, he saw frustration, pain, and sheer determination. 


After the third sprint Marc, one of the linemen, was struggling to come back. Someone yelled from the sidelines for him to hurry up. Gabe was catching his breath, his hands on his knees, so he didn’t see who it was. But it didn’t seem fair. Marc wasn’t a slacker. Before he could think about it too much, Gabe ran back onto the field and started running next to Marc, clapping his hands and cheering him on.


They started their next sprint, and again Gabe was one of the first to finish. And Marc was struggling again, his face red and his chest heaving. But this time five of the team came back to help him finish. The last ten yards, Gabe and Eldon half carried, half dragged Marc to make sure he crossed the line.


When they were all done, Coach had them gather around. He favored them with one of his rare smiles. “I like what I saw out there today. Not only did you strengthen your endurance and your will, you also started thinking about how to be a team. Being a team is all about working together, not tearing each other down. When you get a touchdown, it’s not just about the running back who has the ball or the quarterback who throws it or the receiver. It’s all of you together working as a unit.”

As they headed back to the locker room, Coach clapped Gabe on the shoulder. “Good job, Quinn,” he said quietly. “What you did today—that’s part of being a leader.”
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By the time Gabe left practice, the weather had changed. The wind was lashing the trees. The rain came in gusts that threatened to tear off his baseball cap. As he walked to his sister’s preschool, his legs felt like lead. It had taken everything he had to go back on that field when he himself was finished. Still, it had felt good pushing his body further than he thought it could go. And even better to hear Coach praise him.

Coach Harper did not give compliments lightly. Gabe had worked hard all fall, and it was beginning to pay off. He was getting put in more often, and he was now able to go all out without getting completely winded.

He signed Brooke out and they began the trek home. His stomach growled. He was hungry enough that he could almost forget the ache in his legs, forget the weather. Would his mom be home in time to make dinner, or was he going to be on his own again, reduced to making a blue box of mac and cheese? He sent her a text but got no answer.


Brooke was dawdling, even though a second earlier she had been complaining that she had to go to the bathroom. “Come on.” He tugged at her hand, but she pulled away and sloshed through a puddle that came midway up her yellow rain boots.


As they started down their street, he heard a high-pitched whine. It sounded like some kind of alarm.


The closer they got to the house, the louder it got. It was definitely their security alarm. Gabe’s heart started beating faster. They stood at the edge of the yard.


“Come on, Gabe!” Now it was Brooke tugging at his hand. “I have to go potty!”


“We can’t go in, Brooke. That’s the alarm.”


“Is there a burglar?”


He didn’t answer. The house was dark. All the doors and windows appeared to be closed and undamaged. Nothing seemed to have been disturbed.


What had his mom said to do if the alarm went off? Gabe tried to remember. All he could remember was that if you set it off accidentally, you were supposed to punch in the code—the dates of his and Brooke’s birthdays—and hit the “clear” button. They had only gotten the alarm a few months ago, when his mom went back to work and there was no one home during the day.


Taking out his phone again, he called his mom. It felt weird to be holding the phone up to his ear. Mostly he and his friends just texted. The only people he regularly talked to on the phone were his grandparents.


His mom’s phone rang three times and went to voice mail.


“Mom, um, hi, it’s me. The alarm’s going off and I don’t know what to do. Um, call me back.”


He looked at the neighbors’ houses. Those were dark too.


“Gabe—I really have to go!” Brooke was squirming. “Now!” The wind gusted so hard that it caught the hood of her yellow raincoat and blew it back. So hard that the windows in their old house rattled. 




It seemed really lame to call 911. He imagined the cops showing up, sirens screaming, and then rolling their eyes when it turned out to be nothing.


Then he thought of Charlie Carlson, the detective who sometimes worked with his mom. Maybe Charlie could tell him what to do.


Gabe had to look up Charlie’s name in his contacts. Again he got voice mail.


“Hey, um, Mr. Carlson”—he’d told Gabe to call him Charlie, but for some reason that didn’t seem right tonight—“I’m at my house and I can’t get hold of my mom. The house alarm’s going off and I’m not sure what to do. I think it’s been going off for a while. So if you get this message in the next twenty minutes or so, could you call me back?”


Brooke yanked on his hand even harder. “Come on, Gabe! I really have to pee!”


What if he had just set the alarm wrong? Or what if it was just the wind rattling the door? He started towing Brooke along, and she stopped complaining for a second. But when she realized they weren’t going in, but rather walking around the perimeter of the yard, she started fussing again.


“Just hold on a sec,” he told her. “I need to make sure it’s safe.” He looked at every window, even the ones on the second floor. None of them were broken. The front and side doors were closed tight.


After they had made a complete circle, they were outside the side door at the end of the driveway. Still holding Brooke’s hand, Gabe went up on the porch. He tried the handle, ready to run, but the door was locked. He shook the handle and felt how the door moved in its frame. Stupid wind! That must have been what set off the alarm. Still, he crouched down until his face was on the same level as Brooke’s.


“Brooke, I have to make sure it’s safe before you can go inside. I want you to stay right here and not move. Can you do that?” He hated to leave her alone, but he didn’t know what else to do.


She nodded. “But hurry, okay? I can’t hold it for very long.”


“I will. But if you see anyone you don’t know, do not talk to them and do not let them get close to you. Run away and hide if you have to. Do you understand?”


She swiveled her head from side to side, her eyes wide. At least she was momentarily distracted from her obsession with the potty. “Is there a bad person?”


“Probably not. It’s just to be safe.”


Gabe wished it wasn’t all on him. Then he remembered how he had helped Marc. Remembered how Coach had complimented him. 


He put his key in the lock. The door swung open into blackness. Just inside the door, the lights on the control panel were blinking rapidly, some red and some green. He had never really paid attention to them before and didn’t know what they meant. He took one step inside and punched in the code.


The silence seemed almost as loud as the alarm.


He took a deep, ragged breath. Should he turn on the light? But if he turned on the light and someone had broken in, they would not only know he was here, but they would be able to move around easily. With the lights off, he had an advantage. After all, this was his house.


Gabe stepped into the darkness.




CHAPTER 6


Charlie sat in his Crown Vic listening to his voice mail before he went back to the office. He had to listen to the third message twice before he was finally able to pick out the hesitant words from some kind of annoying background whine.


“I’m at my house and I can’t get hold of my mom. The house alarm’s going off and I’m not sure what to do. I think it’s been going off for a while. So if you get this message in the next twenty minutes or so, could you call me back?”


It was Gabe Quinn. Mia’s kid. Fourteen years old. Charlie had been married three times, but he didn’t have any kids. Which was probably a good thing. He didn’t even have a cat.


Sometimes, though, he saw a little of himself in Gabe. He’d seen the kid put on an I-don’t-care face when he clearly did. Seen him be brave when it might have been better to be cautious. But at fourteen boys were all hormones, impulses, and bravado.


And since his dad had died, Gabe had been forced to grow up. To square his skinny shoulders and be the man of the house.


The kid answered on the first ring. “Hello?” His voice was barely audible, but only because he was speaking softly. The sound of the alarm was gone. Charlie relaxed and pulled the keys from the ignition.


“It’s Charlie Carlson. It sounds like you got the alarm taken care of. So is everything okay?”

“No!”

Charlie hadn’t known that a voice could be both soft and frantic. He slid the keys back in the ignition. “What’s wrong?”

“I turned off the alarm and went inside to check things out. But I think someone else is here in the house too. I can hear them moving around downstairs.”

Charlie sucked in a breath, his heart speeding up. “Get back outside! Now!”

“I can’t. I think they’re right by the stairs.” And then the kid put the cherry on the sundae. “And I left Brooke outside.”

Charlie started his car again, swearing under his breath. “I’m gonna scramble a unit out your way. Until then, is there someplace you can hide? Under a bed? In a closet?” He couldn’t remember what the top floor of Mia’s house looked like.

Silence.

“Gabe?”

The only answer was a muffled thump. As if the phone had fallen from the boy’s hand and onto the carpet.

“Gabe?”

Charlie could hear something in the background. A man yelling. He couldn’t make out the words. But he could hear the emotions fueling them. Anger and fear and a little bit of panic.

Hitting the buttons to activate his sirens and lights, he just prayed that the man in Mia’s house didn’t have a weapon.



CHAPTER 7


To Mia, it seemed to take hours for the courthouse elevator to reach the ground. It stopped on every floor. People held the doors for friends or to finish a conversation. She wanted to scream, but that would only slow things down further.


Many of the people who got on wanted to talk to her, but she just held up her hand and shook her head as she scrolled back through the messages on her phone. Co-workers had reacted to the news of what had happened. Gabe had texted her about dinner. Eli Hall, a public defender who taught with her at the University of Washington Law School, wanted to know if she was okay.


And in the middle was a phone message from Gabe. He had left it just ten minutes earlier. Mia put her finger in her other ear so she could listen to it a second time, trying to tease out her son’s voice from the blare of the alarm in the background and from the voices now surrounding her. Finally the elevator doors opened and she pushed her way out, not caring when she stepped squarely on someone’s foot. What had Gabe done once he hung up the phone? As she ran to her car, she called him back, but it went straight to voice mail.


“Gabe, it’s Mom. Don’t go in the house. Go to the neighbor’s or something. And call me back as soon as you hear this.”


Once she was in her car, Mia raced out of the parking lot, the squeal of her tires echoing off the concrete walls. Her car bounced out onto the street, forcing other traffic to screech to a halt. Ignoring a volley of angry honks, she began to weave in and out of cars.


Her heart pounded in her chest and ears. Her fingertips felt numb. She forced herself to take a deep breath. She was probably overreacting. The term false alarm hadn’t become a staple of the lexicon for nothing.


But if it was nothing, why hadn’t Gabe answered his phone? Why hadn’t he called her back? Had her call gone to voice mail because he was on the phone with someone else? Or because he had turned the phone off? Or because someone else had?


As she merged onto the freeway, Mia’s hands were slick on the wheel. She drove the way she hated anyone else to, riding people’s bumpers until she forced them to move out of the way. The world had collapsed into a single thought, as if she were seeing it all through the sights of a gun. She had to get to her children. Now.


As she raced home, Mia murmured a prayer that was just a single word repeated over and over. “Please. Please, please, please.” The rain was coming in gusts, forcing her to constantly adjust the windshield wipers from high to medium to intermittent and then back to high again.


Why hadn’t they worked out a strategy for what Gabe should do in a situation like this? They had planned where to meet if they were separated in an earthquake, but wasn’t this more important? Of course, Scott was the one who had made the earthquake plan, and that was before they had gotten the security system. Before Scott had died. Accountants were good at making plans, making lists, making sure everything was orderly. Now Mia was trying to take up the slack, be mother and father both, and she feared she was doing a lousy job.


Even if false alarms were common, that didn’t mean this one wasn’t real. Someone still could have broken in, looking for electronic gadgets or prescription drugs. And since burglars were often users themselves, an encounter with one could be unpredictable, even violent.


And what if it was something worse, someone targeting her specifically? Mia thought of what had just happened in the courtroom. Could this be Young’s backup plan? Did he know that her kids were her life? Had he planned to take her life away just as she was taking his?


Being a prosecutor was not a low-risk occupation. No matter how hard you tried to keep your home address and personal details off the Internet, anyone with a little cash could find someone willing to divulge them for a fee. Mia thought of the Denver prosecutor gunned down outside his home, the Texas prosecutor shot by a masked man as he walked to his office. In California a man with a grudge had even killed the daughter of his own attorney in some kind of twisted payback. And then there was Mia’s co-worker Colleen, shot down in her basement because she was getting too close to the truth of a scandal.


When Gabe couldn’t reach her, what choice had he made? Had he done the smart thing and retreated? But fourteen-year-old boys didn’t really believe they might die. Not even when their own dads had.


She heard sirens behind her. Red and blue lights flashed in her rearview mirror. After pulling over to let an unmarked Crown Vic with lights in the grill pass, Mia watched as it took the next exit. The exit for her neighborhood.


Her heart contracted. No, no, no. Not her kids. She couldn’t take it if anything happened to them too. Scott’s death had nearly broken her. But her kids, her kids were her heart. Her life.


Even after she got off the freeway, Mia was still driving at close to freeway speeds. She turned onto her block. In front of her house stood two blue-and-white patrol cars, their light bars now dark, as well as the Crown Vic that had passed her. The door opened and Charlie Carlson got out.


She jerked the car to a stop across the street, then ran toward him.

He turned toward the sound of her heels, then held up his hands. “Stay back, Mia. And don’t make any noise. There’s someone in the house with Gabe. We don’t want to spook the guy.”

“Oh my God.” It was half prayer, half disbelief. This couldn’t be real, could it? “What about Brooke?”

“I don’t know.” He said it plainly, but in the glow of the streetlight she saw the anguish in his face.

One patrol officer was at the side door and the other at the front. Both of them had their guns drawn. The side door was open, and the officer there was yelling, “Come on out with your hands up.”



CHAPTER 8


Anticipate the unexpected and assume the worst. That was what his first partner had told Charlie when he started working patrol. Now, years later, he had plenty of ways to fill in the blanks. All of them bad.


He assumed that the person who had broken into Mia’s house was still inside. That he—or they—was armed. That he was dangerous. And that he was panicked. Panicked was worst of all. Panic led to poor decisions. Panic led to people getting hurt, even killed. That was why he had asked the responding officers to shut down lights and sirens before they arrived, lower the volume on their radios, and silence their equipment.


“Go wait by your car,” he told Mia now.


“But what about—” 


He cut her off with a wave of his hand. “I don’t have time to argue.” He turned away so he could scan the house, looking for clues, for anything out of place. Had he seen movement in the glossy green leaves of the camellia bush next to the side porch?


He stepped onto the porch, keeping out of the line of sight of the open door. In the porch light the cop, with cheeks as red as apples, didn’t look much older than Gabe. “Who’s inside?” Charlie asked in a voice not much louder than a whisper.


“That’s not yet been determined. I found the door open, indicating that we had an active B&E-type situation. I entered, heard movement, and attempted verbal contact. When there was no response, I exited and waited for backup. They just arrived.”

“We don’t just have a burglar or burglars,” Charlie said. “We’ve also got a fourteen-year-old kid in there. Name of Gabe Quinn. Did you see him?”

The rookie shook his head. “I didn’t make visual contact with anyone.”

Charlie thought. If he called out to Gabe and the kid responded, would that simply provide the burglar with a ready hostage?

“We know you’re in there!” he called into the darkness. “Come on out with your hands up!”

A long silence. Long enough that Charlie had time to wonder just how bad things were going to get. Then a voice came from overhead. 

“Charlie? Is that you?”

The tightness in his chest loosened. “It is. Stay where you are, Gabe. Are you alone? Are you safe?”

“Yeah. I’m okay.” His voice was shaky. “Are there other cops here? Besides you?”

“Yeah. Two.”

“I think they think I’m the bad guy.”

“What?” Charlie wasn’t sure he was following.

“When I was talking to you on the phone, this guy started yelling at me from downstairs to get my hands up or he’d shoot me. But instead I hid.”

He looked at the cop next to him. Now the rookie’s whole face was red.

“Did you tell him you were a cop?” Charlie asked.

A pause. “I’m not certain I identified myself as an officer.”

He exhaled sharply, then called upstairs to Gabe, “Just to be safe, we’re gonna clear the house. Stay put until we say otherwise, okay?”


When it came to the search, the rookie redeemed himself. They worked in speed and in silence, using hand signals, taking quick peeks—alternating high and low—slicing the pie when they went around corners, leapfrogging down hallways, never forgetting about the fatal funnel of a doorway and never turning their backs to an uncleared room.

When they reached the top of the stairs, Charlie called out for Gabe, asking where he was.

“In my room.”

“Okay. Just give us a sec.”

Brooke’s room was clear, as was the bathroom. In Mia’s room the bed was unmade, but only on one side, as though she still expected Scott to show up and reclaim his half.

Finally Charlie opened the door to Gabe’s room. It appeared empty. The closet door stood open.

“All right, Gabe, you can come out.”

The chair in the front of the desk slowly began to inch out into the room, then Gabe unwound himself onto the carpet. Charlie holstered his weapon and reached down to pull him to his feet, marveling that the kid had managed to contort his body into a space not much larger than a milk crate.

“Your mom’s outside. She wants to know where Brooke is.”

The boy’s face paled. “You mean Brooke’s not outside? I told her to wait on the side porch. I told her.”

There was no point in telling a fourteen-year-old that he had made the wrong decision. Judging by the horrified expression on his face, he had already figured that out for himself.



CHAPTER 9


Mia paced next to her car, her arms wrapped around herself. She couldn’t stop shaking. Couldn’t take her eyes off the open door Charlie and the cop had disappeared into. Couldn’t stop straining her ears to hear the familiar voices of her children. Couldn’t stop fearing that she would instead hear something worse. A scream. A cry. A gunshot.


After what seemed like hours but was just a few minutes, Charlie, the young cop, and Gabe came out of the house. Mia flew across the lawn to her son, wrapping his wiry frame in her arms. When had he gotten to be so tall? He submitted for just a second before he stiffened and broke away.


“Where’s your sister?” Mia looked behind him for a small figure, maybe hanging back in confusion, but saw nothing. Panic sharpened her voice when he didn’t answer. “Where’s Brooke?”


“I told her to stay right here.” His eyes were huge. He turned in a circle. “Right here on the porch.”


“Brooke?” Mia called out into the darkness. “Brooke? Honey?”


Silence. It stretched out, long enough to reach in deep, to hollow her out, and then—“Mommy?” A little voice, and close. Thank you, God.


“Brooke? Where are you, honey?”


“Is the bad man still there?” Her voice was coming from deep inside the camellia bush.


Mia tensed again. “What bad man?”


“The one with the gun. He was yelling.”


She relaxed as she realized who Brooke meant. “Oh, honey, they’re police officers. You’re okay. It’s safe to come out.”


Her yellow rain jacket flashed among the dark leaves, and then she pushed her way out. Mia snatched up Brooke and held her close. Her face was scratched from the branches, but otherwise she looked okay.


“Why didn’t you stay on the porch?” Gabe demanded, voice cracking.


“Because,” Brooke said, and then stopped.


“Because why?” Mia prompted.


She leaned forward. Her whisper tickled Mia’s ear. “Because I had to go pee!”


“Oh, Brooke!” Mia had to smile. Ten minutes earlier she had been sure she would never smile again.


While they had been talking, the patrol officer had been notifying his dispatcher as well as the officer on the other side of the house. Now he cleared his throat. “Um, ma’am, even though there’s currently no one in your house, it looked like they must have been interrupted while they were still going through it.”


“What?” Her free hand went to her throat, to the place where Bernard Young’s fingernail had dug into her an hour before. Charlie cocked his head.


Suddenly her arms felt too weak to hold her daughter, and she set her down. It was all too much. Gabe. Brooke. Coming way too close to having her throat cut.


The young cop gestured for Mia to follow, and they all, including the second patrol officer, trailed after him.


As she staggered forward on hollow-feeling legs, Mia wondered what had been taken. Material things might not matter, but some things were still irreplaceable.


“See.” The cop waved his hand at the family room like a game show host extolling the features of a new car. “Someone started to toss it.” The room was a mess, as if it had been gone through in a hurry. Half the doors to the built-in cupboards stood open. Brooke’s pillow lay next to a wall. Scattered throughout the room were clothes, dishes, sections of newspaper, a single sneaker, a half-filled laundry basket, books, a game of Connect Four, and a random menagerie of stuffed animals.


“They must have been interrupted,” the cop repeated. “Do you want to look to see what’s missing?”


Mia’s cheeks got hot. This kid was too young to know what it was like when you had two kids and worked sixty hours a week. “Actually, um, this is normal. It’s how the house was when we left. We’ve just had a busy week.” She hoped no one pointed out that it was Monday.


“Oh.” The bright color was back in his face. “So I guess the whole thing was a false alarm. No burglar.”


“No burglar,” Mia echoed.


“Okay, so when it comes to false alarms, you should know that you’re allowed one freebie. But for any additional alarms, you’ll be charged a hundred-and-fifteen-dollar fee. Each.”


“We should figure out what caused it,” Charlie said. “Do you have motion sensors in the house? I’ve seen cats, balloons, even spiders trigger them. Anything that breaks the beam.”


“No. We just have alarms on the doors and the downstairs windows.”


“It was pretty stormy out there earlier. And this is an older home.” He walked back into the hall, grabbed the front doorknob, and shook it. Even though it was still locked, it rattled in the frame. “That’s more than likely your problem right there. With the wind blowing, there’s enough play in it that it could have separated the contact from its reed switch for a second. You need to get some weather stripping.”


His words were starting to sound like they were coming to her at the bottom of a tunnel. Desperate to steady herself, Mia sagged forward, reaching for the back of the couch.

Suddenly a strong arm was around her shoulders. Charlie started barking orders. “Okay, Mia, I think you need to lie down for a second.” As he maneuvered her around the couch, he took out his wallet with his free hand and handed Gabe a credit card. “Call up Pagliacci and order a couple of pizzas to be delivered. Whatever you want. And, Brooke, can you go up to your room and play by yourself for a little bit? Your mom needs a bit of peace and quiet.” He turned to the two cops. “And why don’t you guys write up your reports outside. If you need to leave her a copy, stick it through the mail slot. If you need her to sign it, come back tomorrow. Right now she needs a little bit of a break.”

And because it was Charlie, everyone did as they were told and left the room. Mia plopped on the couch, but even sitting seemed like too much effort, so she ended up stretching out after Charlie cleared a space. She was too far gone even to be embarrassed by the mess. Putting her arm over her eyes, she said, “Thank you. All of a sudden I just felt so dizzy. I don’t even understand why you’re here. I’m just glad that you are.”

“Gabe called me when he couldn’t get hold of you. I was on the phone with him when I heard someone yelling, and then Gabe dropped the phone. Must have been the first officer who responded. The one who seems to be trying for rookie of the year award.”

“This has been one crazy day.” She debated telling Charlie about what had happened, but she didn’t want to relive it. What Young had tried to do to her would stay in the box she had put it in, at least for now. Tonight she would take one of the sleeping pills the doctor had given her after Scott died and hope she didn’t dream about what might have happened. “And right before all this happened, Frank wanted to talk to me about a case and he wouldn’t take no for an answer.” She took her arm off her eyes and propped herself up on her elbow. “You’ll be hearing about it soon because he wants us to work together on it. Kids dropped a shopping cart onto a woman who was four stories below a pedestrian walkway.”


Charlie grimaced. “So they killed her?”

“No. She’s not dead. At least not yet. Right now I need to decide whether to charge them as adults or juveniles. I need to figure out what kinds of kids they are. But not until tomorrow.” Mia let her head drop back down, reminding herself that she was safe now, that her kids were safe. “I would say this was the worst day of my life, but it wasn’t. It’s not even the worst day of this year.”

Charlie cleared his throat. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”

“Yeah?”

“I’ve been looking closer into your husband’s death. I don’t think it was an accident.”



CHAPTER 10


Mia’s mouth opened, but no words came out. It was like the day the earthquake had rippled up from Olympia all the way to Seattle. Like she was frozen in shock.


But she had always been afraid of this, hadn’t she? Scott had been in debt up to his eyeballs, and then he had started secretly drinking again. He must have known it wouldn’t be long before the debt collectors began calling the house, before Mia learned about the whole sorry mess. Unable to see a way out of his predicament, had he made an impulsive decision to end it all rather than face the consequences? 


If Scott had killed himself, it certainly hadn’t been done in hopes of their benefiting. He had let his life insurance lapse, so his death had left them with nothing. Nothing but debts. The kids got Social Security benefits, that was all. But Scott had been spared watching their lives fall apart.


The seven months he had been dead sometimes felt like seven days, at other times like seven years. He had hidden so much from her. Was suicide his final deception? If Scott suddenly were to appear before her now, Mia thought she might be tempted to kill him herself. As it was, she had no place to put her anger.


“I took a look at the accident report.” Charlie glanced down at his empty hands and then back up at her. “There are things that don’t add up.”


Heat rushed from Mia’s heels to her hairline. How dare he! What made him think he should stick his big nose in? The knowledge could do nothing but hurt her. She swung her legs off the couch and sat up. “You looked at the report? Let me get this straight. You looked at the accident report for my dead husband, a man you never met?” The skin on her face tightened. “What business is that of yours, Charlie Carlson?”


“After I met you, I got curious. What was supposed to have happened didn’t seem to make a lot of sense. Don’t you want to know the truth?”


Truth? The truth was that being obsessive might be what made Charlie such a good homicide detective—and maybe a bad human being. The idea of Charlie poring over the details of Scott’s death, of smashed glass and smashed bone, seemed nearly obscene.


“What’s next, Charlie?” Mia was fisting her hands so hard her nails dug into her palms. She wanted to take one of those fists and smash it into Charlie’s nose. “Are you going to start going through my garbage? My underwear drawer? You don’t get to go pawing through things that have nothing to do with you. This is my life you’re talking about. My life. And my children’s lives.” Even though she was alive with anger, she kept her voice a low, hissed murmur. If they learned that their father had killed himself, what would that do to Gabe’s and Brooke’s mental health? “Let the dead bury the dead.” 


She would never forget that night. Wasn’t that hard truth enough?
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“I won’t be home for dinner,” Scott had told Mia over the phone. “And don’t bother waiting up for me.”


“Working late again?” Her stomach twisted. He had been working so many hours lately, sometimes until late into the night. She had asked him a half dozen times if anything was wrong, and he always brusquely assured her that everything was fine.


As Mia waited for his answer, she stared at Brooke’s head, bent over the dolls spread over the carpet in the family room. Their daughter would soon turn four, and she had recently become captivated by the idea of friends. She could spend many minutes pairing up appropriate plastic friends. Just pairs, though, no groups of three or more. In Brooke’s world, each doll or toy had only one soul mate. 

Could Scott be seeing another woman? Mia gripped the phone so hard it cut into her fingers. It would explain his silences, his bad moods, the way he could be sitting right beside her on the couch in front of a sitcom and seem a million miles away when she spoke to him. There were times he came home so late that she was already in bed. But she always roused herself and wrapped him in her arms, nuzzled his neck.

She was sniffing for the scent of another woman, or even another soap, some brand stocked by a hotel.

But so far he had always smelled only of Scott.

“I’m having dinner with a client.” His voice was colored with some emotion she couldn’t name. Impatience? “I need to go over some things with him, but he’s been too busy to meet during the day.” His tone didn’t encourage any questions.

She went to bed a little after ten and finally fell into an uneasy sleep, futilely reaching out for him every time she shifted. When the doorbell rang just before two in the morning, part of Mia wasn’t even surprised. Part of her had known something bad was coming—just not what form it would take. She stumbled downstairs and looked through the peephole. Two cops. One wore a white clerical collar with yellow crosses embroidered on the points. She let out a single sob, then bit her lip. Hard. Gabe and Brooke were still asleep upstairs. When they woke, their lives would be irrevocably changed. Let them sleep as long as they could.


With the taste of blood fresh on her tongue, Mia opened the door.
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And now Charlie wanted to rub her nose in the truth. What was true, anyway? That she and Scott had been married for sixteen years and had become strangers? That she now carried an almost unimaginable burden—debts, worries about her children, and the knowledge that Scott hadn’t felt he could confide in her?


Or that Scott had abandoned her long before he died?




CHAPTER 11


Mia rounded on Charlie. “Did you ever think that there are some truths people don’t want to know? I’d rather believe it was all an accident than to know my husband was in so much emotional pain that he killed himself.”


Charlie’s forehead wrinkled as he raised his hands as if to protect himself. “That’s not what I was saying, Mia. Not at all.”


“So what are you saying? Scott was drunk and he went off the road and hit a tree. It was either an accident or deliberate.” She took a ragged breath. “I’ve made my peace with the idea that I’m never going to know why he kept so many secrets from me, like the fact that he’d started drinking again.” When he had sworn on the lives of their children that he had stopped. “But this is one secret I would really rather not know.”


“He was only .06,” Charlie said. Given Scott’s body weight, it was the equivalent of about three drinks. “Not enough to be legally drunk.”


“But enough to be impaired. And he’d probably lost his tolerance.” 


“That still doesn’t explain what you can see in the reports. Scott’s injuries don’t make sense.” Charlie took a deep breath. “What I’m trying to say, Mia, is that I think he might have been murdered.”


Mia tried to take this in, but it was impossible. Murdered? “What exactly did you see in the reports?”

“They’re out in the car.” He stood up. “Let me go get them.”

While he was gone, Mia put her head in her hands. She wished this were a dream. Even a nightmare. Today had been like a nonstop roller coaster, but one with only sickening drops. She heard a car pull up outside.

Charlie came back with a file folder in one hand and two pizza boxes balanced on the other. He called the kids downstairs, then asked Gabe to supervise Brooke while the kids ate in the kitchen. When he returned to the family room, he had the file folder tucked under his arm and was carrying paper plates topped with two pizza slices. Mia was embarrassed to see that Gabe had taken full advantage of Charlie’s credit card, ordering two different combos instead of cheaper, single-ingredient pizzas.

From his pocket Charlie produced two crumpled paper towels, handing one over with a flourish. “Your napkin, madam.” He settled down next to her. “So have you seen any of the reports?” He kept his voice low.

“No.” Mia shook her head. “I figured looking at them wasn’t going to change anything. All I know is they didn’t do an autopsy.” She had been grateful for that. She took a bite of pizza, oddly ashamed that her body could still be hungry after everything that had happened today. Still be hungry when they were discussing her husband’s death.

“They don’t do an autopsy if they figure the cause of death is self-evident. So what they did in Scott’s case was take a chest tap, test his blood for alcohol, snap some photos, and write up a short report about the external condition of the body. I got that and the accident report.”

“Okay.” Mia waited for the rest.


“In a case like this, when you’ve got no witness, figuring out what really happened depends on the competency of the CSI who processed the scene and the forensic pathologist who did the exam. Only in this case, there was no CSI, just a patrol officer who responded to the 911 call. And the guy who did the exam wasn’t a pathologist, but a death investigator. Who knows how much training either one of them had or whether they’re certified and by whom.”


He pulled out the accident report, which had a freehand sketch of the accident scene. Mia had to work to swallow what suddenly felt like a wad of cotton in her throat. Two lines curved to the left, indicating a road. A rectangle representing the car sat on the right-hand side just after the curve. A row of triangles showed the line of trees, one of which overlapped the front passenger side of the car.


“How much do you know about car accidents?” he asked.


She lifted one shoulder. “When you work in violent crimes, most of those aren’t committed with a vehicle.”


“How about physics?”


“Probably not my forte either.”


“Accidents basically follow Newton’s first law of motion,” he said, “which says that an object in motion stays in motion with the same speed and in the same direction unless something acts on it.”


“Okay.” Mia drew out the word. It was strange to hear Charlie sounding like a professor.


“So. Scott’s car failed to completely negotiate the curve and left the road here.” He tapped on the illustration. “He hit gravel and then slid into one of these trees. The impact was on the front passenger side door—the right side. The airbags deployed, but he wasn’t wearing a seat belt. So he was—” 


Mia sucked in her breath. “What did you say?”


“Scott wasn’t wearing a seat belt,” Charlie continued. “So he was thrown from the driver’s seat into—” 


“That’s not possible.” Mia shook her head so hard she felt dizzy for a second. “Scott always wore a seat belt. Always.”


“Even when he’d been drinking?”


“Especially when he’d been drinking. He got super cautious behind the wheel when he was drunk.”


Charlie paged through the paperwork. “But the first responder told the police that Scott passed him earlier and he was speeding.”


“No.” Mia knew Scott. “No. He never took chances when he was drunk.”


Charlie leaned forward. “Wait a second. You sound like you’ve been in the car with him when he was drunk.”


“I was.” She met his eyes. “Not with the kids, never the kids, but sometimes just me.”


“So you let him drive when you knew he was drunk?”


Mia tucked in her lips. “We both know that alcoholics can handle amounts that would put other people under the table. Of course if Scott was too drunk, I didn’t let him drive, no matter how angry he got. But there were times it wasn’t worth arguing with him if it was only a few miles and the roads were quiet. Especially since I knew how careful he was.”


Charlie looked disgusted. “Maybe he was only careful when you were in the car.”


She sighed. “You could be right. But I know Scott would never not wear a seat belt. The only time he didn’t wear one was after the doctor gave him sleeping pills. The whole next day he drove around unbelted, and he didn’t even realize it until evening. He told me he was never going to take another one of those pills again. That he couldn’t get into as much trouble with alcohol. So for a long time, he used that as his sleeping pill.”


Charlie shrugged like he didn’t believe her but didn’t want to argue. 


“Well, for whatever reason, he wasn’t wearing a seat belt,” he reiterated. “And when the car hit the tree, that part of the car stopped while the rest kept moving, just like Newton said it would. Basically that means the rest of the car started to rotate around the tree. Meanwhile, because Scott wasn’t wearing a seat belt, his body kept moving forward at the same speed and in the same direction while the car was starting to move around him. His body hit the interior of the car’s passenger side, which caused a lot of damage to the right side—head, shoulder, ribs, and hip.” He touched the spots as he named them. “But that’s not all that happened. My friend who’s a forensic pathologist says that there’re really three collisions in any accident, even though they all happen in the same split second. First there’s the car hitting something. Then there’s the body hitting something inside the car.”


“So what’s the third collision?” Mia asked. Hadn’t everything stopped at that point?

“The internal organs. They follow the first law of motion too. They keep moving until they tear away or hit something hard inside you, like your ribs or your skull. In this case, when the death investigator did a chest tap, he got a syringe full of blood.” Charlie touched his chest. “That means Scott’s aorta got torn.”

“And he bled out inside.” Every word was making her flinch. “I know that part, Charlie.”

He took a second report from the file. “But in addition to the injuries on the right side of his body, there were blunt-force injuries to the left side of his head. Not the right. The left. His left cheekbone and his left jaw were broken.” He again touched the spots as he named them. “Both upper and lower.”

“Then he must have hit the dash or the steering wheel.”

“I thought of that. Which is why I talked to my friend. The fractures were depressed. He told me that means the head was probably stationary and something moving hit it. Like if you clubbed a block of Styrofoam. The Styrofoam wouldn’t crack in half. Instead, the club would leave a sunken imprint in the Styrofoam. And that’s what my pathologist friend thinks happened to Scott. He thinks he was hit twice on the side of the head with some sort of club.”

“Wait.” Mia’s thoughts were whirling. “First Scott was in an accident, and after that someone hit him in the head?”


“Well, it’s hard to see how it could be the other way around. Because he wouldn’t have been able to drive after receiving two blows like that.”


“Let me just repeat this so I can get it straight.” Mia straightened up. “You think Scott was in an accident.”


“I think his car left the road and hit a tree, yes.”


“And that hitting the tree caused his death by tearing his aorta.” 


“Yes.”


“Then why would someone come along and hit him in the head if he was already dead? That doesn’t make any sense.”


“My friend said he might have lived for several minutes, maybe longer. I think someone wanted to make sure Scott was good and dead. Maybe they forced him off the road. Maybe they tampered with his car. But whatever happened, they—” 


Mia caught her breath.


Charlie’s eyes narrowed. “What?”


“The reason Scott was driving a loaner that night was because his car was in the shop. Its brakes had failed a week before.”




CHAPTER 12


Charlie’s eyes bored into her. “What was wrong with the brakes?”
 
“Scott left our driveway, but when he pulled up to that first intersection”—she pointed in its direction—“the one with the four-way stop, he said the brake pedal went right to the floor.”


“Was there an accident?”


“No. There weren’t any other cars in the intersection. It’s always so busy there, but he got lucky that day. He told me he pumped the gas, pulled the emergency brake, and turned into the curb.” Mia had been impressed by his quick thinking. “He just bumped along until he came to a stop. Then he walked home, told me what had happened, and called the tow company. He borrowed my car for the day, and at the end of it I took him to our mechanic and he got a loaner. That’s the car he was driving when he died.”


Charlie cocked his head. “Didn’t you put two and two together?” 


“Put what together?” Mia’s thoughts were racing. “No. Because there was nothing to put together. Our mechanic said the undercarriage of the Suburban had some scrapes. He thought Scott must have driven over something that damaged the brake line.”


For a moment Scott rose up in Mia’s mind, so strongly conjured it was like he was in the family room with them, leaning against the wall, regarding them with his arms crossed and his face expressionless. She was suddenly aware of how close she was sitting to Charlie, their thighs nearly touching. She scooted a few inches away. The low buzz of a headache was making it hard to think.


Charlie spoke slowly, as if putting his thoughts in order. “The question is—did they tamper with the Suburban’s brakes in a failed attempt to kill him? Or did they tamper with the brakes so he’d end up in a car that they knew they could kill him in? Maybe that explains why Scott wasn’t wearing a seat belt. Maybe they disabled it.”

Wheels within wheels. Charlie was starting to sound like some lonely talk show caller with an elaborate conspiracy theory.

“But how could they know Scott was going to end up in a car from our mechanic? A lot of people would just take a car that new to the dealer, but we’ve had the same mechanic for a long time and we trust him. The loaner Scott was in when he died was a beater. It had something like two hundred thousand miles on it. I’m sure it didn’t have any side-curtain airbags or anything like that. But it wasn’t part of any conspiracy.”

Scott’s Suburban, on the other hand, had been top-of-the-line—and it had also turned out not to really be Scott’s. After he died Mia had found out it was leased. And even though Scott was dead, she had still been on the hook to pay it off. She had been lucky to find someone to take over the payments. Even without that burden she was barely making ends meet, struggling to pay all the bills Scott had accumulated.

“I think you’re adding one and one and getting eleven.” Mia wiped her mouth with the paper towel, signaling to Charlie and even to herself that she was done listening to crazy what-ifs. “Scott ran over something in the Suburban that cut the brake line. Then he got drunk and had an accident in an old car that bounced him around like a pinball. He had a run of bad luck, and he made some stupid decisions. End of story.”


“But his face, Mia.” Charlie lightly tapped the left side of his face. “Nothing explains the injuries to the wrong side of his head. I want to ask Puyallup County to reopen the case.”


“Then go ahead,” she said sharply. “You don’t need my permission. But I just can’t see why anyone would want Scott dead.”


“I thought maybe you could help me with the why.” Charlie tilted his head. “You were his wife. You knew him better than anyone.”


“I only wish that were true.” Her mouth suddenly tasted bitter. “I’ve realized Scott was hiding a lot of secrets from me. About our finances, about his business failing, about his drinking. There could even be more that I don’t know about.” And did she really want to? 


“Can you think of anyone who was mad at him?”


“Mad at Scott?” She almost laughed. “He was so quiet. He wasn’t the type people got mad at. If anyone was mad at him when he died, it was me. You never met him, right?”


Charlie shook his head.


“Scott was an accountant. An accountant. The most boring job ever. Staring at columns of numbers with a printing calculator under one hand. Because he was a one-man operation, his clients were people who didn’t need much in the way of an accountant, or who only really needed one at tax time. Which was why he was working crazy hours when he died.”


Charlie looked down at the papers and then back up at her. “This is an awkward question to ask, but could there have been anyone else?”


“Scott?” Mia tried to buy time to think. What did she want to tell Charlie? Suspicions were one thing, facts another. “We’d been together since college.”


“Even people in good marriages sometimes fall into something unexpected.”


She bit her lip and said, “To be honest, I used to wonder if he was seeing someone. He was working those long hours, and he was always irritable when I tried to talk to him. I knew he was hiding something from me.” Heat climbed her cheeks. She looked down at her hands, twisting in her lap. “After he died and I found out how much debt he left us in, I realized that must have been it. That we were living off credit cards and not what his business brought in. Although I guess it’s possible that he had more than one secret. More than two, when you count his drinking again.”


“Maybe he tried to break something off and the lady got upset. Or she could have had a husband or boyfriend.”

Mia tried to picture it. Was Scott so selfish that he would cheat on her physically and emotionally as well as financially? Of course, this was the same man who had broken his promises to her, lied by omission and commission.

“I guess there’s the flip side.” Charlie glanced at her and then away. “Maybe some guy had fallen in love with you and wanted Scott out of the way?”

Mia snorted. “If that’s the case, then where is he?” She mimed looking around. “No one’s exactly eager to put the moves on a widow with a preschooler and a teenager.”

Charlie didn’t deny it. “How about enemies? Or friends he’d fallen out with?”

“Scott didn’t have a lot of friends, but that was by choice. He was sort of a loner.” Mia thought of how Scott had pulled back into himself, like a snail retreating into its shell. He must have been afraid that his failure would slip out. “When he wasn’t working, he went on long runs or played music.” She saw Scott’s brown head bent over his guitar, his eyes closed. The memory brought pain so fierce and sharp it was like someone had slipped a knife between her ribs and given it a good twist. “Even when he was drinking, he was a quiet drunk. He wasn’t the kind of outspoken guy who made enemies.”

“Robbery could be another possible motive. Was anything taken from him? Anything missing from his car?”

Mia thought back. “His wallet was returned to me with all his credit cards—his maxed-out credit cards—and a hundred or so in cash. His phone never turned up, but you know how it is these days—some light-fingered ambulance guy or morgue tech or even the guy who tried to help him might have picked it up. I guess it’s possible he had something in the car that someone wanted, but if he did, I don’t know what it was.”


“Puyallup can probably rule out a hate crime or a gang killing.” Charlie tapped the butt end of his pen on the papers. “It’s possible someone could have done it just for fun.”

Mia’s mouth crimped. “In that case, they’ll never figure it out.” A thrill killing—stranger to stranger—was almost impossible to solve. 

“Maybe it was road rage. Someone forced him off the road and then finished him off.”

Mia winced. “That’s pretty up close and personal.” Something else occurred to her as she pictured Scott laboring to breathe, writhing on the car seat. “This is a weird idea, but maybe they felt bad for him. You know, like the person who comes upon a dying dog on the side of the road and puts it out of its misery.”

Charlie grunted. “Puyallup needs to re-interview that guy who tried to give your husband first aid. Maybe he saw someone leaving the scene.” He looked around. “Did Scott work from home?”

“No. He had an office in a small complex.” She remembered her dull surprise at how messy it had been. “I had to empty it out in a hurry or they were going to charge another month’s rent. I just dumped everything into banker’s boxes and stuck them down in the basement. Oh!” Mia put her hand over her mouth.

“What?”

“His office was a mess. I was too overwhelmed at the time to give it much thought. But Scott was the kind of guy who kept his ties sorted by color. Being neat was in his blood. So why was his office so messy?”

Charlie’s jaw tightened. “If someone was looking for something after he died, then maybe somebody really did try to break into your house tonight.”



CHAPTER 13


Was Charlie right? Had someone been looking for something in Scott’s office?


“It’s an awfully big coincidence that a day after I got Scott’s records someone tried to break into your house,” Charlie said. “We need to look through the stuff you brought home from his office.”


Mia put her hand to her temple. “Tonight?”


“I don’t think we can afford to wait.”


After everything that had happened today, she was never going to get any sleep anyway. She got to her feet. “Okay. Let’s go.”


To get through the basement, they had to walk through the kitchen, where Gabe had managed to wolf down almost a whole pizza by himself. Brooke, however, seemed to have concentrated on plucking off toppings and piling them on her plate, leaving her with a denuded yellow triangle missing only two small bites.


“Charlie and I are going to look at something downstairs,” Mia told Gabe as she tossed Charlie’s and her paper plates in the garbage. “Could you do me a favor and get your sister ready for bed and read her a story?”


Gabe looked from Charlie to Mia. “Are you checking on why the burglar alarm went off?”


She didn’t want to scare him. Even if she needed to, it could wait until morning. Let him have one good night’s sleep. “It was probably just the wind, but we’re going to make sure.”


The basement was lined with rows of heavy-duty plastic shelves filled with Rubbermaid totes. In one corner was Scott’s weight bench, which was now seeing far more use from Gabe than Scott had ever given it. A few months earlier Mia had sold Scott’s table saw and some other potentially dangerous tools at a garage sale, so at least now the basement was a little more navigable.


She pointed at a row of cardboard banker’s boxes on a bottom shelf. “Those six are from Scott’s office.” When she leaned down and grabbed the first box, she was surprised by how heavy it was. Then she took off the lid. “Oh, and this one has his computer in it.” 


“You just left it down here?” Charlie looked around the room, which had a concrete floor spotted with damp patches.


“I haven’t really had time to turn around, let alone think about what to do with the stuff from Scott’s office.” Mia felt a little defensive. “And it’s not like we need another computer. We already have one in our room”—when would she stop saying our?—“and Gabe’s got a laptop. So who would use this one? Brooke? I’m trying to keep her away from screens as it is.”


Maybe she should sell it. Even a couple hundred dollars would be a welcome addition to her checking account. Between the fees for preschool and parking and school activities, plus feeding a boy who seemed to need to eat seven times a day, plus paying off the credit card mess Scott had left them in, she needed every penny.


“Why don’t you start with the paperwork, and I’ll see what I can find on the computer.” Charlie set it on top of the workbench. In an official investigation, anything device related would be handled by a computer forensics lab, but that didn’t mean a homicide detective didn’t have some rudimentary skills.


“What do you think I should be looking for?” Mia took the lid off another box.


“Basically, anything that makes you think twice.” He looked down at the screen. “I need a password to get in. Got any ideas?”


Mia’s first and second guesses were wrong, but her third wasn’t. How could she have known so much about Scott, down to his passwords, but not the important stuff? She turned back to the file box and began systematically examining each piece of paper she took out. Tax forms. Ledger sheets with entries for things like “project sales,” “direct labor costs,” and “property and premises assets.” Ads for exercise equipment ripped from magazines. Payroll records. Utility statements for various businesses.


“So you said we’re gonna be working together on that case?” Charlie asked as he clicked through various screens.


Mia was grateful for the change of subject. “The issue is whether the kids should be charged as adults. Frank says they haven’t arrested the suspects yet, but he thinks they’re close. As soon as they’re picked up, we’ll want to interview their teachers and neighbors. Maybe the boys themselves, if their lawyers will let us. And I want to talk to the victim’s husband and get a feeling for what he wants.” 


She finished up the first box and moved on to the next. At the top was a misshapen purple vase Gabe had made in preschool and that Scott had been using to hold pens and pencils. It didn’t have any special significance to her, but it didn’t feel right to just throw it out. She set it aside to bring into her own office. Under the vase were tax worksheets for various businesses. A list of places Scott seemed to be thinking about for vacation, which made her eyes spark with tears. And then she found a file filled with all the agreements for the credit cards he had taken out in both their names, which made her tears dry up.


She flipped through the papers at the bottom of the box. One felt too thick, and she realized it was stuck to the page below it. When she peeled it apart, she saw it was an IRS letter of notification to Oleg Popov, doing business as Oleg’s Gems and Jewels. She showed it to Charlie, who made a little humming noise.


“So the IRS wanted to audit one of his clients? A jewelry business is the kind that makes it easy to hide income,” he said. “A lot of jewelers offer a twenty percent discount for cash—and then never report the money. And if you don’t report it, you don’t get taxed on it. Even if a business is losing money, it still has to pay the sales tax it takes in. Seven percent doesn’t sound like a lot, but it can add up to thousands every month, and it’s on the gross.”

Mia’s heart sank. “Do you think Scott was helping his clients cheat on their taxes?”

He shrugged. “The audit doesn’t necessarily mean anything. That’s the kind of business the IRS likes to target. It could range from everything being aboveboard, to Scott just taking his clients at their word and not looking too closely at things, to his actively advising clients on how to cheat.” The thought didn’t seem to faze him. He turned back to the computer. “Do you know who Scott was with the night he was killed?”

“No. A client. That’s all he said.”

Charlie tapped on the computer screen. “He kept his calendar online. But all it says is that he had a meeting at eight p.m. at the Jade Kitchen in Coho City.”

“He did have a few clients that were restaurants, like that Macho Nacho. I’m pretty sure that Jade Kitchen was another one.” Both were small regional chains. As time went on, Scott had talked less and less about his clients. Only after he died had Mia realized it must have been because there were fewer and fewer of them.

“We should go out there,” Charlie said. “See if anyone remembers him and who he was with that night.”

“Will it matter, though?” Mia asked. “Scott was alone when he died.”

“Maybe whoever he was with followed him after he left. Maybe the staff could tell us if they were arguing.”


Mia went back to looking through the papers, but for some reason she now found herself aware of Charlie’s presence, of the way he breathed, of the slightly sweet way he smelled. She reminded herself that they were work partners, nothing more. It didn’t mean anything that he was a man and she was a woman. After all, fifty percent of the population was male. And when it came to the people she worked with, the percentage was even higher.


Halfway down into the third box, she found a printout of a note Scott had sent to Kenny Zhong, the owner of Jade Kitchen, dated only a week before Scott’s death.




In the paperwork you gave me, you’re reporting $650,000 of gross sales, but there are only $640,000 of credit card receipts. This lopsided ratio of credit transactions to cash transactions could be highly suggestive that your restaurants are underreporting cash. We need to discuss this immediately.




Mia caught her breath. Maybe Scott had been keeping honest books. She turned to Charlie, but he was staring at something on the computer screen that she couldn’t see from where she was standing. 


“So who’s Betty?” he asked in a voice that wasn’t quite his regular tone.


“Betty?” It took her a second to remember. “Oh yeah, a couple of months before he died, Scott hired this older lady to help out. It was tax season, which is the crazy time of year for CPAs, especially when you work by yourself.”


“Did you ever meet her?”


“No.” Mia had had a mental picture of her, though, a lady with her white hair in a bun and wearing mushroom-colored sensible shoes.


“You didn’t talk to her after Scott died?”


Mia felt her shoulders sag as she remembered the weight that had pressed down on her after the accident. So many people to tell, so many pieces to pick up, so many things to figure out. “I can’t remember. She might have come to the funeral—there were a lot of people there I didn’t recognize. I ended up just going through Scott’s address book and sending out one mass e-mail with all the names in the bcc field.” Mia swallowed down a sudden nausea. “Why are you asking me about her?”


He answered her question with one of his own. “How’d you know Betty was older?”

How had she known? Had Scott ever said? “I guess it was just from the name. I mean, really, who’s named Betty anymore?”

“I found a photo on his computer that was downloaded from a phone.” Charlie’s eyes held an expression she couldn’t read. “It’s labeled ‘Betty,’ although it shows both of them.”

Mia suddenly didn’t want to see. Why had she ever agreed to do this?

Charlie turned the computer screen toward her.

It was a photo of Scott and a young woman. She had a heart-shaped face with a pointed chin, high cheekbones, full lips, and a strong nose. Her blond wavy hair fell past her shoulders. She was beautiful. She also couldn’t have been more than twenty-five.

Mia was still standing, but she felt as if the floor were falling away beneath her feet.

“So you don’t know her?” Charlie asked.

“No. I’ve never seen her before.”

The expression in Charlie’s eyes? It was pity.

Because Betty had her arm around Scott.

And Scott had his arm around her.



CHAPTER 14


Mia must have known. Or maybe, she thought as she stared at the image of her husband and what was obviously his paramour, she must not have wanted to know.


Charlie watched her with eyes that had seen too much and weren’t surprised by anything.


She covered her face with cold hands. She wanted to run away. She wanted to hide in a dark place. Curl into a ball, tighter and tighter until she simply disappeared.


Sixteen years of marriage, and this? It wasn’t enough that Scott had started drinking again. It wasn’t enough he had secretly gotten them into debt that she would now spend years digging them out of. No, he had found another woman, kissed her, laughed with her, whispered to her, caressed her.


Loved her.


And betrayed Mia. Betrayed their family. Lied to Mia every time he claimed to love her.


She dropped her hands from her burning eyes, her shame turning to anger. She couldn’t be like Brooke, who still believed she disappeared if she covered her eyes.


“How about at the funeral? Did she come?”


She made herself look again. This Betty, this stupid girl, couldn’t be more than ten years older than Gabe. Young. So young it was almost obscene to think of Scott being with her. Mia’s jaw started to hurt, and she realized she was gritting her teeth. Why would a beautiful girl like that want to date a married man who was nearly old enough to be her father? He must have given her things, spent money on her. Maybe that was another reason they were so broke.


The funeral had been a blur. Mia had walked down the church aisle on shaky legs, wondering how she could walk at all. How she could breathe. How time could keep heaving itself forward when her life had been destroyed. The only reason she’d been able to stay upright had been the presence of her children on either side. She and her son had stood with their arms across each other’s backs. Which one of them was supporting the other hadn’t been clear.


“I don’t think I remember seeing her there. But I can’t be sure.”


“Do you remember Betty’s last name?”


Mia smiled mirthlessly. “Oddly enough, I do. It’s Eastman. I grew up on East Main Street, so when Scott told me about hiring her, her name stuck.”


“Puyallup County should talk to her,” Charlie said. “Find out what she knows. Find out if there’s any way she could be involved.”


Mia looked at that face again. Was there something sly and self-satisfied in the set of her lips, in her half-lidded eyes? Or if another man were in this photo, would she be seeing something completely different, something more innocent?


A few years earlier Mia had been hurrying down the staircase when she lost her balance. Rather than falling back and bumping painfully downward, she had tried to keep her feet under her by running down the stairs, her arms outstretched.


She had succeeded. At least for a few steps.


But ultimately she hadn’t been able to keep up. The cast she’d had to wear on her wrist for six weeks had served as a reminder that sometimes it was better to accept the pain immediately rather than try to stave it off. Better a bruised bottom than a broken wrist.


Since Scott had died, every day had been like falling down a staircase. Trying to move her feet fast enough that reality couldn’t catch up with her. No money? Go back to work. Car too expensive? Find someone to take the lease. No father for her children? Try to be both mother and father.

No husband? Don’t stand still long enough to think about it. In the days after Scott’s death, Mia had focused on going through the motions. Her children needed her, and she met their needs as best she could, even if at her center she felt ice cold and empty. She thought that maybe if she went through the motions long enough, she could remember how to live.

Maybe it would even become living.

One day became another, and each day it was like she had moved further away from Scott. Even if Mia had wanted to go back, she couldn’t. She just kept getting further away, as if she were on an airport’s moving walkway that Scott had failed to step onto. And now finally he was so far back she couldn’t even see him anymore. Some days she couldn’t remember his face without looking at a photograph. Couldn’t hear his voice in her head. Some days she called the house when no one was there just to hear him say her name one more time: “Scott, Mia, Gabe, and Brooke aren’t at home right now . . .”

But now it was clear that the absence she had felt had been a phantom. A ghost of a marriage past. She stared at Scott’s computer screen, at the girl grinning with her face right next to his, while a red-hot flame consumed the empty void at her center. Had Scott been planning on leaving her and the kids, running off with this silly young thing?

He had to have been. Probably leaving all the debt behind for Mia to clean up.

Charlie was watching her. She could see the sympathy in his tired blue eyes. She wanted to rage and moan and scream until her throat was raw. But the kids might hear, and they had already experienced more than enough stress for the day.


But if she didn’t do something, she would burst. Her eyes fell on the vase. It was nothing special, nothing that Gabe had labored over, nothing that she had even remembered until she saw it again in Scott’s office.

She picked it up, raised it high overhead, and threw it down on the floor, intending to smash it to satisfying smithereens. But it was made of some child-friendly clay that dried in the air, not in a kiln. The only noise it made as it fractured into four or five big pieces came from the pens inside as they clattered onto the cement floor.

“You okay?” Charlie said mildly.

“Just mad,” Mia said. “Mad and sad.” She half laughed. “I sound like one of Brooke’s early readers. The cat sat on the mat.”

Charlie gave her a crooked smile. “I’m sorry you feel bad. And that Scott seems to have been a cad.”

“I don’t think it’s ‘seems to.’ ” Mia dropped to her knees and began to clean up the mess she had made. “I think he was. And I just didn’t want to know it.” The last piece she reached for was the bottom section of the vase. When she picked it up, she heard a faint rattle.

She peered inside. Her eyes widened. At the bottom was a small black velvet box.

“What is it?” Charlie asked, but Mia was too engrossed to answer. She hooked it out with a finger, then opened the box. She tugged at the glittering thing inside. Then it fell from her grasp and rolled away.

It was a diamond ring.



CHAPTER 15


As the diamond ring rolled across the floor, Charlie muttered an amazed-sounding expletive. Mia was frozen, but she could feel her eyes getting wider.


“Do you think that’s real?” she finally asked.


“Why would he have hidden it if it wasn’t?”


The ring came to rest under one of the plastic shelves. She knelt down but couldn’t see it. Charlie took a flashlight from the top of the workbench and joined in the hunt.


Mia finally fished it out with one of the pens that had been in the vase. “Is it an engagement ring?” she asked as they both stared at it.


The ring itself was made of some silvery metal, white gold or platinum. Six prongs held a large round diamond. Rectangular-cut diamonds were set into the band on either side.


Charlie let out a low whistle. “I guess. But I run in circles where nobody could afford to even look at a ring like that.”


Mia was glad she had taken off her rings a few weeks ago, including the one with a tiny chip of a diamond Scott had given her when he proposed.


Her jaw clenched so hard her teeth hurt. If she had wanted proof that Scott was really cheating on her, here it was. In glittering carats.


“I wonder why he hadn’t given it to her yet?” Charlie asked.

Mia unclenched her jaw. “Wouldn’t we have to be divorced first?” 


“Not if you think of it as the world’s most expensive promise ring.”
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In Mia’s dream she and Scott were hiking along a narrow track winding above a rocky coastline. A hundred feet below them, the ocean crashed over boulders. In real life it had been years since they hiked, but in the dream they were fully outfitted in layers of fleece and Gor-Tex, hiking boots on their feet. Scott was ahead of her, clambering over a large rock that blocked the path. Mia called out for him to be careful.


Suddenly Scott slipped. In slow motion he cartwheeled down the steep slope, bouncing off boulders like a rag doll before his body finally hit the water. He sank out of sight. For one moment his head broke through the waves, his arms windmilling, but then he disappeared completely.


The area was deserted, without even a seagull to witness what was happening. Mia didn’t know what to do. She didn’t have a rope. There was no way down, and even if she were able to get there, there wasn’t even a sliver of beach. With a feeling of unspeakable horror, she understood she could not save Scott.


And then the water began to rise.


It was more than just the tide coming in. She realized it was a tsunami, a growing wall of water that quickly swallowed the boulders and then ate up the space that had separated her from the waves. Soon it would pick her up and smash her against the rocks, or push her down, down, down, so deep she would never come up for air.


A small insistent voice slowly roused her.


“I wet the bed, Mommy. And now it’s cold.”


With a groan Mia pushed herself up. Brooke was standing next to the bed, pushing her shoulder with one of her little hands. There was no ocean, no tsunami. Scott was long dead, even if the repercussions of what he had done weren’t.


Mia had had nightmares about the ocean since she had nearly drowned when she was five. She hadn’t learned to swim until Gabe started clamoring to go to the pool. She had found an adult learn-to-swim class, and every Wednesday she forced herself to go. After nearly every lesson she threw up, but she persevered. She still hated it, but she could do it. The irony was that Mia lived in a city defined by water, bordered by Puget Sound on one side and Lake Washington on the other.


Now she shuffled down the hall to the laundry closet. It seemed oddly empty. Shouldn’t there be more sheets and blankets? Were they stuffed in one of the laundry room’s baskets? Or had Brooke built a fort someplace that she hadn’t noticed? But that didn’t explain the shelf that was normally stacked with toilet paper. Half of it was missing.


Was Gabe sneaking out to TP people’s houses? Did kids even do that anymore? And if they did, and he did, how was he getting out without waking her? Her bedroom was on the other end of the hall, but these days it seemed like she slept as lightly as if she’d drunk two cups of coffee before going to bed. Which sometimes she had.


Mia remade Brooke’s bed while Brooke curled up on the carpeted floor. It only took a few minutes, but still her daughter was asleep by the time she finished. She picked her up and laid her down, pulled the quilt over her shoulders. Too tired to carry the soiled sheets down to the basement laundry room, Mia compromised by tossing them down onto the tile floor of the first-floor foyer.


She meant to return to her room, but when she went back to check on Brooke, the temptation proved too much. She curled up beside her on the toddler bed. Brooke was usually a restless sleeper, flinging her arms and legs about as if she were performing jumping jacks in her dreams, but for once she was still. And oh, how Mia missed the warmth and companionship of another body in bed. She curled around her daughter and held her close.


She closed her eyes, but sleep eluded her. The day ran through her head again in a series of frightening images. Young’s contorted face as he ran toward her. The squad cars outside her house. The cops with their guns drawn. Charlie talking about the unexplained injuries to Scott’s head. Betty’s beautiful, complacent face. The glittering diamond ring bouncing across the floor. Scott drowning.

What secrets had he taken to his grave?

And what would happen once she started to uncover them?



CHAPTER 16


TUESDAY 


Vin opened the closet door to get his coat. He paid no attention to the figure lying on the floor, jackknifed at the waist, dark hair covering its face. Its right leg stuck out at an odd angle.


He had bought the girl on Craigslist. You could get anything there. Even girls made of plaster, girls who had once been painstakingly dressed in the fashions of the day, posed to entice customers to buy what they wore. Girls who had eventually been discarded to make room for newer, lighter models made of plastic.


Up close, she didn’t look that real, what with the chip missing from the tip of her nose and her oddly pink skin. But if you laid her out at night in front of a car that you had skewed across the road, a car with its hood up and its flashers on, she looked real enough.


Real enough to make a man’s heart stutter in his chest when he rounded a corner and saw her lying there. Especially if his drink had been spiked.


Real enough to make him jerk his car to the right to avoid running her over.


Real enough to make him plow into a line of trees.


Real enough to kill him. With a little help from Vin.




CHAPTER 17


Where was she? Mia’s eyes flew open. Her panicked breathing echoed in her ears. Her heart was beating like a windup toy. She scrambled back until her shoulder blades were against the wall, her teeth bared, ready to fight.


Then she blinked, finally absorbing where she was. She wasn’t on the floor of the courtroom with a razor blade at her throat. She wasn’t fighting off Scott’s killer or saving Gabe from an armed intruder or trying to rescue Scott from the waves. She was in Brooke’s toddler bed. From the wall, stenciled images of bunnies and puppies smiled down at her. Brooke was still asleep, the deep sleep that only a small child was capable of, one undisturbed by Mia’s panic.


It was early in the morning, early enough that the sky outside Brooke’s window was still dark.


With a groan Mia got to her feet. Her back ached as if she had slept like a contortionist. The bathroom mirror revealed scattered bruises on her neck and torso, from both Bernard Young and the men who had tried to save her from him. A few were shaped like fingerprints, and one faint mark on her throat was the half-moon shape of a fingernail. Mia shivered as she thought of how close she had come to dying.


Last night Charlie had given her copies of the accident report and the external examination report, but she hadn’t looked at them yet. She didn’t have the emotional strength. Today Charlie planned to ask Puyallup County to reopen the investigation into Scott’s accident. And when the detectives came to talk to her, she would show them everything they had found. Even the photo of Betty. Even the diamond ring.

She stayed in the shower for a long time, trying to wash off the residue of her dreams, the memories of yesterday. Twenty-four hours ago she would have said she had known Scott, had known even his flaws. Now she wondered how much one person could ever know another.

Downstairs she put Brooke’s sheets in the wash. It was still early, so she didn’t need to get the kids up yet. Weekday mornings were usually a stressful blur. If she wasn’t careful, all her kids’ memories would be of her barking at them to get up, hurry up, clean up.

In this new reality Mia was always running late, catching up, taking shortcuts, forgetting something, making do. Juggling a half dozen cases, worrying about Gabe and Brooke, trying to put more or less healthy meals on the table, overseeing homework, doing laundry. Keeping to a budget while she slowly repaid the debts. Every night she fell into bed thinking of all the things she hadn’t accomplished during the day.

Now she checked the flour canister. The envelope she had put the ring box in was still buried in the bottom, a temporary hiding place until she could figure out what to do next.

For right now, she decided that next meant making pancakes.

Fifteen minutes later Gabe shambled into the kitchen, alternating yawns with sniffs of the air. “Pancakes? Is it somebody’s birthday?” Since she had gone back to work, breakfast meant cold cereal for the kids. Mia was lucky if she remembered to grab a granola bar to eat in the car.


“No. I just felt like making them.” She sprinkled chocolate chips over the batter she had just poured on the griddle.

Deftly avoiding a swat from her spatula, Gabe grabbed the top pancake off the finished stack. “I’m sorry I went inside yesterday after the alarm went off,” he said with a full mouth. “That was kind of stupid.”

It was a rare apology.

“We’re just lucky it all turned out okay. Next time, though—well, I hope there isn’t a next time—but if there is, and you feel like something’s not right, stop. And then talk to an adult about it. Me, Charlie, or at least one of the neighbors . . . even if you think you can handle it by yourself.”

“I wish Dad were still alive.” Gabe reached for another pancake, and this time she didn’t try to stop him.

“You and me both, buddy.” Although if Scott were to appear before her now, her first instinct would be to slap him. The second? That . . . she still wasn’t sure of.

Gabe cut his eyes sideways at her and then away. “What were you and Charlie really doing downstairs last night?”

Had he overheard them? Mia had to tread carefully. She didn’t want Gabe to know about Betty.

“There’s some stuff about your dad’s old business that I need to clear up.”

He nodded, but she wondered if he believed her.

“Can you get your sister up? I want to make sure she has enough time to eat.” Brooke was a dawdler.

“Sure.” He looked at the clock on the stove. “Maybe you can even eat with us today?”

Something squeezed her heart. How many fourteen-year-old boys would ask their mom that? And how many studies showed that a family sitting down to eat together was better for kids? These days Mia ate most of her meals on her feet as she tried to keep one step ahead of the chaos.


“I’d love to.”
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Mia was one of the first people into work. When she opened the door to her office, she smelled the flower arrangement before she saw it. Surrounded by a cloud of pink cellophane, it sat in the middle of her small conference table. Pink roses and mini carnations provided the backdrop for showy stargazer lilies. Each pastel petal was outlined in white and dappled with red.

What was wrong with Mia that when she leaned over to sniff and saw the red dots, the first thought she had was of blood splatter? 

She opened the card. It was signed by Judge Rivas, as well as everyone who had been working in the courtroom yesterday, including Rolf Dockins, Young’s defense attorney. They all wished her well, praised her for being a trouper, and complimented her on her strength. The lid on the box where she had put the experience threatened to pop off, but she pushed it back down. Someday she would have time to process what had happened, but not now.

Knuckles rapped on her open door. She turned to see Frank.

“I heard about what happened yesterday, Mia. I wish you would have told me. Should you even be here today?” His brown eyes were filled with concern.

Still, she was sure that right above those eyes his brain was busy calculating what her taking off a day or two would do to the shopping cart case. Frank knew her home and cell phone numbers. If he had really wanted her to stay home, he would have called.

“I’m okay. Just a little banged up. It all happened so fast, I didn’t really have time to be scared.” She pushed her memories of screaming in terror, barely pausing to draw breath, out of her head and back into storage.


How was she going to have the energy to work today and then teach? Fake it until you make it, she told herself. She was an actress playing Mia. The Mia everyone needed her to be.




CHAPTER 18


In a glass-walled ICU room, Tamsin Merritt lay surrounded by a tangle of tubes, wires, and machines. Mia stepped lightly across the threshold, unconsciously holding her breath, as if she might waken her. In part she had come here to escape the parade of concerned co-workers, but now that she was here she found herself even more off balance.


Tamsin’s face was swollen and discolored, her eyes shallow, purple slits. White gauze was wrapped around the top of her head. The edges of the gauze were marked with a brownish ooze of bloody fluid. The air smelled of disinfectant mingled with other, deeper scents that Mia couldn’t name.


A narrow foam pad was wrapped around the back of Tamsin’s neck, cushioning her from the tie that held in place the flexible white breathing tube inserted into the hollow of her throat. Two more large flexible tubes were joined to it, one white and one blue, and they were connected to an accordion-like pump on a stand by the bed. The room was filled with the sound of its rhythmic wheezing. The machine’s pace was much slower than normal breathing, so it seemed to Mia as if Tamsin were holding each breath. The long pause before the air was released in a whoosh heightened Mia’s anxiety.


From a pole, three IV bags dripped into Tamsin’s arm. At the far end of the bed hung another bag half filled with pale urine. Above her head, a monitor showed various numbers and graphs that constantly changed. The woman at the center of it all, the one being kept alive by the beeping and whooshing machines, lay as still as if she were already in her grave.

When Mia thought of the two boys who had done this, her heart hardened. Anyone who was capable of inflicting this kind of terrible injury certainly deserved to be punished to the fullest extent of the law.

She stepped closer. Tamsin was covered by a doubled sheet. A folded blue blanket, splotched with dried blood, rested under her head and on top of the pillow. Half her dark hair had been shaved, and the remnants were matted together with more blood. Large black stitches ran across her forehead and then back along the stubbled part of her skull.

A doctor entered the room. He was in his midthirties, with a muscular physique that loose blue scrubs couldn’t hide. A stethoscope was draped over his neck, and under his blue cloth cap his head was shaved. He frowned at her. “Are you a family member?”

“I’m from the King County prosecutor’s office,” Mia said. “We’ll be handling her case.”

“You do know she can’t talk to you?” he asked as he leaned over to check Tamsin’s IVs.

“I just wanted to see her for myself. So I can fully understand what they did to her.”

He turned toward Mia and his upper lip curled back. “They dropped a shopping cart on her from four stories up. And why? For fun? Even animals don’t do that to each other.”

Mia didn’t say anything, but she wondered if the doctor was right. When she was growing up, their cat, Applesauce, had liked to play with his prey. He would let a mouse run off a few inches, squeaking desperately, then pounce on it again and idly bat it about or carry it in his mouth for a few yards. Then he would drop the mouse and start the game all over again, turning with a hiss on any human who tried to intervene. And when the poor thing was finally dead, half the time he wouldn’t even eat it.


Mia gathered up her courage and stepped closer to Tamsin. It was hard to look at her and think of the woman she had been only a few days ago. Just heading to the store with her son to do some shopping. How many times had Mia been in her shoes? Now she was a seemingly lifeless body on a bed.

“So that’s where the shopping cart hit her?” Mia said in a near whisper, pointing at the stitches.

“There?” the doctor answered, making no effort to keep his voice down. “Yes, but we also had to remove a piece of her skull.” Mia must have made a face, because he said, “If your brain starts to swell, it has no place to go. So we do what’s called a hemicraniectomy. We removed a portion of her skull to allow her brain to swell beyond the confines of the bone without causing further elevations in brain pressure.” One of the numbers on the monitor went higher, to ninety-five.

It wasn’t so long ago that Mia had nursed Brooke, watched her heartbeat pulsing on the soft spot of her skull. But eventually her fontanel had knit together, as it was designed to do. How could you go out into the world with only a stretch of skin protecting your brain?

Mia shivered. “So she’s always going to be missing part of her skull?”

He shook his head. “No, no. We froze it. Once the swelling has resolved, we can suture it back onto its original place.”

She had no desire to learn how you sewed bone to bone. “And she’s still in a coma?”

“Yes, but remember we put her in it. So it’s a medically induced coma, not one caused by the trauma to her brain. We did it to slow things down. While she’s in the coma, her brain doesn’t need as much energy. So hopefully it’s less likely that parts of it will die.” He sighed. “Still, even if she recovers, anyone surviving a cranial injury of this magnitude should expect to contend with some degree of permanent disability. There could be memory problems, difficulty with solving problems or planning actions, changes in personality, physical impairment—it’s a wide range, and hard to predict. She’s going to need extensive physical therapy at a minimum, and probably some type of long-term care.”


Mia wondered if they should be talking about Tamsin like this right in front of her. Wasn’t it true that hearing was the last sense to go?

The doctor was looking up at something, and Mia followed his gaze. The numbers on the monitor kept going up even as she watched: 99, 102, 108, 115. An alarm began to sound. He reached up to turn it down and then leaned over Tamsin. “I don’t like this tachycardia. It can cause blood clots, and she could have a heart attack or a stroke. I need you to leave. Now.”

Mia hurried out of the room as a half dozen people in scrubs ran toward it.



CHAPTER 19


Why didn’t you tell me?” Charlie demanded as soon as Mia climbed into his car. Part of him wanted to throttle her. They were going to meet with Tamsin’s husband, Wade, and their son, Luke, but right now his focus was only on Mia. “Someone tries to cut your throat with a razor blade in court yesterday and you don’t even think to mention it?”


When another detective asked Charlie this morning if he had heard what happened to Mia, everything had stopped for him. He hadn’t been able to move or even think until he learned that (a) she was unhurt and (b) the attack had occurred the day before.


“A few other things happened after that. As you might remember.” Mia managed a faint smile, but her face was so pale her skin appeared nearly translucent. “It didn’t come up.”


“Were you hurt at all?” Charlie’s hands tightened on the steering wheel.


“Just a few bruises, but I think most of them came from everybody piling on, trying to get that guy off me. Trevor Gosden knocked the razor blade out of his hand before he could do any damage. I just don’t know where it came from.”


“It’s possible to tuck a razor blade between your cheek and gum.” Charlie poked his tongue into his cheek.


“Like chewing tobacco?”


“Only more deadly. Then you just put your hand up to your mouth, like you’re coughing, and spit it out.” If Trevor hadn’t been there, Young might have slit Mia’s throat from ear to ear. Charlie made a mental note to buy the guy a beer.


“The only good thing about yesterday was it was all so stressful,” Mia said. “I couldn’t really take any one part of it in. There was no time to think about what had just happened because something new and equally bad was happening. In a way, maybe that was actually better.” She scrubbed her face with her hands. “I did have a lot of nightmares last night. Only they were all about Scott. He was drowning in the ocean. And I tried and tried, but I couldn’t save him.”


If Charlie had been in her dream, he would have thrown that jerk a cement block.


“When I was a kid, some nights I couldn’t go to sleep for thinking about what it would be like to drown.” Mia looked over at him. “Did you know that parts of the ocean are over seven miles deep? I used to lie in bed thinking about sinking down, down, down.” One hand touched her neck. “And no air.”


“The atmospheric pressure would kill you long before you reached the bottom. And around here, even if you floated, you’d die from hypothermia in an hour or two.”


She rolled her eyes. “You know, Charlie, that doesn’t actually make me feel better.”


“Sorry,” he said. Sometimes being around Mia severed the connection between his brain and his mouth. “Anyway, I called Puyallup County this morning, asked them to reopen Scott’s case. I told them about the Suburban’s brake line being cut.”


Mia bit her lip. “Did you tell them about what we found in the basement?”


“I mostly said they should look at the medical evidence again. Between that and the brake line, I think that’s more than enough for them to start with.” Charlie had begun by contacting the traffic division, but they hadn’t been very responsive. He had finally asked to be transferred to the sheriff, who had listened without much comment. He had promised to look into it himself and get back to Charlie.


“Before we get to her house, you should know that I went to see Tamsin today,” Mia said.


“What? Why?” Charlie asked. “Is she conscious?” Mia couldn’t conduct interviews on her own, because she couldn’t put herself on the stand to testify about what she had learned.


“I just wanted to see her for myself. And I also wanted to get out of the office. I couldn’t get any work done. Everyone wanted to talk about what happened yesterday, and right now I don’t want to think about it.” She pressed her lips together. “But looking at Tamsin was hard. Her head’s all stitched up, her face is puffed up, and they had to take out part of her skull until the swelling goes down. They ended up kicking me out of the room because her heart started beating too fast.” She sighed. “When I think about Gabe, I know that kids make mistakes. But when I think about Tamsin in that hospital bed, I feel like these boys deserve the maximum.”
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When Charlie saw the Merritts’ house, he let out a low whistle. Although if this was called a house, then what Charlie lived in would be considered a hovel. A cardboard box. 


It was four thousand square feet, easy. Charlie’s house could have fit inside twice, with room to spare. But in this neighborhood, which he was pretty sure had once been a Seattle Street of Dreams project, the sprawling two-story house with its four-car garage was not even the biggest house in the development.


When he pressed the doorbell, it played a snatch of something classical. He and Mia looked at each other, eyebrows raised, and then the door opened. He was half expecting a maid in a starched black dress and white apron, but instead it was a tall man Charlie assumed must be Tamsin’s husband. On the rare times Charlie was home, he was usually dressed in gray sweatpants and a T-shirt, but this guy was wearing a navy-blue suit cut close to his athletic body. 


Mia had said Wade worked in investments, and although she hadn’t been sure what that meant, to Charlie it was clear: lots and lots of money.

“Charlie Carlson,” Charlie said, putting out his hand. “Seattle police.” He left out “homicide.” No need to spike the guy’s worry about his wife.

“Wade Merritt.” His grip was a little too firm.

“And I’m Mia Quinn with the King County prosecutor.”

Charlie noticed that Mia didn’t wince when Wade shook her hand, so he had either taken it down a notch or she was good at hiding pain.

They followed him into the living room, which had a gleaming pale wood floor and floor-to-ceiling windows. In the middle of the space, two brown leather couches flanked a matching love seat and ottoman. It took Charlie a second to figure out what was missing. Instead of a big-screen TV, the furniture was grouped in front of a stone fireplace.

Unlike Charlie’s house, the space was totally uncluttered by half-read magazines and newspapers, dirty dishes, teetering piles of mail, takeout boxes, or discarded clothes. But it also didn’t seem to be a place where people actually lived.

“You have a beautiful home,” Mia told Wade as he sat down on one couch and they took the other.

“Thank you.” He sighed and nodded. “All Tamsin’s doing.”

“Is she a homemaker?” Mia asked. The word sounded so old-fashioned, but in this case it certainly fit. Something this beautiful could not have happened by itself.


“She’s that, but a lot more.” Wade’s breathing hitched for a second. “She’s also something of a philanthropist. She’s very passionate about her causes. Health care for the homeless, low-income housing, helping single moms go back to school, cheering up kids with cancer . . .” He squeezed the bridge of his nose and was silent for a long moment while he blinked rapidly. “She says we’ve been given so much that we have to give back. She has a soft heart.”


“Your wife sounds like a very generous person,” Charlie said.


“She is.” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “Not only with money, but with time. You want someone on your board, it’s Tamsin. And I’m not just talking about schmoozing with folks like us. No, she’ll plan the event, arrange the venue, write the newsletter, photocopy it, fold it, and stick the copies in the envelopes.” He took a long, shaky breath. “She’s helped so many people, and then those two punks go and drop a shopping cart on her.”


Mia leaned forward. “The reason that we’re here, Wade, is I’m the prosecutor assigned to your wife’s case. We anticipate that the boys who did it will be arrested in the next day or two. After they are, I’ll need to decide whether to charge them as adults or juveniles.” 


“They’re not boys,” Wade said. “They’re not kids.”


“They’re not?” Charlie echoed mildly.


“They’re animals.” The word exploded out of his mouth.


Mia sat back in her chair, as if to put some distance between them. “I’ll need to do some investigation to understand their frame of mind,” she said as if he hadn’t spoken. “What they were thinking. How well they understood the consequences of their actions.”


“What is there to understand?” Wade’s face was red. “Animals like that aren’t capable of thinking. They just wanted to hurt someone. Wanted to destroy. They didn’t care what damage they did. They dropped nearly fifty pounds of metal onto my wife’s skull from four stories up. Even an idiot, even an animal, would know what that would do.”


“The law hinges greatly on intent,” Mia said carefully. “A person who means to run someone over is treated very differently from a drunk who hits someone accidentally.”


“But either way, my wife is still lying in a hospital bed with part of her skull in a freezer. At my company we make decisions based on the bottom line. The intention doesn’t mean squat. The only thing that matters is the results. And the result of their actions is that my wife is in a coma in intensive care.”

“We understand that this is devastating, Wade,” Mia said.

Charlie nodded. If it were his wife, he would feel the same.

“It’s a lot more than that.” Wade took a ragged breath. “It’s my duty to speak for Tamsin now. So I will say what she would not be able to, because of her soft heart. I want them tried as adults and prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law. Those punks destroyed my beautiful wife. Even if she lives, she’ll never be the same.”

“Thank you for telling me how you feel.” Mia’s words were even. “That’s exactly why we came to see you. I also went to see your wife a few hours ago.”

Wade jumped to his feet and grabbed his keys from his pocket. “What? She’s conscious? Why didn’t they call me!”



CHAPTER 20


Silently, Charlie swore to himself. Wade Merritt thought his wife was awake.


“No, no,” Mia said hastily. “Your wife is still in the medically induced coma. I just wanted to get a better understanding of what happened. That’s why I visited her in the hospital, that’s why we’re talking to you, and that’s why we’ll also be talking to those boys’ teachers and counselors. Maybe the kids themselves, if their lawyers will let us.”


Merritt sat back down heavily. “When I first saw her, I didn’t even recognize her, and we’ve been married for seventeen years. Her face is so swollen, and they shaved off half her hair.” He raised his hand to touch his own dark hair, threaded with silver.


“It must have been a terrible shock,” Mia said softly.


“She was actually dead. Did they tell you that?”


They both nodded.


“If it weren’t for that doctor, the one who was shopping in the store, she might have stayed dead. As it is, she is never going to be the same. They can’t even tell me if she’ll ever be able to walk or talk. She could be lying in a bed like that for the rest of her life.”


It was Charlie’s worst nightmare. To be neither dead nor alive, but something in between. The legs drawing up to the chin as the muscles stiffened and contracted, the hands curling into claws, the skin breaking down from bedsores.


“Our son, Luke, was standing right next to her.” Merritt’s mouth folded in on itself. “It’s only sheer chance that he wasn’t hit. As it was, he’s traumatized.”


“We’d like to talk to him too,” Charlie said. “Just for a few minutes.”


“No.” Merritt’s jaw clenched as he shook his head.


“Trust me, your son is already thinking about what happened whether anyone talks to him or not,” Charlie said.


“He’s also a witness,” Mia said. “He’ll be called to testify. I need to know what he will say, and it’s better if I talk to him now.”


Merritt was silent for a long moment. Finally he nodded and got to his feet. They followed him down miles of hallway. Most of the doors were closed, although Charlie did catch an envious glimpse of a home gym that looked better than the one he paid a monthly membership for and kept swearing he’d visit.


Merritt stopped in front of a door with a poster of a wolf taped to it. Some kind of rap music was playing, but it stopped abruptly after he knocked.


The kid who answered the door was in that awkward stage, lanky and slumped, cheeks stippled with red acne. “What?” He stood so that his body blocked their view of his room.


“This is Detective Carlson from the police department and Ms. Quinn from the prosecutor’s office. They’re here to talk to us about what happened to Mom.”


“Actually, we’d rather talk to him alone,” Charlie said. “It won’t take more than five or ten minutes.”


Wade looked at his son and back at them. “I guess that’s okay. I’ll be just down the hall if you need me.”


Or, Charlie guessed, right outside the door trying to listen.


Luke stepped back to let them in.


“Luke!” Wade said as he caught a glimpse. “Your room is a pigsty. You have to clean it up.”


“I will.” He said it with just enough conviction that everyone could pretend they believed he was telling the truth.


It was true that his room was far more lived-in looking than the rest of the house. The bed was unmade. Cast-off clothes lay in a pile next to a hamper. His desk held an open laptop, a skateboarding magazine, a copy of The Catcher in the Rye, a half-eaten slice of pizza, three open cans of Monster energy drink, and a crumpled bag that had once held Doritos. The room smelled like feet.


The kid sat down at his desk, but there were no other chairs in the room. Rather than perching on the edge of his unmade bed, Charlie and Mia remained standing.


“We wanted to talk to you a little bit about what happened,” Mia said. “We believe the boys who did it are about your age, maybe a year or two older. It’s my job as the prosecutor in charge of this case to decide whether to try them as adults or juveniles.”


His nod was almost imperceptible. His eyes—and even his fingers—were on his computer, which was open to Facebook. He was scrolling through status updates.


“Can you tell us more about that day?” Mia said in a soft voice. 


“Me and my mom went to the store.” His fingers stilled, but he kept his face angled toward his computer. “They were having a special on T-shirts. Three for the price of two, plus she had a store coupon.”


Charlie couldn’t help but think of the beautiful house that surrounded them, the Lexus and the Audi in the driveway. He was willing to bet that Tamsin had grown up poor.


“And then what happened?” he prompted.


“We were walking across this, like, little road. I heard some kids shouting above us, but I didn’t pay any attention.” He pressed his lips together until they turned white. “I didn’t even look up. And then one of them like yelled something, and I heard a scraping noise and all of a sudden this big metal thing came crashing down out of nowhere. I didn’t even know it was a shopping cart at first. And Mom got hit by the bar in front—you know, on the bottom? She got pushed to the ground and there was, like, like a dent on her forehead.” He was choking back tears now, his face as red as his zits. “And she wasn’t moving. I was afraid to touch her. Afraid it would make things worse.”


Mia stepped forward and cupped her hand over Luke’s shoulder. He looked down at it, but he didn’t move away.

“And then this dude in a dark hoodie ran up. He was crying so hard there was snot running down his face. He just kept saying how sorry he was. He was going to touch my mom, but I shoved him and made him get away from her. Some lady kept yelling that she had called 911. And then there was a guy who said he was a doctor, and he started helping my mom. And when I looked around for the kid in the dark hoodie, I didn’t see him anymore.” His voice broke. “Is she going to live? Do you know? Dad won’t tell me. He took me to see her yesterday, but she looks like she’s dead.”

Mia and Charlie looked at each other. Her eyes looked panicked. Was she picturing Gabe in a similar situation? He leaned in. “She’s made it this far, buddy. I think that’s a pretty good sign.” 

The boy’s shoulders loosened a little.

“Could you identify either of the boys who dropped the cart?” Mia asked.

Luke bit his lip. “I don’t think so. Not even the one who ran up. I maybe saw one of them look over the edge after it happened, but it just happened so fast it’s like a blur. I was mostly just wanting to help my mom.”

Charlie had been afraid of this. Between the kid’s testimony and the fuzzy videotape, they just had to hope that Manny’s testimony would put both boys firmly on the scene.


“The thing is, what I heard before the shout? I think it was the sound of them laughing.” Luke blinked and tears ran out of his eyes. “Laughing.”



CHAPTER 21


For the past few weeks, Eli Hall had been looking forward to watching Mia go after a witness. Not just because she was by far the most attractive woman he had met since moving to Seattle. But he had also heard that Mia Quinn was an excellent litigator, smart, fast on her feet, and good at coining turns of phrase that stuck in a juror’s head like advertising jingles.


Eli and Mia were both adjunct professors at the University of Washington’s law school. This evening they would be modeling cross-examination for the law students, using “facts” provided by Titus Brown, the program’s director, for a fictitious case about the murder of a clerk at a grocery store. First Eli would do a direct examination of his witness, a memory expert (really a student playing the part). Then it would be Mia’s turn. Using the same set of imaginary facts Eli had been given, Mia would try to take the witness apart.


But when he saw her in the staff break room before class began, Mia seemed less than present. He touched her arm. “Are you sure you’re okay to be teaching today? After what happened?”


“I’m fine.” The blue shadows under her eyes put the lie to her words. “They got that guy off me right away and he didn’t hurt me.” After a moment’s hesitation, she added, “There’re some other things going on, though.”


“What’s wrong? Is it Brooke or Gabe?” His Rachel was sixteen. Eli knew what it took to raise a teenager on your own.

“No. It’s not the kids. It’s my, my”—she stumbled over the words—“my husband. There’s a possibility his death wasn’t an accident.”

“What do you mean?” As soon as he said the words, Eli wished he could call them back. Of course she meant suicide.

“It’s possible he was murdered.”

He blinked. “I thought he died in a car accident.”

“Supposedly the injuries don’t add up. It looks like he was beaten after the accident.”

“Do you think it’s really possible he was murdered?”

“I don’t know.” She sighed. Her eyes looked wet, and Eli had to resist the sudden urge to put his arm around her shoulder. “I honestly don’t know.” She looked at her watch. “I guess we should go in.” She turned toward him. “Don’t say anything to anyone, okay?”

Eli nodded, but that didn’t stop him from wondering. In the classroom, he half listened as Titus began to lecture about cross-examination. 

“The purpose of cross is to corroborate your case.” Titus had a preacher’s cadence. “If you’ve watched too many movies, you might think your goal is to have the witness dramatically break down on the stand and admit his own guilt.” He wagged a finger. “No. Because that will never happen. Instead, you use the cross to tell your story to the jury. You highlight inconsistent statements, suspect motivation, and lack of truthfulness. On the direct, the witness is the star. But on cross-examination, it’s the lawyer.

“Remember that you control the witness.” He pointed at the students. “You must maintain the upper hand. Keep the cross brisk. Don’t give him time to think. Lead the witness by getting him to agree with you. Then build one fact on top of another, like bricks. And remember to ask short leading questions. Now, I know it’s not easy for a lawyer to ask a short question, but you must.


“Learn to use your head. No, not by thinking, but by simply moving it up and down.” He demonstrated. “Humans are hardwired to mirror each other, so if you nod, the witness will too. And never get into an argument with the witness. There’s an old saying: ‘Don’t argue with a fool, because the jury may not be able to tell the difference.’ ” Laughter rippled through the students. “Whether you like it or not, the truth is that many times the jury is looking for form, not substance. If you can make a witness backtrack, babble, or even just look confused while you look calm, you’ll have the upper hand.”

He stepped back. “And now, without further ado, may I present you the case of Bill Jones. Mr. Jones has been charged with attempted murder in the shooting of a grocery store clerk. Both the clerk, John Doe, and a customer, Mary Smith, have positively identified Mr. Jones as the shooter. Mirroring real life, Mr. Hall will play the part of defense counsel, and Ms. Quinn will play the part of prosecutor. The witness they are interviewing will be played by your fellow classmate, Jocelyn Daugherty. And I will be the judge.” 

To a smattering of applause, Titus took the judge’s chair while Eli and Mia sat at their respective tables. The room was designed like a miniature courtroom. Jocelyn took her seat in the witness box. Eli got to his feet. “So, Dr. Daugherty, we met for the first time yesterday?”

This was actually true, aside from the “Dr.” part. Jocelyn was in Mia’s class, and she and Eli had met to review her testimony.

“Yes.”

“And we’ve talked on the phone, of course?”

“A few times.”

If he were Mia, he would bring up how much the witness would be paid for testifying. The best defense was a good offense, so he raised the issue himself. “And, of course, Dr. Daugherty, you expect to receive compensation for the research that I’ve asked you to do and for your time appearing here?”


She nodded. “I hope so, yes.”

“But your compensation is not based upon whether we win or lose, is it?”

“No, absolutely not,” she said firmly.

Eli took her through a series of questions about how a witness’s testimony could be affected by the way questions were asked, by how lineups were conducted, or even by something as small as a cop’s facial expression or tone of voice. Jocelyn answered confidently. 

It was a line of questioning Eli had taken dozens of times in real life. He was trying to negate the eyewitnesses’ testimonies, not by impugning their character, but by showing that memory was far from a video camera that accurately recorded events for later review. That memory was, instead, malleable and suggestible.

He went on for another ten minutes before turning the witness over to Mia.

Mia strolled over to the other woman, but her first question was anything but casual. “A lot of people in your field—psychologists and psychiatrists—would say it’s just kind of a commonsense thing that you come in and testify about, right?”

Jocelyn tried not to fall into the trap. “I think it’s misleading to say a ‘lot of people.’ ”

Mia cocked her head. “Reputable people in your field say that, though, don’t they?”

Jocelyn hesitated. “A few reputable people might express that opinion. A few.”

“But basically what you testify about is not really hard science, is it? It’s more soft science, right?” Mia nodded her head as she spoke. 

Jocelyn caught herself before she was halfway through her first reciprocal nod. “I don’t think people in my field would call it that, no.” 

“You don’t?” After her rhetorical question, Mia didn’t pause. “Okay. In your vita, I see a list of the many articles and books that you’ve written. You’ve also testified in 171 trials. All of these have to do with all sorts of things around memory and perception, right?” 


Jocelyn was back on more comfortable ground. “Yes.”

Mia took another swipe. “Is there anything at all about memory or perception that you don’t make money off of?”

Indignation straightened Jocelyn’s shoulders. She was fully invested in her role. “There’s plenty that I don’t make money off of, like freeing innocent people from prison pro bono.”

Mia cocked her head. “I’m sorry. What was that answer again?”

“Some of my pro bono work is freeing the innocent.”

“Are you here today pro bono?”

A pause. “No.”

Mia said, “When did you arrive in Seattle for this case?”

“About four o’clock yesterday.”

“And who paid for your plane ticket?”

“The defense.”

Mia leaned in. “Who paid for your hotel room?”

“I did,” Jocelyn answered.

Mia feigned surprise. “They’re not going to reimburse you?”

“Well, I hope they will, but I paid for it when I checked out this morning.”

“And where did you stay last night?”

“At the Hilton.”

Mia echoed her words. “At the Hilton.” She raised her eyebrows and looked at the students who were playing the part of the jury, inviting them to think about how nice a stay at the Hilton might be. After a moment she added, “And all of your meals, while you’re here in town, you’re going to be reimbursed for?”

“Yes.”

“And all the time you spent on the phone with the defense counsel—you get reimbursed for that?”

Jocelyn was struggling not to fall into the trap of answering yes, yes, yes. “I hope to be compensated for my time, yes.”


“And any research you did for this case, no matter how unimportant it was, you hope to be reimbursed for?”


“I hope so, yes.”


“What is your typical charge by the hour?”


“Well, it depends. If I’m doing it pro bono, it’s nothing. I sometimes charge five hundred dollars an hour for my time.” Even the make-believe jury murmured a bit at the number.


“Does that include while you’re on an airplane?”


“Well, generally I charge for up to a maximum of twelve-hour days when I’m out of town.” Jocelyn shot Eli a desperate glance before trying to blunt the force of Mia’s charges. “Even if I spend sixteen hours on a given day, I would only charge for twelve.”


Mia would not be deterred. “So that could possibly include time spent going to the bathroom in this courthouse?”


“I hadn’t looked at it that way.”


“It could?”


“It could,” Jocelyn finally conceded. On direct examination, she had calmly answered questions. But now she was flustered, and it wasn’t just that she was a law student playing an expert. Even a real expert would probably be reacting the same way.


Mia summed it up. “So when you add all that up, plane ticket here, hotel room, meals, plane ticket home, telephone calls, any research, going to the bathroom, putting on your makeup this morning, sitting up there in that chair, the grand total that you’re going to submit to defense counsel when you’re all done with this is going to be how much?”


If this had been a real case, Eli would have been sweating bullets by now. As it was, he made mental notes. And was oddly thankful that a public defender’s budget rarely ran to that kind of money.


Jocelyn answered, “On the order of ten thousand dollars. Approximately.”


The jury would now be considering the amount of work done and asking themselves if she was worth $10,000. And if she wasn’t, then why was the defense willing to pay for it? They would wonder if Eli was, in effect, buying her testimony.


Mia was dismantling the witness, and there was little he could do to stop it.

“You’ve already told us that you have testified over 171 times,” she said. “I guess the meter’s ticking. Is this 172?”

After a pause, Jocelyn found her voice. “Approximately.”

Eli jumped to his feet. “Judge, I object to the sidebar remark about the meter ticking. It’s disrespectful.”

Titus said, “That’s sustained.”

But the damage had been done, and everyone in the room knew it. As a witness for Eli, Jocelyn had shown that memory could be influenced by many things. But once Mia had gotten her hands on her, Mia had also shown that money could influence testimony.

Maybe even buy it.



CHAPTER 22


When Mia came home from the law school and opened the front door, tendrils of eye-watering gray smoke swirled out, undulating under the porch light.


She burst into a run. Where were the kids? Why wasn’t the smoke alarm going off? Coughing, eyes stinging, she followed the source of the smoke into the kitchen, where she found Gabe standing on a chair underneath the smoke alarm. He was holding the battery. 


“What happened?” A charred lump that looked like it had once been a white paper bag lay in the sink, floating in water gray with ash. 


“I was making popcorn for a snack.” He jumped down from the chair. “I guess it cooked too long.” He looked so nonchalant that Mia wanted to scream.


Her heart began to slow down. “Where’s your sister?”


“In the family room.”


“How many times have I told you to wait by the microwave so you can hear if it’s stopped popping?”


Gabe looked at Mia blankly, as if this admonition was falling on the same deaf ears her original advice had. Smoke was still curling from the vents of the microwave oven.


“Never mind. Just turn on the fan and then open the front and side doors. Maybe we can get some airflow going.” On the way to the family room, she jabbed the thermostat button until it dropped to fifty-five. No point in trying to heat the outdoors.


The smoke was making her cough, but Brooke seemed oblivious. At the sight of Mia, her face lit up.


“Mommy, Mommy, look! I learned how to do a headstand.” Her pink pillow, the one with a cartoon princess on it, was against one wall of the family room. Brooke knelt and pressed the top of her head on it, her hands braced on the floor for balance. She kicked up her legs, got about halfway up, and then fell back.


Undeterred, she demanded, “Hold my legs!”


Mia thought of everything she had to do. The smoke that had to be shooed out somehow, the dinner yet to be made, the pile of unopened mail, the clothes that had to be washed if Brooke was going to have clean pants to wear to school.


And then she remembered yesterday, of how she had thought she’d lost both Gabe and Brooke.


“Okay, honey.”


She stepped forward, and when Brooke tried again, Mia grabbed her legs and lifted them into place up so that the little girl was doing a headstand.


“Wow! Look at you!”


A huge grin split Brooke’s reddening upside-down face. “I know! I’m an expert at this.”


“Great job!” Mia loosened her grip.


“No! You have to keep holding me up, Mommy!” And then Brooke fell silent, seemingly content to work on setting the world’s record for longest assisted headstand.


After what seemed like five minutes, Mia tried to twist her wrist to look at her watch, but Brooke listed sideways. Mia let go. As soon as her feet hit the ground, Brooke started to pout.


“I want to do it again. I need you to help me stay up, Mommy.”


“I can’t right now, honey. I have to make us dinner. And help your brother get the smoke out of the house.”


“But I need you to help me now!” It was the simple logic of kids. For that matter, it was the simple logic of most of the people in Mia’s life. Frank didn’t care what else she had on her plate, just that she take care of the shopping cart case. Even Charlie wanted her to start digging into Scott’s past until it yielded up all his secrets.


“It will have to wait until after dinner.” Which she had better make fast if she wanted to have Brooke bathed and in bed by a decent hour. Which meant checking the freezer and seeing what she had on hand that was heat-and-eat. Preferably nothing that needed to be microwaved.


Gabe was still in the kitchen, but now he was swinging the door open and closed. She wasn’t sure how much it was helping, but the smoke was lessening. Or maybe she was just getting used to it. After rummaging through the freezer, she came up with some frozen orange chicken, Asian mixed vegetables, and precooked brown rice. God bless Trader Joe’s.


“Why don’t you just concentrate on getting rid of the popcorn bag and cleaning out the sink?” she told Gabe. She put a frying pan on the stove, opened all three bags, and dumped them in.


There were days she looked at his dark hair and eyes and saw Scott so strongly she had to bite her lip to keep from crying. But today she also thought of those boys on the videotape. A poor choice, an impulsive mistake—what fourteen- or fifteen-year-old didn’t make them? What good would trying those boys as adults do? She could fill Gabe’s ear with threats about what would happen if he didn’t look both ways, wear his helmet, pay attention to the popcorn in the microwave. But half the time, it seemed to her, the words slithered out his other ear without his even being aware of them. It was hard to believe that bringing the hammer down on those two boys would actually make other kids stop and think. 


But if it didn’t deter crime, then what was the purpose of the justice system, the institution Mia had dedicated her life to? Rehabilitation? In that case, only the juvenile justice system was really geared to try to straighten out wrongdoers, regarding kids as more malleable. Adult prisoners were largely forgotten, especially in these days of budget cuts.


Or was the system really about punishment? She thought of the Old Testament, with its eye for an eye. Or one of those countries where thieves were still punished by having a hand lopped off. Could she justify locking up two kids for years and years for a prank gone wrong? Even a prank that had left a woman in a hospital bed? No matter what happened to them, it wouldn’t reverse Tamsin’s injuries. 

Gabe came back from throwing the burned bag in the trash. “Mom. I think your food’s burning.”

She had been so engrossed in thought that she had stopped stirring. “Oops!” She avoided Gabe’s eye as she turned off the burner, then divided up the food. Would Brooke eat much of it? Doubtful. To supplement, she put a bagel on her daughter’s plate. What did they have for fruit? Was there some canned pineapple in the cupboard?

The shelves were far less crowded than she remembered. Where were the chili and canned soup and even the SpaghettiOs only Brooke liked? Mia had to go grocery shopping, and soon. Did all fourteen-year-old boys eat as if they had a hollow leg they had to fill up first?

Dinner passed in a blur. She got Gabe to load the dishwasher while she assisted Brooke in two more headstands, then gave her a quick bath and helped her brush her teeth. Mia was so tired that when she lay down by Brooke to read her a story, she worried she might fall asleep before Brooke did.

She had finished one book and was about to start on another when Brooke looked at the photo of Scott that Mia had framed and put by the bed. Her round blue eyes swung back to Mia.

“Are you still mad at Daddy?”



CHAPTER 23


What?” Mia asked as a bubble expanded in her chest. “I’m not mad at Daddy.”


Did Brooke even understand that Scott was dead? Really dead? Sometimes it felt as if her daughter thought the whole thing was temporary.


Brooke didn’t answer.


“Do you think I’m mad at Daddy, honey?” It was getting harder to force out the words past the growing pressure. “Because I’m not.” 


Brooke just looked at Mia for a long moment, then closed her eyes. 


“Brooke?”


“Be quiet, Mommy. I’m sleeping.”


Are you still mad at Daddy? She was mad at Scott. Mad at him for dying. Mad at him for drinking. For drinking and driving and dying. And now she was mad at him for cheating on her. For spending money he didn’t have—had never had—to buy his girlfriend a diamond ring. And if Charlie was right, Mia would probably soon be mad at Scott for whatever secret had led to his murder.


Before she went to bed, Mia made sure the house was locked up tight and the alarm set. Normally she only set the alarm when everyone was away from the house. But things were no longer normal, not even the new normal she had fallen into since returning to work. When she passed Gabe’s room she stuck her head in to say hello. He mumbled an answer, his eyes on his computer screen, but then he shook the hair out of his eyes and gave her a sweet smile.


In her room she took a deep breath before opening up the copies of the reports that Charlie had made for her. But she saw only print and the freehand illustration of the accident scene that he had shown her earlier. He hadn’t copied the photos. Mia was grateful for that.

The first page of the accident report contained the sketch of the scene, as well as boxes and blank lines that the responding officer had filled out. Mia’s eyes skittered over them.



Weather condition: overcast
 
Road condition: damp
 
Restraints in use: no
 
Airbag deployment: both driver and passenger side
 
Accident classification: fatal


 

The second page held the meat of the report:

Summary of Accident:

V-1, driven by Scott Quinn, was n/b in the n/b lane of Vollhanger Road, when his vehicle veered to the right, drove off the unpaved shoulder, then struck a tree, causing major damage to the right front end of V-1. There were no other vehicles involved. Quinn was declared dead at the scene. POI was 1150 feet south of the north curb line of Hillcrest Drive, and 7 feet west of the west curb line of Vollhanger Road.


Responding Officer’s Statement:

On 4-09-2013 at approximately 11:17 p.m. I was dispatched to a single-car accident in the northbound lane of Vollhanger Road. I arrived at scene within 10 minutes of the original call to find a 2007 Buick LeSabre with extensive damage off to the north side of the road. It was occupied by a deceased male. I photographed the scene, then the Medical Examiner’s Office removed the body and took it to the Coroner.





I interviewed Alvin Turner, who stated that he was traveling north on Vollhanger Road when he observed a blue Buick LeSabre pass him at what appeared to be a high rate of speed. He honked his horn but was ignored. He said the driver appeared to be swerving. About 10 minutes later, he came across the Buick LeSabre, which had left the road and hit a tree. He stopped to assist the driver but found him deceased. He then called 911.





On 4-10-2013 at approximately 2:15 p.m. I interviewed Quinn’s wife, Mia Quinn. She stated that he was in excellent health. She also stated that he had stopped drinking three years earlier.





On 4-11-2013 I received the Toxicology Report from the County Laboratory. The report states that Scott Quinn had a blood alcohol content (BAC) of .06g/110ml.




Conclusion:



Investigation into this matter has concluded that this accident was caused by the actions of Scott Quinn who was on an unfamiliar road late at night and possibly also fatigued, traveling at least 10 miles above the posted speed limit, with a blood alcohol level of .06%. Primary collision factor: Unsafe speed. Associated collision factor would be driving while intoxicated.




How could Charlie read this report and think Scott had been murdered? When it was clear that he had been drunk and careless? With shaking hands, Mia turned to the report the death investigator had prepared.


External Examination Report:



The body is clad in black dress pants and black underwear, a sleeveless white undershirt, and a white-and-blue striped dress shirt.




In her mind’s eye, Mia clearly saw that shirt. It had been Scott’s favorite as well as hers. The stripes were three slightly different shades of blue on a white background. The cuffs and collar were lined in crisp navy-blue paisley, which Mia had always thought of as a little surprise, like an inside joke.


When she learned he was dead, she had wanted him to be dressed in that shirt before he was cremated. She had imagined its smooth cotton wrapping him tight, skimming over his muscled arms and torso. Before she had gone to the funeral home that morning to make the arrangements, she had searched the house high and low for it, even gone to the dry cleaner.


Only when Mia had given up and gone to the funeral home empty-handed had she realized he had died in that shirt. The manager of the funeral home had brought her Scott’s things in a stained brown paper bag and asked what she wanted him to do with them. When she opened it, there was the shirt, stiff and dark with blood, sliced next to the buttons and up the sides where the paramedics had cut it off him. Mia had let out a little cry and then pressed it against her lips for a moment, while the manager averted his eyes.


Eventually she folded up the shirt and put it back in the bag. She took Scott’s wallet and told the manager to throw away the bloody clothes.



The body is that of a well-developed, well-nourished white male, 72 inches, 181 pounds, appears the 36 years as reported. The body is cool.




But Scott was always so warm. She still missed the sheer comforting warmth of him at night.



The corneas are clear, irises brown, conjunctiva pale and have no petechial hemorrhages. The ears have normal shape (see injuries above and behind the left ear). The nasal septum is in the midline and the nostrils have some blood. The lips are unremarkable.




Unremarkable lips? Then they couldn’t be talking about Scott. His lips were anything but unremarkable. They betrayed every emotion, full when he was relaxed, pressed together in a tight white line when he was angry. Sometimes Mia still imagined she could feel them touching the back of her neck. When she was working in the kitchen or holding one of the kids on her lap, he had liked to come up behind her, lift her hair off her nape, and kiss her there.

The teeth are natural. Several loose teeth are found on the tongue in the mouth. The neck is symmetrical. The abdomen is flat. The lower extremities are symmetrical. The upper extremities are symmetrically formed and the right has deformity due to injury. The fingernails are short, evenly cut, and intact.


 There are injuries to the right side of the chest, abdomen, pelvis, and ribs. There are blunt-force injuries to the left side of the head. The facial bones, including nasal, left cheekbone, left upper jaw, and left lower jaw, exhibit depressed fractures.


A chest tap yielded 100 ml of blood, indicating a torn aorta.


Probable cause of death:


Multiple blunt-force injuries due to vehicular accident.


Mia cupped the left side of her face while she moved her head to the right. In her mind’s eye she saw Scott’s unbelted body slamming into the passenger side door. It didn’t seem possible that the injuries to the left side of his face had happened in the accident.

So was Charlie right?

But if Scott had been beaten to death, they would never be able to match a suspect weapon to the depressed fractures the death investigator had noted on the left side of his skull.

Not when Scott was now fine gray ash.



CHAPTER 24


Scott Quinn had been pretty handy. At least for a while. He could take a business that was turning a profit and make it look poor on paper. That way you could keep your money and not have to share it with the various city, county, state, and federal governments that always had their hands in your pockets. For a price, Quinn would even keep a second set of books, a more accurate accounting that you could show the bank but not the tax man.


Then, far too late, the idiot had decided he should get a conscience. That certain things weren’t acceptable. Like he could pick and choose. Fraud and tax evasion were okay, but selling coke wasn’t? 


Despite his skills, Quinn had quickly become a liability. One that Vin had had to eliminate.


Now he had been dead for months.


So why wouldn’t his wife let him stay dead?




CHAPTER 25


WEDNESDAY 


Mia felt like she had just gone to sleep when her phone rang. She forced one eye open, then the other: 5:37. The caller ID on her phone read Frank D’Amato.


“Hello?” Mia tried to sound awake.


“Two things.” No preface, no apologies for waking her. “First, I just got a heads-up that KNWS has the footage of the cart being dropped as well as of it hitting Tamsin. They’re going to lead with it on the six o’clock morning news.”


Mia groaned. “Who gave it to them?” The last thing they needed was a media circus. Once it was out, the video was bound to go viral. 


“Who knows? All I know is that people are going to be asking a lot of questions, and I want to have answers for them.”


“Do we have names yet of the kids who dropped it?” She resisted the urge to pull the covers over her head.


“That’s the second thing. We not only have the names of the kids, we’ve got the kids. They were taken into custody about an hour ago. Their names are Dylan Dunford and Jackson Buckle.”


The only paper she had handy was Scott’s accident report. Mia turned it over and scrawled their names on the back, getting Frank to spell them. “How old are they?”


“Fifteen. Both of them.”


As Frank had guessed, too young to be automatically tried as adults. Now Mia had a little less than forty-eight hours to decide what charge was best: for Tamsin, for her family, for the boys themselves, and for society.


“I’ll call Charlie.” Mia rapidly made a list of what needed to be done. “We’ll start with their schools, and then we’ll interview the neighbors and family members.” She wanted to begin with the most objective observers and work her way in to the boys’ families, who would probably offer her a less than unbiased view of them.


“You got lucky. I understand they live in the same apartment complex and go to the same school. In fact, it’s the same school Manny goes to.”


“We already talked to Tamsin’s husband yesterday. He said that even if they were under the age of sixteen, he wanted them charged as adults. He was fairly vehement about it.”


“Be sure to keep me in the loop,” Frank said.


When Mia called Charlie, he kept interrupting the conversation with yawns, not bothering to hide that he had been asleep. He agreed to pick her up at her office. Then Mia called and requested the arrest records for Dylan Dunford and Jackson Buckle. And, after a moment’s hesitation, for Manny Flores.


By now she was wide-awake. She got dressed and left a note on the kitchen counter asking Gabe to walk Brooke to preschool—and to be certain to set the house alarm.
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An hour later Mia climbed into Charlie’s car carrying the file on the shopping cart case. She had printed out the boys’ records, but she hadn’t had time to do more than skim them.


“I got you a coffee.” Charlie pointed at a sixteen-ounce paper cup nestled in a holder. “Nonfat latte.” With his other hand he hoisted what had to be at least a thirty-two ouncer to his lips. He seemed to be steering the car with his knees.

“Thanks.” Mia picked it up gratefully, trying not to pay attention to whether Charlie was actually staying in his lane or how close the other cars seemed.

Charlie took another sip of his coffee and then wedged it back between his thighs. “So what information did you come up with for those boys?”

“I just got the records for all three.” She opened up the file folder. “So let’s start with the one who has the least amount of paperwork.” It was sad to think that such young kids had already amassed records. “That would be Dylan.”

“Wait a minute.” Charlie glanced over. “Don’t you mean Manny?” 

“No. His file is actually a little thicker than Dylan’s. Oh, and speaking of Manny, his psychiatrist just told me that he still wasn’t up to being questioned.”

Mia picked up Dylan’s records. Once they turned eighteen, all three kids’ records would be sealed, unavailable to anyone but law enforcement or the courts. In some cases, it was even possible to petition to have them expunged, wiped away as if they had never been. Juveniles, the thinking went, shouldn’t have the records of their youthful mistakes follow them into adulthood. The law recognized that an adolescent was not as capable of making the same reasoned decisions as an adult. That children deserved a fresh start. 

Unless they were tried as adults. In which case the law regarded them as adults from start to finish. Including housing them in prisons with adult offenders who were often twice their size and three times their age.

“Dylan has had only a couple of contacts with law enforcement. He was caught shoplifting.” Mia assumed it had been something he could sell on the street. She ran her finger down the lines of type. “From, uh”—her heart broke a little as she kept reading—“from a Safeway.”


“You mean he stole food?” Charlie signaled for the exit. “Like steaks and seafood?”

“Like frozen burritos,” Mia said, still reading. “He told the officer who took him into custody that he was hungry. The charges were ultimately dropped and the family was referred to social services. A few months later he was picked up on a playground with a forty-ounce can of beer. He said it was a present for his fourteenth birthday from his stepdad. The stepdad—who was actually the mom’s boyfriend—was charged with furnishing alcohol to a minor. A few months later Dylan accepted a plea bargain on a breaking and entering charge—it looks like he didn’t actually steal anything—and ended up spending two months in a therapeutic foster home.”

Mia turned the page. “As for Manny, when he was in sixth grade he was caught with a joint and let off with a warning.” Looking at the birth date on the top of the page, she did the math. “He hadn’t even turned twelve yet.”

“They start young around here.” Charlie had to raise his voice to be heard over a car in the next lane. The two boys in the car—and they were boys, not even out of their teens—were playing rap music so loud that Mia could feel the bass vibrating her ribs. Charlie turned and gave them a look. Even though she didn’t think he looked all that much like a cop, with his hair that had to be within a millimeter of the maximum length the Seattle PD allowed, they glanced at each other nervously. At the very next corner they peeled off.

Mia looked back down at the records. “There’s more. In seventh grade Manny asked to use a neighbor’s bathroom. She said yes, but then she caught him with his hand in her purse. The charges were dropped in exchange for his receiving counseling.”


“Maybe the counseling actually worked,” Charlie said. “He tried to be one of the good guys. Too bad he didn’t succeed.”


“I hope we can talk to him soon. Manny’s key. He can clearly link the other two to what happened, but more importantly he can tell us what they said to each other right before they dropped it.”


She turned to the next record, which was Jackson’s. It was also the thickest. She flipped through page after page, trying to hit the high points. “Jackson’s been charged with minor in possession. Both alcohol and weed, multiple times. Caught in a neighbor’s apartment stealing jewelry. Broke into another guy’s house and stole liquor and video games.” Her eyes skimmed over the entries. “Shoplifting, loitering, even littering. He’s had to attend anger management classes, an outpatient mental health program, and he’s even been required to go to school.” She tsk-tsked. “You’ve got to wonder about the family dynamics if the judge thinks going to school isn’t a given for a kid. What kind of parent lets a kid treat school as an optional activity?”


“Just because you watch them walk out the door doesn’t mean they’re attending school,” Charlie pointed out. “In middle school I used to take off as soon as I was out of sight of my house. Luckily I got serious a couple of years later.”


They were driving past block after block of cheap apartments with views of each other or five-lane freeways rather than the Space Needle or Puget Sound. Fast-food litter clogged the gutters, and any stretch of wall bore a spray-painted graffiti tag. In her nightmares, the ones in which the house slipped out of her grasp, Mia was forced to move to a neighborhood like this one.


At the end of one block, she saw two boys smoking. School was about to start, but they seemed in no hurry to be anyplace, even though they didn’t look any older than Gabe. She wasn’t even certain that what they were smoking were cigarettes.


If she got behind on the mortgage, what would happen to her kids? Since Scott died, Gabe had been teetering between bad and good, between acting like a child and trying to be a man. If she tore him away from his roots, would he join those boys on the corner? Brooke loved her preschool, but its emphasis on art and education and individual attention didn’t come cheap. It was hard to believe anything like that even existed here.


A woman was pushing a baby in a stroller down the street. The child looked no more than eighteen months old, but it was gnawing on a corn dog. The young mother leaned down and offered the kid a sip from her huge cola. In Mia’s neighborhood, with its stately homes and families with nannies and private tutors, such behavior would get her reported to children’s services. Here it fit right in with the pawn shops and used-car lots.

Mia tore her gaze away from the vista of her possible future.



CHAPTER 26


At South High, Charlie parked the car in a visitor’s spot. As he walked with Mia down the main hall of the school to the office, he heard conversations in English, Russian, Korean, Spanish, Vietnamese, and a few languages he didn’t recognize.


Mia looked like what she was, a nicely dressed mom. Even though his rumpled black overcoat hid the holster on his hip, Charlie stood out. Half the kids regarded him warily, and a few people pointed and whispered. Did they know why he was here? The names of the kids who had been taken into custody couldn’t be released by the media, but gossip didn’t need TV to spread.


The school’s office was a hive of activity, with phones ringing, students signing in and out, and teachers checking mail slots. They finally managed to catch the attention of one of the ladies answering phones behind the counter, who then directed them to the office of the vice principal, Peggy Alderson.


A middle-aged woman rose from her seat behind the desk. She wore a navy-blue suit, and her shoulder-length hair was blond slowly going gray.


Charlie introduced them, and the other woman held out her hand.
 
 “Call me Peggy.” Her hands were small, and as if to make up for them, her grip was strong enough that he had to hide his wince. It was one thing that Wade’s handshake had caused him to flinch, but a petite older woman’s? Maybe he needed to start hitting the gym again.


“Please, sit down,” she said.

Aside from the chair behind her desk, there was only one free chair. Two more chairs, a small round table, the tops of two bookcases, and Peggy’s desk were all covered with stacks and stacks of paper: loose, bound, rubber-banded, teetering. So much for the paperless office. She scooped up a pile from one of the chairs, turned in a circle looking for a place to put it, and finally set the stack on the floor before returning to her desk.

Charlie took the chair she had just cleared. The window behind her desk overlooked a city bus stop, but what caught his eye was the round hole in the middle of the pane. It was about an inch across and cracks radiated out from it. Made by a .45, if he was any judge.

“I appreciate your being willing to give up your office so we can interview these students’ teachers.” Mia opened a notebook. “Why don’t you tell us a little about the school and whatever you know about the boys before we talk to the first teacher?”

“We have our challenges here.” Peggy steepled her fingers and then pulled them apart to lift her hands, palms up. “Around ninety percent of our kids qualify for free or reduced lunch. We have lots of immigrants, or kids who are seventh-generation poverty. A lot of single-parent households. It’s particularly hard for the boys. Many of them have no male role models. I’m always trying to hire male teachers, but forget it. Especially male teachers of color.”

Charlie glanced over at Mia as they both nodded. They heard the subtext. These boys might have done something terrible, but Charlie and Mia needed to look at the whole picture.

“Other Seattle schools have parents who work at Microsoft or Boeing.” Peggy’s mouth twisted. “They can fund-raise to fill in the gaps from what they get from the city. Here we’re nothing but gaps, and the kids are lucky if they have one parent with a job, even if it’s just pushing a broom at night. There’s a lot of social poverty too. Homes where the TV is on all the time but there’s not a single book. Where the parents are in and out of jail and the kids are cared for by a succession of aunties and really tired grandmothers. Where lots of people you look up to sell drugs or their bodies or at least plasma. Where there’s no expectation you’ll finish high school, let alone go to college.”


Yeah, yeah. Charlie got it. These kids were poor, they had no role models, they deserved a break. He cut to the chase. “How well do you know these boys? Jackson Buckle and Dylan Dunford?”

“Jackson’s fairly bright, at least I suspect he is, despite his grades. Bright enough that he doesn’t always get caught. Dylan is a little more”—Peggy hesitated—“borderline. He’s struggling. He may be a candidate for a more intensive program.”

“What does that mean?” Mia asked.

“Dylan may have a learning disability that’s been previously undiagnosed. Washington mandates that all children with a disability have an IEP—individualized education program—so they have the opportunity to learn the EALRs—essential academic learning requirements—which enable them to meet the GLEs—grade-level expectations—for reading, writing, and science, as well as the PEs—performance expectations—for math.”

Charlie snorted. And he thought he worked in a bureaucracy. The endless acronyms made his head hurt. “What does all that even mean?”

“In a nutshell, special education. Perhaps if he were in a smaller classroom, maybe with an aide, Dylan might flourish.”

“Are Jackson and Dylan friends?” Mia asked.

“That could be too strong a word. But I have seen them together. That’s about all I can tell you. Those two and Manny.”


“Flores?” Charlie shouldn’t have been surprised, but he was. “They’re all friends?”


“They’re part of the same loose group of boys.” Peggy held her hand up and tilted it back and forth. “As I said, neither the best nor the worst.”


Charlie thought about the three boys’ records. “Have you ever had to discipline them here at school?”


“Dylan stole a teacher’s purse last year. We found it in his locker, but everything was still there. He said he had no idea how it got there. I had my suspicions.” She raised an eyebrow.


“Which means?” Charlie prompted.


“Things have gone missing around Jackson too, but somehow they never turn up in his possession. At least not that we can find.” 


“So you think Jackson took the purse and hid it in Dylan’s locker?”


“I didn’t say that,” Peggy said. “It’s just that it seemed out of character for Dylan—and it was Jackson’s teacher.”


“How about Manny?” Mia asked.


“I suspended Manny three days last month for throwing a trash can at another kid. He said he was being picked on.” She shrugged. “He may well have been right.”
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The first teacher they talked to, Stacy Michaels, wore skinny jeans, a hoodie, and red Nikes. She didn’t look much older than the students.


“This is my second year with Teach for America,” she said with a sigh. “I came in here all starry-eyed, thinking I was going to save the world. Frankly, I was an idiot. I can’t even save myself, let alone these kids.”


Charlie nodded. A verbal response seemed unnecessary. The floodgates were already open.


“They’re not the least bit grateful. They talk back. They’re disrespectful. Don’t they think I know what they’re doing, texting under their desks? Nobody just smiles down at an empty lap. And you don’t even want to know what they get up to in the bathrooms. They run wild. The only thing this job is doing is helping me pay off my student loans. I don’t dare turn my back on them. I lock my purse in my desk, and even then I don’t bring any credit cards to work anymore. Last year one of the kids managed to slip my Nordstrom card out of my wallet and charge $630 worth of stuff before I’d even sat down to dinner that night.”


“Okay.” Mia drew the word out. “What can you tell me about Dylan and Jackson?”


“Don’t forget Manny. None of those kids are angels. All three of them skip school. Dylan stole another teacher’s purse last year, and I can’t count the number of times I’ve seen Jackson out on that sidewalk”—she pointed—“smoking a cigarette. Sometimes he’ll be flashing something around, like a CD, and you just know he stole it. And there’re times the way he looks at me just makes me shiver. His eyes are so cold. Even Manny, the one they’re calling a hero? I know for a fact that he assaulted another child this year.”


“Do you think either Dylan or Jackson is capable of understanding that his actions have consequences?” Mia said.


“To be honest,” Stacy said darkly, “I wouldn’t put anything past either of them. And I think they know exactly what they’re doing.”
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Gloria MacDonald looked like she was in her late forties, but Charlie had to recalibrate her age when she said she had been teaching for thirty-nine years. She had coffee-colored skin and wore her black hair in a bob. The bangs set off her large, deep-set eyes.


“What can you tell me about Jackson and Dylan?” Mia asked. “I understand you’re teaching both of them.”


“Honey, I’ve taught everybody.” Gloria flapped one hand. “I even taught Jackson’s mom. And it’s not because I’ve been in this school for a long time, although I have. It’s because the two are only fifteen years apart.” She raised one eyebrow and gave her head a little shake. “If Jackson applied himself, he could graduate high school. Even college. But I’m afraid he’s not applying himself to the right things.” 


“What about Dylan?”


She shook her head. “That boy’s got nine brothers and sisters, and there’s not enough love, food, or space in that family for half that number.”


Charlie exchanged a look with Mia. He couldn’t imagine raising one child, let alone ten of them. With that many siblings, Dylan must basically be raising himself.


“He’s not a bad kid. I had him to my house for dinner a few weeks ago. I think he came back for fourths.” Gloria smiled at the memory. “He played with my little grandchildren. Now would I have done that if I thought he was a danger to others?” She leaned forward, her face fierce. “Look, his IQ tests out at eighty-five. Couple that with the fact that he’s a juvenile and you’ve got no case. I’ve been around the block more times than I care to count, but I really can’t see him doing this. Deliberately dropping a shopping cart on that poor lady? I find it hard to believe.”


“We have him on video,” Mia said.


“I heard that. But Dylan’s suggestible.”


“Are you saying you think it was Jackson’s idea?”


She pursed her lips. “All I’m saying is whenever something bad happens, I always check to see where Jackson is.”




CHAPTER 27


Lost in thought, Mia walked with Charlie through the school’s parking lot and back to his car. It had all seemed so clear yesterday, when she was standing at Tamsin’s bedside, vowing to punish those responsible for such unthinkable violence.


But the pictures the teachers and the vice principal had painted of the boys were more nuanced. Dylan was troubled. Jackson was trouble. Even Manny was something of a question mark. Dylan and Jackson might both be fifteen, they might both have helped heave the shopping cart over the wall, but it was clear Mia would have to weigh the fates of the two boys separately. Was one a vulnerable boy and the other a thug? Or were they both victims of their own circumstances?


It was hard enough to know with her own child if she had set him along the right path. As Charlie got into the car, Mia used her cell phone to check on the location of Gabe’s.


“Whatcha doing?” Charlie glanced over curiously.


“I have an app on Gabe’s phone that lets me see where he is. I just wanted to make sure he got to school okay, since I left the house before either of them was up.” She relaxed when she saw that he was right where he should be.


Charlie’s own cell began to ring.

“Detective Carlson.” Charlie pressed the Bluetooth earpiece into his ear as he put his keys in the ignition.

“What?” As he listened, his mouth drew down into a frown. “How can you say that?” His voice rose. “Did you even read the report? . . . Then how do you explain the fact that he had injuries on the left side of his face but all the other injuries were to the right side of his body?”

Mia froze.

“No, bodies don’t move in unexpected ways.” Charlie was nearly shouting. “Haven’t you heard of the laws of physics?”

A sour taste filled her mouth. She bit her lip to keep from retching.

“What about the problem with his brakes that I told you about yesterday? Huh? Did you take that into consideration? Someone tampered with his car before the accident. Someone wanted this guy dead and they didn’t stop until he was. Only I guess you guys don’t want to hear that.” Charlie tried to say more, but it was clear that the person on the other end wasn’t letting him get a word in edgewise.

“Don’t think this is the end of this,” Charlie finally said, but by then Mia could tell he was talking to a dead connection.

Mia swallowed her nausea. “So that was Puyallup County?”

“They’re not gonna reopen the investigation into Scott’s ‘accident.’ ” Charlie’s sarcastic spin on the last word made it nearly a growl. “They said his death was clearly due to driver error exacerbated by alcohol, and that his injuries were consistent with the accident. They said they didn’t see anything ‘new’ or ‘more’ to investigate. To them, it’s a single-car crash where the only person who was injured was the deceased driver, so there’s no one left to prosecute. They just shrugged at the evidence. I guess since nobody wrote on the wall, ‘I did it,’ they’re gonna cut it loose. When I talked to them yesterday, they even asked about my relationship with you. It’s like they think there’s a hidden motive.”


Mia could imagine how he had approached the whole thing. Charlie could be a little too . . . focused. He was the kind of guy who sometimes battered down the door before he even tried the knob.

So it was possible that he had rubbed them the wrong way.

He exhaled forcefully and then started the car. “Besides, if they came back and said oops, they were wrong, what good would it do them?” He answered his own question. “None. There’s no advantage in reopening it, not as far as they’re concerned. You’ve heard what they call Puyallup County. Mayberry with Audis.” Once filled with farms, the county had become a bedroom community for Seattle, for people who wanted a little acreage so they could dabble in wine grapes or stable their kids’ horses. “They’ve got a low crime rate, at least on paper. And they seem determined to keep it that way.”

“So it’s over then.” Mia felt an odd sense of relief. Did she really want to know what had happened that terrible night Scott died? Even if the truth was different from what she had been told, Scott was still dead. And if learning the truth did change anything, it would probably be for the worse.

“It’s not over, Mia.” Charlie’s jaw tensed. He was driving too fast for her taste, but she decided not to say anything. “Nobody says we can’t look into this on our own.”

Mia remembered the day she and Scott got married. How badly her hand had shaken when she put the ring on his finger. They had repeated the ancient vows, promising to love in sickness and in health, for better or for worse. Only a few weeks ago she had stopped wearing her wedding ring. But even though death had parted them, even though Scott had cheated on her in so many ways, didn’t she still owe him something?

Mia took a deep breath. Let it out. “You’re right.”


“First off we need to talk to the guy who discovered the accident. If we get lucky, it’s possible he even saw the killer leaving the scene.” 


She nodded.


“I’ll see if he’ll meet us where it happened. We can check out if there’re any houses nearby, any other potential witnesses.”


“Are you going to tell the guy that this is unofficial, just two citizens asking questions?” Mia raised an eyebrow.


“I might let slip where I work.”


“Be careful, Charlie. You don’t want to be accused of abusing your badge.”


Charlie nodded and shrugged at the same time. “I also want to see if the owner of the Jade Kitchen in Coho City will meet us. We can see what his explanation is for the low cash receipts. And if they have surveillance cameras, they might still have footage from that night.”


“From seven months ago?” Mia thought it unlikely.


“You never know. We can also see if anyone working there remembers who Scott was talking to that night.”


Mia took a deep breath. “I might stop by Oleg’s Gems and Jewels. Give him back the paperwork. Say I found it in Scott’s things. See what he has to say about the IRS and how Scott handled his finances.” She took a deep breath. “And I want to ask him about the ring.”


Charlie grunted and shook his head. “Nuh-uh. I don’t want you going by yourself.”


“No offense, Charlie, but it’s pretty clear you’re a cop even when you’re in plain clothes. I’m talking about dropping by his store in the middle of the day. Very casual. In and out. I just want to see how he reacts, and you’ll skew it.”


“I don’t like it.” His jaw was set.


“I didn’t say you had to.”


He made a little humming noise. “That app you had on Gabe’s phone?”


“Yeah?” Mia didn’t know where he was going.


“Can you set it up so I can keep tabs on you?” Charlie parked across the street from the boys’ apartment complex. “Just until this is over?”


“I don’t know, Charlie.” Mia’s mouth twisted. “Isn’t that kind of weird? Big Brother-y?”


“Oh, and it’s not weird when you have it on Gabe’s phone?”


“I just want to make sure he’s safe and not getting into any trouble.”


He pointed at her. “Bingo.”


“Okay, okay.” She pulled out her phone and started tapping on it. “I’ll set it up on mine first.”


“I’m gonna track down Betty and talk to her,” Charlie said. “Find out what she knows. And for that, I figure it’s better if I go alone.”


The nausea was back. “You think Scott was whispering sweet nothings in her ear?”


“Maybe.” Charlie’s eyes flashed over to hers. “Or maybe she killed him.”




CHAPTER 28


Look. Let me say this as clearly as I possibly can. This isn’t personal. This is business. You owe my client money.” Vin tapped the end of the baseball bat into his palm. Slap. Slap. Slap.


“Yeah? And?” the kid with the earring asked. He was as skinny as a toothpick, with lank blond hair he had hooked behind his ears like a girl. “You really think I’m supposed to be scared of you?”


At least the kid had finally stopped asking how Vin had gotten into his apartment. Had finally realized he had more important things to worry about.


Despite his bold words, the kid did look scared. His face was pale, his eyes were skipping around, and his feet wouldn’t keep still. He threw a glance over his shoulder. Was he looking for help? But Vin knew he didn’t have a roommate. Or even a girlfriend. Although that last thing was no surprise.


And the only way out of this apartment was through the door Vin was standing in front of. Sure, there were windows, but they were four stories up.


Clearly the kid hadn’t learned a few basic facts about how the business world worked. One was that if you had been entrusted with a certain amount of cocaine to put on the retail market, then you had better come back with the right amount of money.


And another basic fact: If you looked weak, the wolves would take you down. Rip your throat right out.

In about five seconds, the kid was going to figure that out.



CHAPTER 29


The apartment complex was a dingy ivory, two-story, three-sided box that held a small parking lot. Charlie and Mia started by knocking on the neighbors’ doors. At the first two, no one answered. The third was opened by an olive-skinned woman who looked at them through the chain, muttered, “No English,” when Mia asked if she could ask a few questions, and then closed it firmly.


At the next two apartments, Mia heard soft footsteps as someone came to the door, looked out the peephole, and quietly crept away. Did they not want to get involved? Did they not trust anyone who looked official? Did they think she and Charlie were there for something else?


The sixth door belonged to a young woman who lived directly over Dylan’s apartment. She wore a red-and-gold sari. Bracelets clinked on her bare ankles. “I don’t know them, but there is screaming a lot. Screaming and arguing. Too many people.” As if to punctuate her words, someone under their feet hollered, “Shut up!” The three of them looked at each other.


After they showed her a picture of Dylan, the woman said, “This summer he had a . . .” She paused, then covered her eye. “A dark eye.”
 
“A black eye?” Charlie prompted.


“Yes.” Her mouth twisted as if she were annoyed at herself. “A black eye,” she repeated. “Yes. A black eye.”

“Who gave it to him?”

She shrugged. “Someone who lives there, probably.”

When they knocked on the next door, they heard fumbling, and then finally it swung open. A young girl, not more than five, stood staring at them with huge dark eyes.

“Where’s your mommy?” Mia asked. “Your daddy?”

The only answer was a blank stare.

“Hello?” Charlie leaned in to holler past her. “Hello? Is anyone home?”

Nothing but silence. They could enter if this was an exigent circumstance, if there was concern about the child’s welfare. But she appeared clean and well fed, and the apartment was no messier than Mia’s own house.

Mia crouched down to bring her face level with the girl’s. “We’re going to go now, sweetie. Don’t answer the door again unless you know who it is. And give this to your mom or dad.” She took out a business card and scribbled Please call me on it. Then she sent up a wordless prayer for the girl’s safety.

A plump, middle-aged woman answered the door two doors from Jackson’s apartment. Her blond hair had been dyed so often it looked like straw. After offering them seats on a wine-colored couch, she settled down into a recliner.

“I’ve seen that Dylan around, but I don’t know him well. The family hasn’t lived here long, and from what I hear they might be gone soon enough.”

“What do you mean?” Mia asked.

“I heard they were behind on rent. They have so many mouths to feed, I’m not surprised. Jackson and his mom have lived here two years. Maybe more. I used to let him come by, but I stopped about a year ago.”


“Why?” Charlie asked.


“Because he started changing.”


“What do you mean, changing?” Mia pushed her feet into the floor, trying to move into a more comfortable position. The couch was so overstuffed she and Charlie were in danger of rolling into each other.


“These days he hangs out at the mini mall a couple of blocks away.” She waved a hand over her shoulder to indicate the direction. “Sometimes late at night. Sometimes even during school hours. And half the time he has a cigarette. Once I said hello to him and he said something disrespectful back. I’m sure it was because he was with a couple of other boys, but still . . . As a mother, I feel he’s been given too much freedom.”


She turned out to be the last person who was home and willing to answer the door. It was time to go to try the boys’ apartments.


There was no answer at Manny’s. Charlie raised his hand to knock at Dylan’s door but then held off. A woman was yelling at someone, her voice rising and falling. As far as Mia could tell, it was a one-sided rant.


When Charlie did knock, it was more than a minute before anyone came to the door. The woman was scrawny, with thin, greasy-looking brown hair. It was hard to imagine how one baby had managed to come out of those skinny hips, let alone ten.


The apartment behind her was dark, all the blinds drawn. Two stained couches were jammed into the living room, facing a darkened TV and a coffee table piled with dirty dishes. Mia squinted. Were there other people in the room?


Charlie was only halfway through introducing himself and Mia when the woman shook a finger in his face.


“I know who you are! My baby’s gone and it’s all your fault.”


“I’m not the one who dropped a shopping cart on someone’s head, Mrs. Dunford,” Charlie said mildly.


She gritted her teeth at that. “It’s Clark now. Ms. Clark. And Dylan didn’t do it either. You’ve got the wrong boy. Even if he says he did it, that don’t mean anything. That boy will say anything people tell him to.”


“And will he do what anyone tells him to do?” Charlie asked.

“Yes,” she said, then realized the trap she had fallen into. “I mean no. I mean, he’s not right in the head. But he would never do what you people say he did. And I don’t have to talk to you and I don’t have to let you in.”

A familiar stench reached Mia’s nose. Her eyes had adjusted to the lack of light. In the far corner of the room, a little kid who couldn’t have been more than five was changing a baby’s diaper.

“But we want to hear your side,” Mia said. “We want to learn more about Dylan.”

“I’m sick of you people. You always think you can make things better by sticking your nose in. Well, not this time.” And with that she closed the door in their faces.

“No electricity?” Charlie said as they turned away.

“It looks that way. And I think I smelled more than poop in there. Maybe rotten food. So it might have been that way for a while.” What would it be like to live in a place where the fridge and the oven were nothing but useless boxes? Where having too many people in a bed was a plus because at least they kept each other warm? She pinched the bridge of her nose. “When we’re done here, I’ll call someone I know at Children’s Services. They can at least do a welfare check.”

Finally they knocked on the door of the apartment Jackson shared with his mom. She answered so quickly that Mia wondered if she had been secretly watching them go from door to door. She was a slight woman who covered her mouth with her fingers when she talked. Her nails had sparkly purple polish. She invited them inside, where they sat on a brown plaid couch that had seen better days. Better decades.

“My son is a good boy,” Regina Buckle told them. She must think they hadn’t seen Jackson’s records. Or maybe in her world a kid could have the kind of record Jackson did and still be a good boy. “But I haven’t been the best mom. I’ve had to work all kinds of hours at all kinds of jobs. It’s hard to find anything that pays good when you’ve only made it through ninth grade. That was why I was so proud of my baby when he started tenth grade this year. It means he’s doing better than me.” Her hand slipped, and for a moment Mia saw her teeth. One of her eyeteeth was missing.


“Are you working now?” Charlie asked.

“No. I was working at a food cart, but it, um, closed.”

“And Jackson’s dad?” Mia asked, even though she already had guessed the answer.

“He’s not in the picture.” Regina bit her lip and then looked up at them through thick dark lashes. “I should tell you something, though. My boyfriend just got busted for selling pot. He’s the one who owned the food cart. Now I don’t know how I’m going to pay rent this month.”

“So if your boyfriend smoked pot, what about Jackson?” Charlie asked.

“No! He knows I don’t put up with any of that.” She seemed unaware of any contradiction.

“Hasn’t he been picked up with pot and alcohol?”

“Those weren’t his. He has bad friends who asked him to hold things. He’s too trusting.”

And that’s how it went with Regina. Her son was a good kid who sometimes made honest mistakes. She didn’t believe—couldn’t believe—that he had done what they claimed he did.

As Charlie was driving them back, Mia’s phone rang. She listened without asking many questions, then hung up, her heart heavy.

“Who was that?” Charlie asked.

“Someone from my office. I guess the inpatient facility that was treating Manny decided he was ready to talk to us, but Manny must not have agreed. He locked himself in the bathroom and tried to cut his wrists.”


Charlie swore softly under his breath. “Did he succeed?”


“They said he didn’t cut deep enough to do any real damage.” Mia sighed. “But no matter what end of this case you look at, all you see is pain.”




CHAPTER 30


This coffee smells good and burnt.” In the squad’s break room Charlie dubiously sniffed the cup he had just poured. He was talking to Andy Gibbons, another homicide detective. Yellowing reminders taped to the walls exhorted them to clean up their spatters and to remember that their mother didn’t work there. Despite the homemade signs, the space was a mess, had always been a mess, and would always be a mess.


“It’ll put hair on your chest,” Andy said, reaching for the glass carafe.


“How’s it going with that double murder?” Charlie asked.


The other detective shrugged. “Seems pretty open and shut. Two dealers fighting over territory and the girlfriend was in the wrong place at the wrong time.” He threw back a swallow of his coffee as if it were rotgut whiskey. “How about you?”


“I’m working that shopping cart case.”


“I saw that on the news this morning. So stupid. So the lady died?” 


“No. At least not yet. Right now the focus is on deciding whether to charge the kids who did it as adults or not.” Charlie took another slug of his coffee. “And I’ve been looking into a traffic accident in Puyallup County that I’m pretty sure was no accident. But I guess they don’t see it the same way, even though the death investigator should have picked up on some discrepancies.”


“Good luck with that,” Andy said. “That place is positively inbred. If I remember right, their death investigator is married to the sheriff’s sister.”

Charlie blinked as a piece of the puzzle fell into place. No wonder the sheriff had been so adamant that no mistakes had been made. It wasn’t a cover-up. Or at least not a traditional one. Puyallup was covering up their own incompetence. They might have done the same no matter who was in the accident. And minus a literal smoking gun, nagging them to reopen it was not going to do any good.

Back at his desk, Charlie called the number listed on the accident report for the first responder. He had debated about using his work phone but decided on his personal cell.

“Hello?” The man had a thin voice with a bit of a quaver. Charlie pictured an old guy in a fishing cap.

“Is this Alvin Turner?”

“Yes?” He sounded suspicious, as if Charlie had interrupted his dinner hour to try and sell him something he didn’t need.

“This is Charlie Carlson. I’m a friend of Mia Quinn. Last April you were the first person on the scene after the accident that killed her husband, Scott Quinn.”

“Oh yes. That was a terrible thing. Terrible.”

“Mia is just now coming to terms with what happened. She is wondering if it might be possible to meet with you.”

After a long pause, the old man cleared his throat. “I’m not sure there’s much I can tell her.”

“It would really help to ease her mind.”

“But he was dead—or at least very close to it—when I got there.” 

“Even knowing that would be good for her. And I promise it won’t take much of your time,” Charlie said, not knowing if that was true or not.


Turner continued to sigh and demur but finally agreed to meet them at the site of the accident the next day at six p.m.


Next Charlie turned his attention to the woman who might have best known Scott at the time of his death. Not Mia, but Betty Eastman, the young woman with the old lady’s name. It didn’t seem that long ago that Charlie would have started his search by looking up Betty’s phone number and street address in the white pages. Did anyone use a paper phone book anymore?


Sometimes Charlie felt like a dinosaur. He usually wasn’t home in time to watch the nightly news on TV, but when he was he got the feeling that no one under the age of fifty was in the audience. The ads were all for drugs for shingles or erectile dysfunction.


Newsweek was no more. Same for the Seattle Post-Intelligencer. And the Seattle Times seemed awfully light these days. Even books had been turned into ones and zeroes.


Everything was online, but only when he was actively working a crime was Charlie allowed to search the law enforcement databases. Requests were audited, and if anyone saw activity that didn’t look like it belonged, they’d contact Internal Affairs in a heartbeat. He could get days off, maybe even fired. Technically he shouldn’t even have requested the reports about Scott’s accident. At least he had done that over the phone, so he hadn’t left any electronic footprints. 


But luckily the Seattle PD also subscribed to LexisNexis. And since it was available to anyone willing to pay the subscription fee, requests to it weren’t audited. Charlie typed Betty Eastman into the search box. Up popped several choices, but only one in Seattle. Five seconds later he had more than enough information on Betty to track her down. Phone numbers, addresses past and present, education, marriage records, licenses, criminal records—even death records. Twenty-two years old, Elizabeth Eastman had never been married, and she hadn’t died. She had a Washington State driver’s license and had lived at a string of addresses. She had one criminal conviction, for drunk driving a year earlier.


With his personal cell, Charlie tried the phone number listed, but all he got was a message saying it had been disconnected. He went back to the computer.


Under education it showed that Betty had been an accounting student at the University of Washington. That might explain where Scott had met her. But it didn’t explain where she was now. Because the most recent term she had attended was last spring, and she hadn’t finished.


Betty’s job history was even older, a patchwork of various fast-food jobs ranging from McDonald’s to Pizza Hut and Taco Time. The last had been about a year ago, and the work she had done for Scott didn’t show up.


So, if Betty wasn’t working and she wasn’t going to school, what was she doing now?


All he was left with was her address. Because it included a unit number, Charlie assumed it belonged to an apartment. He clicked on it, which brought up other names associated with it.


There was just one. Jared Johannsen. Another U-Dub student, only he was majoring in marketing. He had lived in the apartment about three months longer than Betty. She had moved in about a year ago, about the same time she stopped working at Taco Time.


If Betty wasn’t working and she wasn’t at school, she might be at home.


Charlie pulled his keys from his pocket. It was time to take a little jaunt.


Was he stupid to be chasing after a theory he might never be able to prove, let alone arrest anyone for? But someone had left two children without a father, a good woman without a husband. Someone had wanted Scott Quinn dead and then made sure he was. A lot of murders were personal, stemmed from relationships gone wrong. And any relationship between a married man and a girl about half his age was sure to go wrong.


And there was Mia. Lately Charlie found himself thinking of her far more than he should. Of the way she nodded her head. The little humming sound she made when she was thinking. He had seen her angry, intent, questioning. What he most wanted was to see her happy.


The building where Betty and Jared lived had all the charm of a complex that catered to students. Low-slung, it was made of cement blocks and painted in various shades of beige that probably reflected an ongoing effort to cover up tags. A Hispanic guy dressed in a silvery-gray coat and with a leaf blower on his back was determinedly blowing approximately half a dozen leaves across a strip of muddy grass in the center of the courtyard.

Charlie knocked on the door of unit 103. The young man who opened it was tall, six two or six three. Straight black hair parted on the side. Piercing blue eyes. With his square, cleft chin, he looked kind of like Superman.

“I’m looking for Betty Eastman,” Charlie said. “Is she here?”

The kid tilted his head. “You’re him, aren’t you?”

Charlie decided to go with it. He nodded.

The last thing he saw was the kid’s fist.

Heading straight for his face.



CHAPTER 31


Mia had never been in Oleg’s Gems and Jewels before, even though the shop was only a few blocks from her office. She must have driven or walked past it hundreds of times, but all that was visible from the street were two heavy wooden doors with no windows, just the name of the store spelled out in ornate gold script. The O in Oleg had been replaced with the drawing of a diamond.


Now Mia pushed open one of the doors and caught her breath. Inside it was so light and airy it felt like stepping into a sunlit meadow. The carpet was a pale gold. Rows of recessed spotlights lit up the long display cases. Adding to the open feeling, the bottoms of the cabinets weren’t made of wood but mirrors. At the back of the room, a large white globe lamp glowed like the sun itself.


But what really drew the eye were the golden cutouts of butterflies and birds strung on clear filaments that ran from ceiling to floor along the sides of the room. As she moved they fluttered in the air, catching the light.


Mia was the only customer. She hadn’t heard any bell or buzzer, but a few seconds later a girl glided in from a door set flush with the wall and painted the same color. Her dark hair was pulled back into an elaborate low bun that showed off her long neck and dangling earrings. Her tall black sandals were held in place by two thin straps, and she wore a black, formfitting, cap-sleeved dress slivered with black lace inserts.


“Are you looking for something in particular, madam?” Her accent sounded Eastern European, the l coming from the back of the throat. Her skin was so smooth and poreless that Mia felt desiccated by comparison.

“Is Oleg Popov available?”

“Whom shall I say is inquiring?”

“Mia Quinn. You can tell him that my husband was Scott Quinn.” 

Not a flicker marred the girl’s face. She simply nodded and turned away. While she waited, Mia leaned over one of the glass cases. Inside were necklaces, earrings, and bracelets. They ranged from large stones in simple settings to elaborate pieces covered with dozens of glittering diamonds. A king’s ransom in a single glass case. Scanning the room, she spotted three cameras, and guessed there must be more that were hidden.

A stocky man entered through the same door the girl had used. His cheeks were red and round, and his hairline had receded into a perfect M, leaving a prominent widow’s peak. He wore a pale turquoise shirt open-necked under a black wool suit. When he walked around the counter, Mia saw the red Prada stripe on the heel counter of his shoes.

“Mrs. Quinn,” he said, stretching out a square hand that bore rings on every finger. “My heart broke for you when I heard about Scott’s accident. I am so sorry for your loss.” The syllables fell out of his mouth one by one in a low, slow monotone.

“Thank you.” She glanced over her shoulder. Even though they were ostensibly alone, she couldn’t help feeling they had an audience. “Is there a place we could talk in private?”

“Of course.” If he was curious, his still-smiling face didn’t show it. 

He led her back through the same door. Mia was reminded of being backstage. Behind the scenes, the glamour fell away. Here the lights were fluorescent, the painted walls marred with scuff marks. Two old desks that didn’t match faced each other. A plump older woman sat at one of them, talking on the phone in a low voice. No one sat at the other desk, where the computer screen showed rotating scenes of the shop from a half dozen camera angles. It reminded Mia of the shopping cart case and the decisions she needed to make.


A second dark-haired young woman was signing for a delivery, but it wasn’t from UPS or FedEx. The driver was dressed all in black and wore a gun on his hip. Oleg paused to murmur something in the woman’s ear. The woman looked up at him with heavily lined dark eyes and nodded.

Oleg led Mia to the end of the hall, past a bathroom and a tiny kitchen area. His big office was cluttered and windowless. On top of the desk sat both a microscope and a magnifying lamp. The wing-back leather chair behind the desk looked like it belonged in a home, not an office. The leather was scarred from hard use, although there was a shiny spot in the middle where Oleg must rest his head.

A black-and-chrome chair faced the desk, but a woman’s black leather jacket was draped across it. “So sorry,” Oleg said as he picked it up and hung it on the back of the door. “My girlfriend can be very careless with her things.”

Mia nodded. What was the best way to approach this? “It’s actually Scott I wanted to talk to you about,” she ventured.

“He was my accountant for two years. A very good one. I put everything into his hands and I trusted his advice.” Oleg smiled, one side of his mouth moving higher than the other.

Mia thought of the IRS letter. Was he saying that any errors had been Scott’s and Scott’s alone?

She took a deep breath. “After Scott died I cleaned out his office, but I didn’t have time to go through the paperwork until a few days ago. I found some papers I think are yours.”


She had sorted through it all a second time, setting aside anything with Oleg’s name or the name of his business. She had gathered ledger sheets, receipts for various bills, utility statements, and bills of lading for shipments of jewelry from all over the world: Belgium, Columbia, South Africa.


And before she had come here, she had photocopied them all.


Mia handed over the file. “I know it’s not really my business, but I couldn’t help but notice that the IRS sent you an audit notice about two weeks before Scott died. I hope he was able to get things resolved before, um, before the accident.”


Oleg waved one hand. “Yes, yes, we had a meeting, but it was all a simple mistake. Once your husband went over the paperwork with the IRS agent, he realized they were in error.”


She nodded. Had Scott told the IRS the truth? She remembered what Charlie had said, about how easy it would be to hide profits in Oleg’s line of work.


“There’s something else I wanted to ask you about,” she said slowly, reaching into her purse. She brought out the black jeweler’s box and handed it to him. “Can you tell me how much this is worth?”


Oleg snapped it open. His face betrayed nothing. He turned on the light on the magnifying mirror and began to examine the ring, turning it back and forth.


“I know this ring,” he said, turning off the light. “It is very well made. For what it is.”


“What do you mean, for what it is?” Mia’s stomach started to churn.


“The band is eighteen-karat white gold, but the stones—I am afraid they are cubic zirconia.” He slipped the ring back into its box and snapped it shut.


“You mean they’re fake?”


“I am so sorry.” He looked at her pityingly, and Mia realized he thought that Scott had given her the ring, told her it was real. “Scott bought it from me a few months before the accident. We have another store that sells well-made costume jewelry. Not everyone wants or appreciates the real thing.” He made a face. “But as I said, for what it is, it is well-made. Often you will see these types of rings made with cheap silver and flimsy settings, but I will not carry those. Even if it is costume, it is high-quality costume. Of course, if it were real, with that cut and clarity, it would be worth about thirty.”


“Thirty what?” Mia asked incredulously.

“Thirty thousand.”

She started to laugh. It all seemed so ironic. Ironic and stupid. Scott had bought his girlfriend a fake ring to commemorate their equally false relationship.

Oleg pushed back the magnifying mirror. “Are you all right?”

Mia was still laughing. But when she put her hand to her cheek, it came away wet with tears.

Oleg looked alarmed. “If there is a problem with money, I could buy it back. It cost seven or eight hundred.”

Mia knew that this time he meant dollars. “No, no. I’ll keep it.” And every time she was tempted to feel sorry for Scott, she would take it out and look at it. Remember how he had cheated on her. And how he had planned to cheat his stupid, starry-eyed girlfriend with a ring that only looked like the real thing.

Oleg cleared his throat. “Is there anything else I could help you with today?” He appeared anxious for her to leave.

“No. I guess that’s it.”

They got to their feet, and he ushered her out into the corridor. The young woman had opened the top box of the delivery she had signed for. Inside were large rhinestone-encrusted pendants in bright yellows and blues, so gaudy they could qualify as bling.

Oleg barked a few words in Russian, and the woman hurriedly closed the box and set it aside. He turned to Mia. “For our other shop. Costume jewelry. No one dresses up anymore. Women do not want the cocktail rings, the tennis bracelets, the statement necklaces. They don’t understand the value of having something real. It’s all disposable these days.”


Mia raised an eyebrow. “Yes. It certainly seems that way.”



CHAPTER 32


With a groan Charlie opened his eyes. He was on the ground, and someone was leaning over him. An astronaut? He blinked, and the figure resolved into the gardener in his silvery-gray coat, the air tank his leaf blower. He was dabbing at Charlie’s nose with a crumpled tissue, now spotted with bright red blood.


“You want I should call the police?” the gardener asked.


“I am the police.” Charlie put his hand to his nose and gingerly moved it from side to side. He didn’t think it was broken. When that happened, it felt crunchier. He was just lucky that he had landed next to the walkway instead of on it.


Jared was leaning against the concrete wall with his head in his hands. Now he stared at Charlie. “Wait. You’re not Scott?” If he was acting, he was doing a good job of it.


“No.” He slowly got to his feet, ignoring how the world swayed and righted itself. The gardener stretched out his arms as if he were either going to catch Charlie or prevent him from hitting Jared in turn. Charlie pinched just below the bridge of his nose, but when he swiped the fingers from his other hand underneath, the blood already seemed to have stopped.


There was a way to mumble his name so it was a single blur. He did that now, since he wasn’t exactly here in an official capacity. “I’m Charliecarlson.” Then he turned to the gardener. “It’s okay. You can go back to your leaf blowing. Everything’s fine.”


“I’m really sorry, dude,” Jared offered, looking miserable. “Are you a real cop?”


Charlie started to nod, then stopped because he didn’t like the way it made him feel.


Jared shook his hand, winced, and blew on his knuckles. “I’ve never done anything like that before. It’s just that I thought you were the guy my girlfriend left me for.”


“Is her name Betty? Betty Eastman?”


“I called her Bets, but yeah, that’s her.” His eyes got wide. “Why? Is she in trouble?”


“Can you tell me where she is?” Charlie persisted.


Jared made a noise that was not quite a laugh. “I wish I knew. Awhile back she left me for some guy named Scott.”


“We’re looking for her because she may have witnessed an accident.”


“The last day I saw her was back in April. April fourteenth.”


Charlie blinked. That was the day Scott had died. “Would you mind if we went inside? I kind of feel like I need to sit down.” He also wanted to see the interior of the apartment for himself, look for any clues that Jared was lying.


“Oh, shoot, of course. I’m sorry, man.”


The small apartment was decorated in flesh tones—pinks and beiges and ivories. Everything was jammed together. They walked in through the kitchen, where gold-speckled linoleum peeled up at the corners. What passed for a dining room was a space about five feet across, just big enough for a tiny round table and two armless chairs. In the corner, a fake fern provided the only spot of color. The whole thing was fairly tidy. Messy, it would have been claustrophobic.


Jared offered him some water, which Charlie declined. They sat at opposite ends of a small cream-colored couch.


“How did you and Betty meet?” Charlie corrected himself. “Bets.” 


“We had an anthropology class together. I told her I liked her laugh. Of course, I liked a lot more than that. But I figured ‘laugh’ was the best thing to say.” Jared smiled at the memory. He seemed as pretty as a Ken doll, but just as empty-headed. “Have you ever met her?”


“I’ve seen her picture.”


“It’s not the same. Sometimes she would talk to me and I wouldn’t be able to hear her.” Jared raised his knuckles to his mouth and absently kissed them. “I would just watch her mouth move and get lost.”


That certainly sounded like the basis of a solid relationship. “Why did you think she was with this guy you mentioned? This Scott?”


“He’s an accountant. She got a part-time job working for him. An internship. She said she was getting hands-on experience. Hands-on.” He snorted. “Now I know what that meant. And then she started sneaking around, being mad at me, pushing me away if I even tried to hug her.” His mouth twisted.


“Did she know that Scott was married?”


“She wouldn’t care about that.” He shrugged. “She’s very single-minded. Her full name is Elizabeth, but when she moved in with me she started calling herself Bets. She would say that with her, all bets were off. She said if you saw what you wanted, you should just go for it.” His ears reddened. “That’s how we ended up together. I sort of had a girlfriend, but Bets said she knew she wanted me. At the time she was dating her manager at Taco Time and he was married. When I met Bets, I kind of let her think I had more money than I did. After she moved in with me, she never paid for anything. She never even asked if she could. She was very good at getting people to buy her things.”


Mia had told Charlie that Scott had left her in debt. How much of that money had gone to Betty, gone on her back or in her mouth or, for all Charlie knew, up her nose?


Jared encircled one wrist with the thumb and middle finger of the other hand. “One day she came home wearing this diamond bracelet.”


“A diamond bracelet?” In his mind’s eye, Charlie saw the diamond ring go skittering across the floor of Mia’s basement.


“She got mad when I asked about it, where it had come from. Tried to tell me it was an old family heirloom.” Jared snorted. “Which was such a crock. I know she grew up with nothing and nobody. Just bouncing around from one foster family to another.”


Unexpectedly, Charlie felt a flash of sympathy.


“She started being gone a lot, and when she came home her mouth was swollen, like from kissing. And I’d see her talking on her phone and she would be all giggly and flirty, and then when she saw me she would hang up.”


“Did she tell you she was leaving you?”


“No. She just didn’t come home that night. And the next day she sent me an e-mail. She said she wasn’t coming back, that I should just forget about her, that she would only cause me unhappiness.” He snorted. “Like leaving me wasn’t going to hurt.”


“Have you talked to her since then?”


“No.”


“Communicated with her in any way?”


Jared shook his head.


“Let me ask you something,” Charlie said slowly. “And think about it before you answer. Are you 100 percent certain it was Bets who sent that e-mail?”


“Who else would know my e-mail address?”


“Just think about it.”


Jared was only able to keep still for a few seconds. Then the words tumbled out of him. “It sounded like her. She was always kind of dramatic. She should have majored in acting instead of accounting. But she said she liked accounting because it was about money, and she’d never had any.”


“Did you keep the e-mail?”

“No. I deleted it.”

That meant Charlie couldn’t look at the IP address, at least not without a warrant. And since this wasn’t an official case, he wasn’t going to get one.

“Did you e-mail her back?”

“I did a couple of days later, but it bounced back, saying it was an unknown user. She must have closed the account.”

“So she just packed up and moved out and left you nothing but an e-mail?”

“No. She left her things here.”

A chill went down Charlie’s spine. It was beginning to sound as if someone just wanted Jared to think Betty had left.

“In the e-mail she said I could just sell her stuff at a garage sale or give it to Goodwill—that she didn’t need it any longer.”

“And did you?”

“Not yet. I put it all in a box in the closet.”

“Can I see it?”

“Sure.” He got up and came back a few seconds later with an old banana box.

Charlie sorted through it quickly. Nothing but clothes, a few textbooks, makeup, a dozen photos of herself, both with and without Jared. Charlie lifted up a few pieces of clothing. They all seemed absurdly small. Although maybe on Betty they had been just right.

Jared held a blouse to his nose and sniffed deeply. “They still smell like her.”

Had Betty run because she was worried she would be next?

Or had she run because she was the one who did it?

Or had she been unable to run?



CHAPTER 33


Mia inched the car forward, gaining a whopping six feet before the car ahead of her again put on the brakes. The University of Washington was only five miles from the King County Courthouse, but today was one of those days when it might be faster to walk. From the seat beside her, she grabbed a handful of Lay’s barbecue chips and stuffed them into her mouth. She hadn’t had time for lunch today, but before climbing into her car she’d ducked into the convenience store that was kitty-corner to the courthouse. She’d bypassed the cheese sticks, the glossy apples, and the sole sad, bruised banana and gone straight to the junk food aisle.


In twenty minutes she would be teaching the ten students in her law school session the finer points of cross-examination, expanding on what she and Eli had modeled on Monday. She reminded herself not to get too close to anyone in case her barbecue breath overwhelmed them.


In the cross, she would tell them that each question needed to be brief and limited to a single topic. The more complicated a question was or the more loaded with clauses, the more easily the witness could quibble or deny.


If only she could reduce Scott’s death into a simple yes or no, up or down, black or white. She stuffed another handful of chips into her mouth.


Her phone rang. “Mia Quinn.” Pressing the Bluetooth into her ear, she tried to chew more quietly. She eased her foot off the brake and slowly rolled forward, gaining a few more yards.

“How’s traffic on the 405?”

Her scalp prickled. And then she recognized the voice. “Charlie?” 

“Just trying out that phone tracker app. Plus I wanted to see how things went with Oleg.”

“Things went . . . okay. Scott had already straightened out things with the IRS before he died.” She took a deep breath. “I also showed Oleg the ring.”

“What did he say?”

Mia managed a laugh. “Get this. It’s a fake. The stones are cubic zirconia.” If only it had been real, she could have sold it and used the money to fill in the hole Scott had dug her.

“Maybe he bought it to match Betty’s breasts.”

Trust Charlie to be coarse, but right now she welcomed it. Much better to be coarse than to cry. “What I don’t understand is why he bothered to hide it.” Putting on her turn signal, she managed to sneak into the middle lane, which promptly stopped moving.

“He must have been afraid that you would drop by the office and find it.”

Mia thought of the girl’s pretty, sulky face. “Or that Betty would, prematurely. Maybe he was planning some big dramatic presentation.” She wondered when he had been thinking of giving it to the girl. Before or after he asked Mia for a divorce?

“The thing is,” Charlie said, “Betty hasn’t been seen since April.” 

“What do you mean?”

“I tried to track her down, but she doesn’t seem to be anyplace. She’s not working. She was going to school in accounting, but she stopped attending classes in the middle of spring term. The closest I came to finding her was finding her boyfriend.”


A tiny pulse of hope beat in Mia’s chest. “Betty had a boyfriend?” Maybe she hadn’t understood the photo or the meaning of the ring. Maybe the photo had shown two friends at dinner. Maybe he had planned to replace Mia’s ring.


“It sounds like she has a history of overlapping relationships. The boyfriend, Jared, was a student at U-Dub with her. He said that when he met her, Betty was dating her Taco Time manager. After that she moved on to—and in with—Jared. Then she started out as Scott’s intern, but he said it was clear she was seeing someone else. He was sure it was Scott.”


“So Betty was cheating too? She and Scott made quite a pair.” Mia let out a little bark of a laugh. Even to her own ears it sounded ugly. “So our girl Betty was working her way up the food chain. Taco Time manager to student to accountant. So who’s she with now? Some midlevel manager?”


“The thing is, Mia,” Charlie said, “Jared said the last time he saw her was the night Scott died.”


“Then where is she?” A shiver ran over her skin.


“Jared said he got an e-mail from her the next day, saying he should just forget about her. But anyone can send an e-mail. Plus, she left all her stuff behind.”


“Do you think Betty was murdered too?” Her thoughts were whirling.


“I don’t know what to think. But if she was killed, then why hasn’t her body turned up?”


“Maybe she’s the one who killed Scott, and then she ran off?” Mia startled as someone behind her honked. A space the length of three cars had opened in front of her. She jackrabbited forward, then hit the brakes. “Maybe Betty figured out that he was all flash and no substance, just like that fake engagement ring he was planning on giving her even though he was already married.”


“But why go to all that trouble to make it look like an accident?” Charlie said.


“What if it wasn’t planned?” Mia was feeling her way. “What if they were going someplace that night, they started arguing, and she jerked the wheel or he overreacted and they crashed?”


“There was some intrusion into the passenger compartment,” Charlie said. “But if she was wearing a seat belt, he could have hit the passenger door ahead of her, or even the dash. If his body had hit hers, Betty would have been pretty badly hurt too.”


“But then why would she hit him in the head?” Mia was only a mile away from the law school now. The answer came to her, the one that had sounded so outlandish only a few days earlier. “Maybe she saw how badly hurt he was and thought she should put him out of his misery?”


Charlie’s voice sped up. “And she found a branch or a rock or—does Gabe play baseball? Could one of his bats have been in the car?”


Mia didn’t know, but she thought about Betty’s boyfriend. “Or what about this Jared? Do you think he could have forced Scott off the road and killed him?”


“He seemed more sad than mad,” Charlie said. “And that wouldn’t explain where Betty is.”


“Maybe he killed her someplace else. Or maybe this Jared and Betty did it together. Or he’s covering for her.” All they had were questions and no answers. Suddenly Mia was so, so tired. She stuffed another handful of chips into her mouth, not even trying to hide her chewing. “But I guess the bottom line, Charlie, is why should I care? The more I learn about Scott, the more I wonder.”


Mia did care, but it wasn’t in the right way. The only emotion she felt was anger. Not just at Scott. She was angry at herself. Angry at her own naïveté. How could she have been such a fool? She kept remembering the pitying look in Oleg’s eyes when he looked up from the ring. The way Charlie had looked at her when he showed her Betty’s picture on the computer screen.


“I was married to him for sixteen years. It’s pretty clear I was an idiot. I just don’t know how long I was one.” How many other couples had she seen go through an affair when she secretly thought to herself that the other partner had surely known and turned a blind eye? Only now it was her. She must have wanted to be blind.


“Scott was smart,” Charlie said. “He covered his tracks. He had two sides and he only showed you one.”

“That’s because I only wanted to see one. I knew he was cheating on me, Charlie, I knew it in my bones, but I never confronted him. I just went bleating after him, trying to get him to love me again. I was pathetic, like some beaten dog crawling back to its owner.” Tears flooded her eyes, making it hard to see the road.

“Look, don’t put this on yourself.” Charlie’s voice sharpened. “You’re a good person. You gave Scott your trust because you yourself are trustworthy. Do you really want to be the kind of person who doesn’t trust their partner, who goes onto the computer and checks the browser history, who figures out their passwords and snoops?” He was silent for a moment. “Because I’ve been that person. And it brings you no joy.”

Mia could only nod and stuff more chips into her mouth to try to keep the sobs from coming out. She pulled into the faculty parking lot.

Right next to Eli Hall.



CHAPTER 34


Eli was just gathering his things to get out of his car when a dark blue Toyota pulled in next to him. It was Mia Quinn, her mouth moving as she spoke to someone on the phone. She was steering with one hand. With the other she seemed to be knuckling tears from her cheeks.


When she saw Eli, her eyes widened, then she pasted on a smile. As he got out of his car, she swatted something off the passenger seat.


It looked like an empty bag of chips. Not that Eli would point fingers. He knew what it was like to juggle being a single parent with two jobs. And then there was her being attacked on Monday.


He waited for her as she leaned into her car to gather her things, making an effort to avert his gaze from how her skirt tightened across her legs and backside. “Are you okay?” he asked when she emerged.


Mia looked at him and then away. “Yeah.” She was walking fast. Eli matched her stride for stride, although it felt like he was nearly running to keep up. And she was wearing heels. “I just wish I’d been here ten minutes earlier. I don’t like to cut it this close.”


“And that’s everything that’s bothering you?” he prompted gently. Lydia used to complain that he interrogated her.


“Maybe I’m just a little stressed out.”


“Are you still wondering if your husband was murdered?”


“I’ve been digging around since then.” There was a catch in her voice. “Let me just say I haven’t liked what I’ve found. The evidence is still pretty circumstantial, but it all points in the same direction.” 


“Do you know who did it?”


“Not yet. Probably someone who was mad at Scott.” Her laugh sounded like it had been crossed with a sob. “Which I guess would include me. I’m starting to feel like the biggest fool who ever lived. How can I see through criminals when I couldn’t see through my own husband?”


“Because a marriage has to be built on trust. It should be a place where you can relax.” Eli pulled the door open for Mia. She passed by so close that her shoulder brushed his chest. He found himself inhaling deeply. Her scent was sweet and fresh, almost like baby powder, although he didn’t think it came from any perfume or shampoo. “If you could ever use another person to bounce things off of, let me know.”


She turned back to him. A smile flitted across her face. “I might just take you up on that.”


“How about this weekend? Brunch on Saturday or after church on Sunday?”


Her mouth twisted, and he was sure she was going to say no.


“Okay. Maybe Sunday. Unless things get too crazy. I’ll text you.” 


When Eli walked into class, he knew he was grinning like a fool, but he couldn’t help it.
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“One of the hardest parts of the cross is getting the tone right,” Eli told the class. “And that tone is going to change for every person sitting in the witness chair. If it’s a police officer, you take one tack. And a different one with a criminal. You’ll use one tone for a child and another for a neutral witness. Even if the witness is hostile, don’t let yourself look like a jerk. Of course, you still need to make it clear that you are in charge, and you need to make sure your questions are answered, but don’t go overboard. I know Titus said you were the star on cross, and that’s true, but don’t let it go to your head. If you’re too sarcastic or too rough or too theatrical, you’re going to lose points.”


A student in the back raised his hand, and Eli nodded at him.

“But how do you know how far is too far?”

“Partly, it’s a matter of experience. One trick is to watch the jurors much more during cross-exam than on direct examination. Are they smiling or are they shaking their heads? And if so, who is that directed at? Watch them to see how much they are absorbing and how they are reacting. If they don’t meet your eyes, that’s a pretty big tell that you’ve gone too far.”

For a second Eli remembered all the times Lydia had accused him of treating her like a hostile witness, turning normal conversations into cross-examinations. And it was true that there were occasions when he had slipped and said things like “Answer the question: yes or no,” or “It’s a simple question. I think you can give me a simple answer.”

And finally Lydia had given him a simple answer. She had told him she wanted a divorce.



CHAPTER 35


Upstairs, Mia tried to let the shower wash her clean, unkink the muscles in her shoulders, make her relax. She moved carefully, as if she had been broken and put back together with glue that hadn’t yet set.


She thought about what she and Charlie had learned today, not just about the boys who had dropped the shopping cart, but also about Scott. His falsehoods hadn’t begun or ended with Mia, not when he had clearly planned to pass off a fake ring as the real thing. And now Betty, the girl Scott had planned to leave her for, was missing. What did that mean?


The more she learned about Scott, the more she felt a fool. She and the kids were better off without him. He had been going to leave them one way or another. At least this way the break had been clean. Did she really want to be sending the kids to visit their dad and their new college-aged stepmother?


Mia went to bed but found it impossible to sleep. For the first two months after Scott died, she had slept with an old suitcase on his side. The weight had made her feel less alone, had sometimes allowed her to pretend that she wasn’t. Now she moved over to the center and spread out her arms and legs.


She thought she heard a car pull up outside, but she paid it no mind. No mind until she heard the front door open and close.


Was Gabe sneaking out with friends? Anger ran hot through her veins. She threw back the covers and ran down the stairs, trying to catch him before the car pulled away—and rounded the corner just as Gabe came back in the front door. He jumped at the sight of her. 


“You scared me, Mom. I didn’t know you were up.”


“What were you doing?”


He paused, and in that pause she felt him constructing a lie. It was a mother’s sixth sense.


“I accidentally picked up Eldon’s math book at school and he came by to get it.”


Gabe and Eldon were both on the JV football team. But Eldon was a year older, so they weren’t even in the same grade. “At almost midnight?”


He didn’t meet Mia’s eyes. “He stays up late.”


She looked at Gabe and she couldn’t help but see all the boys she and Charlie had talked about this week. Manny, who had tried to do the right thing but failed. Dylan, who came from a home with no hope, no help, no room, not even warmth or light. Jackson, raised by a child, his only role model a man who sold weed. And Luke, lost in a huge house, with a disconnected father and a mother in a coma. 


“Gabe, I need you to tell me the truth,” Mia said, and braced herself. Was he buying pot—or something even worse? If she searched his pockets now, what would she find?


“Promise you won’t be mad?”


Her heart fell. At that moment, she realized he was looking at her. Not up. They were eye to eye.


“I promise,” she said. What else could she say?


“I’ve been giving Eldon a few things.”


“Things?” Of all the answers she had been expecting, this wasn’t one of them. “What kind of things?”


“Like mac and cheese. Blankets. And toilet paper.”


“We’re talking about the same Eldon, right? From the football team?” Had Eldon been kicked out of his house? He was a big kid, 220 pounds easy. He had sleepy eyes and creamy brown skin. He was Samoan? Hawaiian?


“His mom has cancer. She lost her job and they can’t afford their apartment anymore. So they’ve been living in Danny’s garage.”


“What?” Mia’s tired brain was still trying to recalibrate.


“You know, Danny. We went to middle school together. The skater dude with the long hair?”


“And Eldon and his mother are living in Danny’s garage?” She tried to imagine what that would be like. “Where do they sleep? Do they have heat?”


“No, there isn’t any heat, but it was either that or the shelter, I guess, and then they would probably be separated, since Eldon’s sixteen. And his mom’s car isn’t big enough that they could sleep in it. She sleeps on a cot and Eldon’s been sleeping on an old beanbag chair. I brought over my sleeping bag and some of our blankets. And I’ve been bringing them some of our food. They get food stamps, but I guess they don’t go very far.”


Well, that explained the gaps in their cupboards.


“I should have told you.” Gabe heaved a sigh. “But I was afraid you would be mad.”


Something inside her melted. “I’m not mad, Gabe. Of course I’m not mad.” She wrapped her arms around his wiry shoulders and tried to pull him close.


He went rigid then squirmed away.


“Even if you’re nearly a grown man, you’re still my son. And sometimes I just need to hug you.”


“Mom. Please. You’ve got a four-year-old. You don’t need to treat me like one.”


Normally his words would have stung. But tonight all Mia could think was how proud she was of him.




CHAPTER 36


To do a job right, you didn’t learn just about the guy you were being paid to kill. No, you learned about other people in his circle. People he might have let something slip to. Or engaged in a little pillow talk with.


Like the wife.


Or the mistress.


Vin had spread enough money around that when someone started asking about Scott Quinn’s death, he heard about it.


So what did Mia Quinn know? Had she found something that Vin had missed? He had tossed her dead husband’s office only an hour after he died, come away with anything that might be incriminating.


All the secrets Scott had uncovered should have died with him. 


So why was Mia Quinn now sticking her nose where it didn’t belong?




CHAPTER 37


THURSDAY 


Mia’s cell phone rang just as she was gobbling a piece of toast and shepherding Brooke out of the house. Trying to persuade her daughter that they had to leave now, not in five minutes, not in five hours.


Gabe had taken the bus today. They hadn’t talked any more about Eldon and his mom, but their situation had contributed to Mia’s nearly sleepless night. Some part of her, though, had welcomed worrying about them, because it took her mind off of Scott’s betrayal.


She jammed the last bite of toast into her mouth as she said hello. 


It was Frank, his voice so tight with anger that at first Mia didn’t recognize it. “Are you listening to the radio?”


“No.” She felt oddly guilty. Lately her life seemed to be a series of things she should have been doing.


“Turn on KNWS. Raines is holding a press conference about the shopping cart case.”


“What?”


“Just turn it on. And call me back when it’s over.”


Before lifting Brooke into her booster seat, Mia stuck the keys in the car’s ignition and switched on the radio. She ignored the car’s beep-beep-beep warning signaling an open door, mentally crossing her fingers that none of the neighbors was trying to sleep in.


In his instantly recognizable gravelly voice, Dominic Raines was saying, “. . . don’t feel safe walking downtown anymore. There’s a sense of lawlessness in Seattle. As we have all seen, these kids feel like they can get away with anything and get nothing but a slap on the wrist. If the criminals think they won’t really be punished, then what won’t they do? These two teens are animals, not like the young man who risked his own life to save this poor woman.”


Mia frowned a little bit at the hyperbole. Manny had tried to stop it, sure, but he hadn’t risked his life.


As Mia buckled Brooke in, Raines continued, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “But the King County prosecutor’s office still hasn’t decided whether to charge these violent offenders as adults. So once again we’re left wondering if Frank D’Amato and his cronies will allow criminals to walk away scot-free. This is just one more example of why the King County prosecutor’s office needs to be overhauled, so that more people like Tamsin Merritt aren’t victimized. My opponent is overseeing a department that literally lets people get away with murder. When I’m elected, you can be sure that I will hire prosecutors who will work diligently to ensure justice is done.”


As opposed to prosecutors who slack off and who don’t care about justice? Mia asked Raines in her head. When she started the car and pulled out of the driveway, it was all she could do to drive at a moderate speed.


“As district attorney, I will restore integrity and professionalism to the office,” he continued. “I want to bring in experienced prosecutors who have a passion for justice. Not litigators who make excuse after excuse for criminals who are violent predators. Some of these folks need to think about getting their resumes ready.”


Great. Not only did she have to worry about what was justice for the victim and what was right for these boys and what was best for society and what Frank wanted, now Mia had to worry that if Frank lost she might be forced out of her job.

A female voice said, “I’m Catherine Belsen, reporting live from a press conference called by Dominic Raines, who is challenging Frank D’Amato for the position of King County prosecutor. Raines was reacting to video footage of the suspects in that horrific incident where a shopping cart was dropped four stories onto a woman’s head, as well as news that one of the suspects has a lengthy juvenile record. That record includes charges of second-degree murder that were ultimately dropped by the King County prosecutor’s office.”

What? That charge hadn’t been in the paperwork she had gotten. Mia pulled into the parking lot for Brooke’s school, but she didn’t get out.

Belsen continued, “Raines contends that if these juveniles had been prosecuted correctly, Tamsin would not be in the hospital today.”

“And what is Tamsin’s condition?” the male announcer asked. Mia noted that it was just Tamsin for everyone now.

“We understand that she is still in a coma,” Belsen said. “Doctors say it’s too soon to predict whether she will ever awaken. We also reached out to current prosecutor Frank D’Amato for a comment, but we were told he was unavailable.”

“In other news—” the announcer said, and Mia snapped off the radio.

As she got out of the car and unbuckled Brooke, she dialed Frank’s number. But it was Judy who answered. “Just a minute, Mia. He’s on another line.”

With one hip Mia nudged open the door of the preschool and then led Brooke in by the hand. Of course she chose that moment to grab Mia’s legs and start crying. “Don’t leave me here, Mommy!” 


Frank came on the line. “So at what point did you start listening?” he demanded.

“People don’t feel safe, the city is lawless . . .” Mia tried to peel Brooke’s fingers loose and hoped Frank could still hear her over Brooke’s cries. “Somewhere around there.”

“Then you missed what he said earlier.”

Mia’s stomach clenched as if it were deciding whether to reject the toast all together. One of the workers, a young woman named Sarah, swept Brooke into her arms, trying to distract her.

“And what was that?” Mia smiled her thanks at Sarah and gave a little wave as she hurried out the door, trying not to listen to Brooke’s wails. She told herself that Brooke would be fine, that her daughter always had a hard time with transitions. Still, she wished she had had a few minutes to play with her, maybe to build a block tower or gallop a Playmobil cowboy on his plastic horse, something to make the switch from home to preschool a little easier.

“It turns out there’s more video footage from the shopping mall. Fifteen minutes before they dropped the cart, it shows all three boys leaning over the walkway, dropping cans of Mountain Dew and watching them explode. Raines said that meant they knew exactly what would happen when they dropped a shopping cart onto a woman’s head.” He sucked in a breath. “I don’t like having to learn things from my opponent’s press conference, Mia.”

“Neither do I.” Mia mentally kicked herself. Why hadn’t she made sure she had all of the video?

Maybe Frank felt somewhat to blame, because he didn’t continue to excoriate her for missing it. Instead, he launched into a series of questions. “Who’s leaking?” he demanded. “How come they seem to know more than we do? What have you done so far on this case?” 

The honest answers would be I don’t know, I don’t know, and I have conducted a bunch of interviews but am finding more questions than answers. But Frank didn’t want honesty. He wanted her to fix this.


“It doesn’t have to be a leak from our office,” she reminded him as she took the freeway on-ramp. “Raines could have gotten the footage from someone in security at the shopping mall. Now that it’s all on a computer instead of an actual tape, it’s easy for anyone with a jump drive in his pocket to make a copy. And the other information about the second-degree murder charge could have come from a friend, a family member, even a different victim. The thing that concerns me is that if it’s true, it wasn’t in any of the paperwork I saw. I need to talk to Tracy.” Tracy Lowe was head of the Juvenile Unit.


“If they really were dropping cans of Mountain Dew, I think it’s pretty clear that they knew what they were doing. In a way, that would just make your job easier.”


Did their action show intent? How close was a Mountain Dew can hitting the pavement to a shopping cart hitting a woman’s head? 


“We can’t rush to judgment, Frank. Were they really capable of understanding the results of what they did? You’ve got kids. You know that sometimes they make stupid, impulsive decisions.” She thought of Gabe trying to help his friend. And sometimes they made sweet, impulsive decisions.


“Yes, they do. And sometimes they have to pay for the consequences of those decisions. A woman is near death, Mia. We can’t overlook that. We can’t say that these were just kids horsing around. Not when the results were so grave.” He took a deep breath, and she could almost see his shoulders straighten. “You know that you only have a day to make your decision, Mia. And the longer this drags out, the worse it looks.”


And Frank needed it to be her decision. Not just to provide him with some political cover. But also, Mia thought, to provide himself with some psychic cover. That way Frank could tell himself he hadn’t let the upcoming election pressure him into it. He had let her investigate and make a fully reasoned decision.


“I still need to talk to Manny, but his psychiatrist has not given us the all clear. Not only can Manny tell me what they were talking about beforehand and shed light on the other boys’ states of mind, but we also need him as a witness. Without him, all we’re left with is a blurry videotape.”


“Do we really need him now?” Frank said bluntly. “Think about it, Mia. We only have to charge these kids as adults, then everyone is satisfied. No more crying about how Seattle is letting these kids run around like packs of wild dogs. And if the charges later get dropped or moved to juvenile court, well, people will have moved on by then. They won’t be so focused. They’ll have some new obsession and they will barely remember this case.”

Mia couldn’t censor herself any longer. “You mean they will have voted by then.”

“Well, there is that.”

For a second she loved Frank for his unexpected honesty.

“But that’s not the only reason you should seriously consider charging them as adults. If we want to send a message to youth, then we need an example. And these two are perfect.”

“They’re perfect because they have zero advantages. Bad home lives, bad neighborhoods, bad schools. There is no one to speak for them except for maybe a teacher or two and whatever public defender they draw. I’m moving as fast as I can, Frank, but if we move too fast we can get ahead of the facts.”

“I know that. And I trust you to get this right. That’s why I assigned it to you. But I still need your decision as soon as possible.” 

Mia stifled a sigh. “Sure. Can you put me through to Judy?” As she waited, she reflected on how hard it was for an elected official to balance doing a good job with campaigning. How could you effectively govern when you were dealing with a media that was so quick to pursue the most sensational aspects of a story, with a public that all too often only skimmed the surface?

This morning she had read that so far only sixteen percent of King County residents had turned in their vote-by-mail ballots. In the polls, Raines was behind Frank by four points. That was the good news. The bad news was that the margin of error was plus or minus four points. Basically, the two men were tied. All it would take was one mistake, one wrong word, one revelation to tip the balance. And Raines was clearly determined to make this case be that one thing.


Finally she heard Judy’s voice. “Mia?”

“Can you schedule a meeting for Tracy and me as soon as possible this morning?”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Mia was starting to say good-bye when Judy added, “And you should know that the public defender’s office just called. The lawyers for the two boys charged in the shopping cart case have both indicated they are willing to talk to you with their clients today.”

“What lawyers have they been assigned?”

There was a pause as Judy found the information. “Naomi Fairchild and Eli Hall.”

Eli. Mia blinked. She had wondered when this day would come.



CHAPTER 38


Eli, Mia thought as she took the elevator to her office. Representing one of the teens Frank wanted her to charge as an adult. She hadn’t seen that coming.


Oh sure, she had figured that someday they would work opposing sides of the same case, but she had always pictured it involving an adult. She was in Violent Crimes, after all, not the Juvenile Unit. But the public defender’s office didn’t have the budget for their lawyers to specialize.


Before she met with Tracy Lowe, the head of the Juvenile Unit, Mia tracked down the footage of the kids dropping the cans of Mountain Dew. All three kids had leaned over the railing and tried it. Manny had dropped one, and Dylan and Jackson had each dropped two. The remaining can they had passed back and forth to drink. Two of the cans had been dropped when people were passing by, although neither had hit anyone. One man had been sprayed, judging by the way he had swiped at his pants and then shaken his fist at the three laughing boys.


After she had watched it twice, Mia headed for Tracy’s office.


“Hey, Mia.” Tracy looked up from her computer. Her thick, straight golden-brown hair fell to her shoulders. Looking at it always made Mia think of wheat fields, a comparison that didn’t really factor in Tracy’s brightly painted nails and face.


“Tracy, I thought I had all three boys’ records, but then I heard Raines on the radio this morning. What’s this about a second-degree murder charge that was dropped? Frank isn’t happy he didn’t know about that, but it wasn’t in any of the paperwork I got.”

Tracy made a face. “Raines was exaggerating. Dylan broke into a neighbor’s house. And that is in the records you got. What isn’t is that when the guy came home and found Dylan sitting at his kitchen table, eating his leftover chicken out of his refrigerator, he had a heart attack. He died two days later.”

Mia nodded. She shouldn’t be surprised that Raines’s story had a backstory.

“And this guy was pushing eighty, extremely obese, and on a million meds for high blood pressure, diabetes, and cholesterol.” Tracy ticked off her points on her red fingernails. “The medical examiner who did the autopsy said he was a heart attack waiting to happen—and that certainly wasn’t Dylan’s fault.”

“But why was he charged with second-degree murder at all?”

“The preliminary complaint did have that charge, but it was to encourage Dylan to plead guilty and get the help he needed. He was never formally charged with it, just with the B&E. Dylan never raised a hand to the man and actually never stole anything. All he did was eat some leftover chicken.”

Mia thought of Dylan’s dark, malodorous apartment. “Charlie Carlson and I were over there yesterday to talk to the mom, and afterward I ended up asking Children’s Services to check on the other kids. As far as I could tell, they had no electricity.”

Tracy made a tsk-tsking sound as they raised their eyebrows at each other and shook their heads. “Poverty’s no crime,” she said, “but Dylan’s mom is not equipped to deal with it. She’s not really raising those kids. They’re raising themselves—and falling through the cracks. In fact”—she steepled her fingers—“I have to tell you, Mia, that neither of these two kids who dropped the shopping cart seems to me to rise to the level of someone who should be tried in an adult court. If Dylan’s anything, he’s a victim of a system that hasn’t intervened enough for him. And while Jackson may be more culpable, he’s still only fifteen. The frontal lobe of a fifteen-year-old’s brain is simply not capable of foreseeing the possible consequences of their behavior. They’re impulsive and they don’t consider the future. I’m not even talking about the results of poor parenting or abuse, although those things certainly don’t help. It’s simply because they’re too young. Trying these kids as adults is like punishing a baby for not being able to walk yet.”


“But these are particularly serious offenses.” Mia made the arguments Frank would. “And both kids have juvenile records. And you can’t tell me that they couldn’t foresee the consequences of their actions, especially given that they were dropping cans of soda right beforehand.”

“And I heard you spent yesterday interviewing people who know these two boys.” Tracy’s voice underlined the word boys. “Then you must know that these are kids who truly come from nothing. If you put them into adult prison, you’ll make them into criminals. You’ll ruin their lives, and for what? It won’t undo what’s been done. I chose to work with juveniles because I sometimes have a chance to help these kids turn their lives around before it’s too late.” She shot Mia a pointed look. “You yourself know how important that is.”

When Gabe had agreed to give up the names of the other kids in the flash mob, Tracy hadn’t prosecuted him.

“No decision has been made,” Mia said. “We’re still investigating. We’re talking with both boys and their attorneys today. One of them may be guiltier than the other. And if the other one agrees to cooperate, he might have a very different outcome.”

Tracy shook her head. “Just don’t let Raines—or Frank, for that matter—get in the way of doing the right thing. We can’t run this office based on politics. We have to run it based on what’s right, and let the chips fall where they may.”
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When Mia went back to her office, Frank had sent her a draft of a statement he was planning to release to answer Raines’s charges.

Sadly, my opponent is trying to score political points by capitalizing on the tragedy that has left Tamsin Merritt gravely injured. But this case will not be tried in the press.


Instead, it is the prosecutor, and the prosecutor alone, who is officially charged with the duty of seeking the truth and pursuing justice in this case. The prosecutor is in the best position to know the gravity of the crime, the evidence that supports the filing of charges, the criminal history of the accused, and the impact of the crime upon the victim.


Thus the prosecutor has the best reference point from which to make the critical decisions that will affect the victim as well as the offenders. I trust Mia Quinn, a prosecutor in the Violent Crimes division, to carefully weigh all sides in this case before making her decision on how to proceed.




CHAPTER 39


Charlie and Mia discussed strategy as he drove them to the Youth Service Center, where both Jackson and Dylan were being housed. 


“How many hours left in your forty-eight before you have to charge them?” Charlie asked.


Mia looked at her watch. “Less than twenty-two.”


“I’m sure Frank took Raines’s press conference this morning well.” Charlie’s face was innocent.


“Yeah, right.” Mia’s mouth twisted. “He’s still telling me it’s my choice, and he’s even putting out a press release saying that, and emphasizing that the case shouldn’t be tried in the media. But if I decline to charge these two as adults, you can be sure that Dominic Raines will claim it’s even more proof that our office doesn’t take crime seriously.”


“There’s another option,” Charlie offered. “Charge them as adults in the preliminary complaint. You can always amend it later. But right now it would get Raines off your back. And if it turns out he’s your new boss, then you can decide what’s best for everyone all the way around.”


It was what Frank had hinted at, a variation of what had originally been done with Dylan. Except instead of pressuring a boy to get help, it would provide Frank with political cover. It might even protect her job if Raines ended up being elected. But should Mia play politics when she wasn’t a political appointee?


“I’m just hoping things will be a lot clearer when we’re done here,” she said as they pulled into the parking garage next to Youth Services.

“If wishes were horses”—Charlie held his hand up to his chin—“we’d all be up to here in horse . . . poop. So how do you want to play this?” he asked as they got out of the car. “Good cop, bad cop?” 

“Don’t you think that’s a little obvious? I mean, look at you and look at me. It’s almost typecasting.”

“I’ll let you be bad cop if you want.” Charlie offered one of his lopsided grins.

At the thought of herself leaning into the boys’ faces and making threats while Charlie solicitously offered to get them soft drinks and snacks, Mia had to smile. “I’m guessing both of these kids have spent a lot of time parked in front of TVs. They’d realize what was going on within the first thirty seconds, no matter which one of us plays bad cop. Let’s just do this without any games.”

“None?” He raised an eyebrow.

“Of course we’ll still start with softball questions and see if we can get them to open up. Or let down their guard.”

“And we might want to make it worth their while for one of them to roll over on their buddy.”

“Okay, Charlie, you win. We’ll play games. Just not good cop, bad cop.”

First they met with Dylan’s lawyer, Naomi Fairchild. Naomi had sleek brown hair cut in an angled bob. Only a few years out of law school, she was the youngest lawyer in the public defender’s office. Despite her low salary she was dressed in a striking red cashmere jacket that Mia guessed had cost as much as one of Mia’s house payments. Naomi’s father had made a fortune as a software developer. Rumor had it that his money allowed her to pursue her passion for defending the downtrodden.


“Okay,” Naomi said as soon as Mia had introduced Charlie and they had sat down at the battered square conference table. “We want all the records you have on file for Dylan, as well as his mother, his stepfathers past and present, and his nine siblings.”

“What?” Mia was shocked. “That’s immaterial. It has nothing to do with the charges your client is facing.”

“Oh yes it does. We will be raising the issue of child abuse. Dylan is a victim as much as Tamsin Merritt is, if not more. His abuse has lasted for years. It’s left him brain-damaged and mentally incompetent. He doesn’t even understand what happened that day. He operates on the level of a ten-year-old. And that’s being generous. We’re still having him evaluated.”

“The very fact that Dylan ran away afterward proves he knew what he did was wrong,” Mia pointed out.

Naomi was undeterred. “We intend to show a systematic pattern that led to Dylan’s not being responsible for his actions. I’ve made a list of everything we need.” She slid a printout across to Mia, and Charlie leaned in to look.

For Dylan and all his family members, Naomi was requesting every conceivable record. Medical screenings and treatment. Counseling. Drug rehabilitation. Alcohol rehab. Results from psychological tests. Any and all results from any standardized tests, including school records. Every family member’s offense history, referrals for placements, disciplinary actions, and any other records held by any department of King County or its affiliates.

With a shake of her head, Mia slid the paper back toward Naomi. “Any records kept on these other individuals are confidential and not material to Dylan’s case. If you try to subpoena them, I’ll tell the judge this is nothing but a fishing expedition.” She managed a smile. “I’m surprised you didn’t go looking for records of violent video game purchases.”


Mia was being sarcastic, but Naomi nodded thoughtfully and scribbled in the corner of the paper. Then she looked up and said, “And before you speak to my client, I want to set some ground rules. I will be in the room with you two and Dylan at all times. And I want the right to be able to pull the plug at any time.”


Even though she planned on agreeing, Mia didn’t say anything. She was still ticked at Naomi’s demands.


“And I want immunity for anything Dylan says.”


Immunity meant that Mia wouldn’t be able to use anything she learned from Dylan against him at trial.


“No.” Naomi started to interrupt, but Mia raised her hand. “However, we are prepared to offer a plea bargain if Dylan will freely admit that he and Jackson both participated in this crime, both today and at trial.”


Naomi’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of plea bargain?”


“If he completely cooperates with us, then I am prepared to agree to some type of intensive treatment. Perhaps another stay in a therapeutic foster home.”


Naomi just made a humming noise, then went outside to tell them that they were ready for Dylan to be brought in. When he came into the room, his head hung so low that he was curled over like a comma. He kept his eyes on his black shower shoes scuffing over the worn tiles. His brown hair was cut short enough that his scalp was visible between the bristles.


“Can you tell us your name, please?” Mia didn’t say honey, but it was in the tone of her voice.


“Dylan.”


“And, Dylan, how old are you?”


“Fifteen.”


“What grade are you in?”


“Tenth.” His voice was so soft that Mia had to strain to hear it.


“Do you have any siblings?” Mia asked.


“She means brothers and sisters,” Charlie leaned in to explain. Maybe it wasn’t exactly good cop/bad cop, but he was still trying to find an angle.


“There’s ten of us.” Dylan looked up for half a second. His face was blotched with red. “Plus my mom.”

“Things must get kind of crowded at your house,” Charlie said. “Do you ever go out and do stuff with your friends?”

“Sometimes.” He was speaking to his shower shoes again.

“Who do you hang out with?”

“Jackson mostly. And sometimes Manny.”

“And how do you know them?” Mia asked.

“From school.”

“Are you guys good friends?” Charlie said.

Dylan glanced up at them again, and Mia had the sad thought that the two boys were his only friends. “Yeah.”

It was time to cut to the chase. “Dylan, were you with Jackson and Manny on Saturday?”

“Yeah.”

“Where did you go?”

He picked at a cuticle, which was already raw. “We took a bus. To a mall.”

“And what did you do there?”

His answer was slower now. “Fooled around.”

“Could you be more specific?”

“We dropped some things over the bridge.”

“What did you drop?”

“Cans. At first.”

“Whose idea was that?”

He shrugged. “I don’t remember.”

“What about the shopping cart?” Mia said. “You were playing with it, right? Giving each other rides?”

He nodded.

“And then you picked it up and balanced it on the railing. Do you remember whose idea that was?”


He was perfectly still.


“Did you try to hold on, Dylan?” Mia offered him an out. “Did it just slip?”


He continued to be silent.


“Look, Dylan, if you can help us, we can help you. If you are willing to testify—” 


“To say in court,” Charlie interjected.


“Say in court that this was really someone else’s idea, then things could go much better for you.”


He shook his head. “But they’re my friends.”


“This woman was very badly hurt, Dylan. She didn’t do anything wrong, and now she’s in the hospital.”


“So?” His head jerked up and his eyes were blazing. “I don’t care.” 


Mia was shocked. “But what happened hurt her. Hurt her badly.” 


“I don’t care,” he repeated.


“She might die,” Mia stammered.


In a warning tone, Naomi said, “Dylan! Stop talking! Now!” She grabbed his arm.


He ignored her. “So? Some rich lady in her clip-clop shoes? Someone like that doesn’t matter to me! Who cares? Who cares about her?”


But Mia heard another sentence beneath his words. Who cares about her when no one cares about me?


“That’s it,” Naomi said, standing up so fast her chair flew back and nearly tipped over. “We’re done here.”




CHAPTER 40


Mia’s mind was still whirling when Eli walked into the room. Had Dylan played more of a role than she had thought? Had he targeted Tamsin deliberately?


She thought back to how Tamsin had been dressed when she was hurt. She was pretty sure the woman had been wearing heels, or “clip-clop shoes” as Dylan had termed them. Had he spotted Tamsin and decided to punish her for being a woman who could afford nice things? For being the kind of woman who looked like she ran the world?


Eli’s greeting was professional, nothing more. Yesterday he might have asked her to brunch, but today they were colleagues on opposite sides of the table. Even if they were seriously dating, however, the law didn’t preclude them acting as prosecutor and defense on the same case. The only rule was that the potential conflict of interest had to be disclosed to the client.


“Eli, do you remember Charlie Carlson?” The two men had met at one of Gabe’s football games. “He’s a detective with the Seattle PD. And Eli Hall is with the public defender.”


Charlie stood up, and unsmiling, the two men shook hands. Mia couldn’t help but contrast them. Charlie with his black tousled hair that nearly brushed the back of his collar. Eli with blond hair cut short as fur. Charlie took his seat again, resuming his customary slouch.


Eli sat with his back ruler-straight, both feet on the floor. He narrowed his eyes. “Aren’t you in the homicide department, Detective?”

Charlie nodded. “That’s right.”

He turned to Mia. “Don’t you think it’s a little prejudicial, having a homicide detective conduct the investigation?”

She blinked, suddenly wishing it had been Eli doing the cross-examination in class Tuesday. Maybe then this side of him wouldn’t have been such a surprise. “This is a preliminary investigation, and Charlie’s working for me. He’s been identifying himself as I did just now, strictly as a member of the Seattle PD. Besides, no one knows yet whether Tamsin will live.” Mia crossed her arms and leaned back. Eli wasn’t the only one who could come out swinging. “To be honest, I’d be more worried about your client, Counselor. He’s got a lengthy juvenile record. He’s charged with a serious offense. And obviously past rehabilitation has been unsuccessful. Everything argues for him being tried as an adult.”

Eli’s mouth tightened. “First of all, there is no proof of intent. None. These were kids just fooling around. The cart slipped from their hands. Jackson had no intention of dropping it on this woman. But it weighs fifty pounds. Once it reached a tipping point, they both lost their grip on it, and then it was too late.”

Charlie sat forward. “You’re trying to tell me that after they watched five cans of Mountain Dew explode on the concrete they had no idea of what that shopping cart—and as you say, it weighs fifty pounds—would do to a woman’s skull?” A muscle in his jaw flickered.

“I’m saying that there is no proof they intended to hurt anyone. If they did, why didn’t they drop those cans on people? They were leaning over the railing, watching what was happening underneath them. They could easily have targeted someone. But they didn’t.”


Eli was painting things in a flattering light.

“They came pretty close, though, didn’t they?” Mia pointed out. “Especially Jackson.”

“That can was still at least ten feet away from anyone. And there was no more malice in what he did than in a kid who puts Mentos in a Diet Coke and tries to make a fountain. These are just kids, Mia. They were giving each other rides in the shopping cart before they lifted it up. They weren’t planning anything. At their age and their stage of social development, they’re not really capable of planning.” He took a breath. “Look, can I be honest with you?”

Charlie looked dubious, but Mia nodded.

“With a kid like Jackson, a kid who is only fifteen and looks younger, if you put him in an adult facility, he’ll be like a guppy in the ocean. The first time he’s in gen pop, he’ll be assaulted physically or sexually. Or both. After that he’ll be placed in isolation for his own protection. That means he’ll spend twenty-three and a half hours of every day alone. If Jackson isn’t mentally ill right now, which he may very well be, he’s going to be mentally ill pretty darn soon once he spends twenty-three and a half hours every day in absolute isolation. Check out the statistics. Youth housed in adult jails are thirty-six times more likely to commit suicide than those who go to juvenile detention facilities.”

Imagining Gabe in the same situation, Mia started to weaken.

But Charlie didn’t. “These punks left a woman with her head stove in on the sidewalk.” He put his hands flat on the table and leaned forward. “She was out there minding her own business, running errands with her kid, and they left her to die. Left her facedown on the sidewalk with her skull fractured, lying in a pool of her own blood. Right in front of her kid. And she might still die. Even if she lives, she’ll never be the same again.”

“Jackson took part in this, Eli,” Mia said. “He’s already sentenced a woman to what is more than likely a broken life. And that’s if she’s lucky.”


“Two wrongs don’t make a right,” Eli said. “I’m not saying these boys are sweet or innocent. I’m saying that we as a society failed them. And now we’re going to blame them for acting on those failures.”

Charlie rolled his eyes. “There’re kids who go to school every day who face the same problems, maybe even worse, and they’re not out assaulting people.”

“I’m not saying he shouldn’t be punished. I’m saying there are a whole range of options that are open to him as a juvenile that aren’t to an adult. Treatment programs, probation, detention, even incarceration. But if you put Jackson in an adult court, anything could happen. He could even be sentenced to life. Would it really be fair if he spent the next sixty-five years in prison?”

The question hung in the air.

Finally Mia said, “I appreciate your input, Eli. But before I can decide anything, I need to talk to your client.”
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Jackson was a beautiful boy, with the darker skin of his mother and tip-tilted long-lashed eyes that must have belonged to his father.

Mia began as she had with Dylan, circling around the facts of his life, starting with his family and then eventually moving on to his record. Without hesitation he admitted to his long list of criminal activities. Then she brought him up to the event. “Why did you do it, Jackson?”

“I didn’t think. We were just fooling around. Then Dylan or Manny said maybe it would be fun to tip it over.” He spoke more and more slowly. “We lifted it up, but nobody really meant to do anything after that. But all of a sudden it was falling. I never thought there would be a lady underneath it.” He took a ragged breath. “I never thought at all.”


Mia’s phone buzzed, but she pressed the button to silence it.


“Bull!” Charlie slammed his hands down on the table. He might look like he was playing bad cop, but Mia was certain this was no role. “You had already been looking down from that walkway. You knew how busy it was. I’ve seen the videotape. It shows you guys waiting to drop those cans until it was clear, so that no one would stop you or complain. But that means you knew exactly how good the chance was that you would hit someone.”


“You don’t know how sorry I am.” Jackson blinked. His eyes looked wet.


That was the exact truth, Mia thought. She had no idea how sorry he was.




CHAPTER 41


Talking to those two boys didn’t make it any easier,” Mia told Charlie as they left the Youth Service Center.


He nodded in agreement as he scrolled back through his phone. 


Before talking to Jackson, she had been sure that he was most at fault. Now she didn’t know what to think. Had those been crocodile tears he was crying, or was he genuinely upset? She remembered what Tracy and Eli had said. If Mia charged either of these boys as adults, then she was basically writing them off. It would be impossible to put them through the adult system, even for a few years, and have them not come out on the other side irreparably broken.


When Mia finally checked her own phone, she found a message from Willow Grove, the children’s inpatient mental hospital. It was from a Dr. Sandstrom, who said that Manny Flores was asking to talk to them.


When Mia called back, the woman said in a clipped voice, “Manny insists that he has to talk to you. I want you to understand that this goes against my medical advice. I don’t think he’s ready. Especially not after trying to harm himself. But he says it’s important and that he won’t be at peace until he talks to you.”


“I appreciate your concern for his well-being, but it is important,” Mia said. “This was no accident. At the very least, the other boys showed callous disregard for human lives. They could be charged as adults, possibly with attempted second-degree murder. The victim is in intensive care, and if she dies the charges will be even more serious. Manny is key to our understanding what happened to put her there. There’s a lot about this situation that is still unclear, and he is the only witness.” She looked at her watch. “We can be there in half an hour.”

“Visiting hours are from six to seven p.m.”

Which was when Mia and Charlie were going to be at the Jade Kitchen in Coho City. “But we’re not visitors.” Mia kept her words as clipped as the doctor’s. “We’re law enforcement. And we will need someplace private where we can talk.”

A heavy sigh. “We could arrange something at four p.m. All his group and individual therapies will be finished by then. Will that work for you?”

“Four o’clock today?” Mia echoed, looking at Charlie. When he nodded to show he was free, she said, “We’ll see you then.”

“You need to be aware that you cannot bring in food, drinks, cigarettes, writing instruments, cell phones, wallets, or purses.” From the tone of Dr. Sandstrom’s voice, the full list was even longer and she was only hitting the highlights. “Or, of course, weapons of any type. Basically, all you’re allowed into the facility with are your keys and a photo ID.”

“What about a tape recorder?”

“No. Manny is too fragile. Whether it’s logical or not, he’s feeling a lot of guilt about what occurred. Just seeing a tape recorder might put him back in the place where it will be necessary to check him every fifteen minutes to make sure he hasn’t succeeded in killing himself.”


Mia winced. She couldn’t imagine such torment. “Okay. No tape recorder.” Besides, Charlie had near-perfect recall for conversations.
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At five minutes to four they walked up to the front door of Willow Grove. The grounds were perfectly manicured, the grass as even and green as artificial turf. The large windows were all covered by blinds, making the two-story building look oddly blank, as if it were sleeping. 


Charlie pressed the buzzer, and the two of them looked up into the lens of the camera mounted over the door.


The security guard who answered was a heavy-set man in a blue uniform. He checked their IDs, then asked if they had brought any of the contraband items in with them. When he let them into the foyer, a clerk with a tight gray perm asked them to sign in at her desk. She wrote their names and the date on paper badges, as well as Manny’s name. Charlie slapped his on his suit jacket. Mia did the same, but lightly, mentally crossing her fingers that it wouldn’t leave a mark on the silk.


With the security guard escorting them, they went through four more locked doors. Each time the guard scanned the plastic badge he wore around his neck and then punched a number into the keypad. He then let Mia and Charlie through and made sure the door was closed tight before making his way to the next door.


“This is better security than they got over at the prison,” Charlie stage-whispered to Mia.


“In this case we’re not keeping the world safe from the people inside,” the guard said as he waved his badge in front of yet another door. “We’re keeping these kids safe from the outside world.”


Finally they reached the ward. All the doors to the rooms were closed. The walls were painted blue. The pictures on them had been bolted down on all four corners, and when Mia tapped one with a knuckle in passing, she found it was covered in plastic, not glass.


“I need your keys.” The dark-skinned nurse at the nurses’ station put out her hand. She put each set in a plastic bag, which she zipped closed and then dropped into a blue plastic bucket that she put by her feet. “I’ll take you to the visitors’ room now,” she said. “Dr. Sandstrom is waiting for you.”


Even getting into the visiting room required the same routine with a badge and a keypad. The room was empty except for a jumble of overstuffed couches and chairs, as well as a card table topped with a half-finished jigsaw puzzle of a kitten.


Dr. Sandstrom was a petite woman with thick blond hair twisted back into a bun and a face bare of makeup. She tucked a clipboard under her arm and then shook their hands.


“I appreciate you letting us talk to Manny,” Mia said after they had introduced themselves.


“Manny has posttraumatic stress disorder from witnessing the accident, as well as previously undiagnosed depression and anxiety. I need to warn you that those things might compromise his ability to answer your questions.”


“Any information he can provide us with would be very useful,” Mia said. “Tomorrow morning is the deadline for charging the perpetrators in this case. Manny is the only one who can tell us what really happened.”


“He was very insistent, but I’m still afraid the stress of being questioned by you may harm him.” Dr. Sandstrom drew herself up to her full height, which couldn’t have been more than five foot one. “I will stop the interview if I feel his physical or mental condition is changing for the worse.”


“Of course,” Mia said as Charlie nodded.


“Because Manny is on suicide watch, I will be within arm’s reach at all times. And if I feel that things are getting out of hand, that he is being adversely affected, then I will end the visit.”


Mia didn’t want this woman there. It was going to be hard enough to establish trust with three of them. But four?


“Because this is an active law enforcement case,” Mia said, “what Manny says to us needs to stay confidential.”


She frowned. “I’m a psychiatrist. Confidentiality is my stock in trade.”


Mia had to remember they were both professionals, albeit with different goals. “Would it be possible for you to sit behind him so you’re not in his line of vision?” she asked. “I don’t want his attention to be divided.”


Dr. Sandstrom pursed her lips, thinking, then nodded.


Mia and Charlie pushed the furniture around until it was in the configuration they wanted—a couch for the two of them, with a chair facing it. The second chair for the doctor was set behind Manny’s. Dr. Sandstrom then left through a different door and came back with Manny.


He was a slight boy, with dark lank hair hanging over his eyes. The white bandage on his left wrist made Mia feel sick.


As they sat down she said, “Manny, I’m Mia, and this is Charlie.” 


“Hi.” He spoke to his hands, twisting in his lap.


“First of all, Manny, I want you to understand that you are not in trouble. We’ve both watched the videotape, and we know you tried to stop the cart from falling over.”


“You do?” He jerked his head up, his eyes wide.


“Yes.”


Charlie leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “But, buddy, the only one who can really tell us what Dylan and Jackson were thinking about, talking about, before that is you. So can you tell us how you all ended up at the mall?”


“Me and Dylan and Jackson, we were just bored, you know? So we took the bus to that mall. It was kind of far away. And we really didn’t have much money.”


“So what did you do?”


“We got a six-pack of Mountain Dew at a store. And we were up on the sky bridge, just watching everyone go by.”


“Whose idea was it to drop the cans of soda over the railing?”


“Mine,” Manny said. “I wanted to see what would happen.”


“What did happen?” Charlie asked, as if he had not seen it on the videotape.


Manny’s head came up and his face was animated. “It was cool! It, like, exploded.” He put his fists together and pulled them apart, spreading his fingers to mime the explosion.


“Did you talk about what would happen if a can hit a person?”


“No. But nobody tried to drop ’em on anybody. And then we ran out of cans.”


“What did you do then?” Mia asked softly.


He dropped his head. “We started giving each other rides in a shopping cart, seeing how fast we could make it go.” As he spoke, his words came slower and slower.


“And then what happened?” Charlie prompted.


Manny rested his fingertips on his forehead, hiding from them even further. “If they didn’t mean for it to happen, how much trouble will they get into?”


“Are you saying they didn’t mean for it to happen?” Charlie asked. “Did they know that lady was down there when they dropped the cart?”


“What if they didn’t know? What if the cart just slipped out of their hands?”


“Well, they should still have foreseen that something bad would happen,” Mia said. “So I don’t think they would get off without any consequences at all. But it would certainly be a different story than if they meant to do it.”


Manny was silent for so long that Mia thought about prompting him. Then he said in a voice so soft Mia could barely hear it, “It’s all my fault.”


Her heart contracted. “No, it’s not, Manny. We saw you struggling with them. You tried to stop it, Manny. It’s not your fault you couldn’t.”


“It’s more than that,” he said and then fell silent.


Mia opened her mouth to ask him what he meant, but Charlie laid his hand on her knee and shook his head. All three of them—Mia, Charlie, and Dr. Sandstrom—waited for him to speak.


“It is my fault, it is. Even after they lifted it up, I knew they were teasing, they really wouldn’t let go, but I still grabbed the cart. I grabbed the cart and yanked, but instead of pulling it back, I made them let go. I made them drop it.” Manny’s breathing was heavy with repressed tears. “It’s my fault,” he repeated. “It’s my fault that lady is going to die.”




CHAPTER 42


Mia didn’t say much to Charlie for the first part of the drive to Coho City. Finally he broke down and asked, “So whatcha think about what Manny said?”


“You heard Dr. Sandstrom,” Mia answered. “Just because Manny believes it happened doesn’t mean that it did.”


“But his story makes sense.” Charlie thought about the videotape. “I can see it happening the way he said.”


“But what about Dylan and his clip-clop shoes? Or Luke saying he heard the boys laughing?”


“I’m not sure that adds up to criminal intent,” Charlie said. “Plus, those carts weigh a lot. And once the balance was tipped over the railing, it would have been very hard for them to bring it back. Even if Manny hadn’t grabbed it, they still could have just been playing around with it and lost control.”


“I still have about twelve hours to decide. Meanwhile, we’re going to be at the Jade Kitchen pretty soon, right?”


He glanced at the clock on the dash. “In about twenty minutes. So I’ve been thinking a lot about what might have happened. Scott used to work for a big firm, right?”


“Right. And then before Brooke was born he went out on his own.” 


“So big accounting firms deal with other big companies. Companies that have compliance officers and are maybe publicly traded and have their books regularly audited. But when you’re a one-man shop, you’re gonna have smaller clients. And once the economy started to tank, businesses started going down the tube, meaning there was less demand for accountants and more newly laid-off accountants competing for the same work. If you wanted to get and keep clients, I’d imagine the best thing would be not to ask too many questions or look too closely.”


He saw Mia shake her head.


“I remember Scott giving a cashier back a five-dollar bill because she gave him too much change.”


“That’s a person, Mia. A person who might get in trouble if her till didn’t balance.”


Maybe because she was a prosecutor, Mia tended to see things in black and white. In Charlie’s world, there were a million shades of gray.


“But when you cheat on your taxes, it’s cheating a big, faceless government that wastes hundreds of thousands of dollars. It’s way easier to cheat if you think it’s not really hurting anyone. And I’m not saying Scott actively cheated. He may simply have not asked many questions.”


Although as far as Charlie was concerned, the note they had found to Kenny Zhong, the restaurant owner, was more than that. The note to Zhong was a warning.


“So you’re saying there might have been some ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ situations?” Mia said.


“Exactly. I’m guessing it’s just easier to take the information they give you and prepare the books and the returns from that. And if they don’t give you everything, well, that’s on them.”
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Kenny Zhong, owner of the four Jade Kitchen restaurants, turned out to be no bigger than Mia’s son, Gabe. In fact, Charlie thought as he shook the other man’s hand, staring down at the top of his head, he might even be smaller.


“I really appreciate you coming out here to meet with me and my friend Charlie,” Mia told Zhong. They were standing in the lobby. The restaurant was crowded. Only a few of the customers were Asian.

“I am honored.” Zhong clasped his hands and made a little bow. If he was wondering who Charlie was, his face did not betray it. “Have you eaten?”

When Mia hesitated, he said, “Please, please, you must eat.” He barked an order in Chinese at a young waitress in a high-collared silver blouse. She wore her long hair pinned up, her bangs falling slantwise over her eyes.

She led them to a table in the back. Charlie automatically took a seat on the banquette so that he faced the door. His cop habits were so ingrained in him that they were second nature. Whenever he encountered someone he looked at their hands first even before he looked at their faces. His first partner had drilled it into his head, saying over and over, “They can only hurt you with their hands.”

Mia sat on the other end of the upholstered bench, and Zhong took a chair opposite. The waitress scurried over with three menus, but he waved them away. “I order for you, okay? Specialties of the house.”

After they both nodded, he rattled off orders in rapid-fire Chinese. Then he turned back to them. “America is a great country. I came here seven years ago with nothing, and now I own four restaurants.”

Hard work would get you a lot of things, but would it really get you four restaurants in seven years? Was Zhong in debt? Or was he cheating the tax man, as Scott’s letter had suggested, and plowing it back into his business? Or maybe the Chinese community had all pulled together to make one of their own successful.


“Is the food you serve here like what you ate at home?” Mia asked.


“No.” His tone was amused. “Not at all. I am from the Guangdong Province. Here they call it Canton. Everything at home is so fresh. You walk into a restaurant, you pick out what you want to eat from a cage or tank or bucket.”


Charlie did not want to think about what might be kept in a bucket.


“You mean it’s still alive?” Mia asked, wrinkling her nose.


Zhong laughed. “The rest of China say we will eat anything with legs that is not a table and anything with wings that is not a plane. No one here really wants to eat like that. Americans won’t eat snake, except as a joke, and they would never eat dog or rat. Even if they say they appreciate authentic cuisine. Even though eating snake make you stronger and rat keep you from going bald.” He must have seen their expressions. “No worries. Chicken, beef, pork, shrimp—that’s all we have on the menu here.”


Charlie was pretty sure that only shrimp looked like shrimp. He resolved to stick with that.


Mia cut to the chase. “I should have come to you earlier,” she said, “but I only recently learned that this restaurant is where Scott ate his last meal. But I don’t know who he was with. Did he eat here with you that night?”


“Oh no, no.” Zhong frowned and shook his head. “We meet many times in our main restaurant, which is on Queen Anne in Seattle. And of course we always eat there. But I never met him here.”


“Do you have any surveillance tapes we could look at?” Charlie asked. “To maybe see who he was with that night?” After seven months it was a long shot, but sometimes if you took enough of them, one hit a target.


“No, I don’t,” Zhong said. “Sorry.”


“Would you mind if we asked the staff after we talk?” Mia asked. “Just in case one of them remembers who he was with that night?”


“Of course,” the other man said. With his unlined face, it was impossible to guess how old Kenny Zhong was. He might be thirty, he might be fifty. The only thing Charlie was sure of was that his name probably wasn’t Kenny. “That is not a problem.”


The waitress came up with three tall glasses filled with a pale yellow frothy concoction. She set them down, and Charlie saw that faint marks braceleted her right wrist. They were the size and shape of fingerprints. He was careful not to stare.


“This was Scott’s favorite drink when we met in Seattle,” Zhong told them. “Our honey ginger latte. All high quality—the best ginger and honey, and a superior grade of creamer.” He lifted his glass to them.


It was sweet and smooth, rich and creamy, with an underlying bite from the ginger. It was strange to think that Scott might have sat at this very table about seven months ago, drinking this same drink, not knowing he only had an hour or so to live.


“Did you ever see him drink alcohol?” Mia asked in a steady voice.


Zhong furrowed his brow. “Your husband did not drink. He was very clear about that.”


Charlie wondered what was more important to Kenny: to tell a widow the truth, or to keep the secrets of his dead friend?


Next came a selection of dim sum. One came with a dipping sauce that tasted of soy and honey, ginger and garlic. Charlie resisted the urge to double-dip. He also tried to get a second look at the waitress’s wrist, but she moved too fast. When the main courses came, some of the dishes were spicy and some were sweet, but whatever they were, it was all good. Charlie flung caution to the wind and even ate some smooth white meat that looked like chicken and some of the pale and more fibrous meat that certainly seemed to be pork. 


As he chewed, he tried very hard not to think about what rat would look like.


“The other thing I wanted to ask you about was my husband’s services as your accountant. I, um, found a note that he wrote you about your business.” Mia lowered her eyes to her lap, as if overcome by shyness, but Charlie kept his eyes on Zhong.


Who didn’t blink.

“Scott is always working with me, explaining how it is not like China here.”

“How is it different?” Charlie said.

“In China, we have guanxi.” He pronounced it gwan-she. “You want to get anything done in China, you need guanxi. It’s all about relationships. We have a saying, ‘No guanxi? No good!’ ”

“What is guanxi exactly?” Mia asked.

“In China, guanxi means you should give your customers a box of moon cakes during the Mid-August Festival. It’s just something nice you do, to be friendly. Or maybe it is a meal or a spa treatment or a ticket to a basketball game. It smooths the way.” He flattened the air with his hands. “It is absolutely key to getting things done in China.”

Mia said carefully, “In some cases in the United States, we would call that a bribe.”

He reared back. “It is not a bribe. It is a relationship. For example, Scott introduced me to Oleg Popov. And now I buy the jewelry I use for gifts from him. To thank Scott, I gave him free meals at our restaurant.”

“One hand washes the other,” Charlie said blandly.

He nodded at Charlie. “Yes. Exactly.”

“I found a note where Scott told you that you didn’t have enough cash receipts,” Mia persisted. “What happened after he told you that?”

“Scott knew how to give face,” Zhong said. “He never embarrassed me. He never made me feel like a stupid person who did not understand numbers. It made me take a closer look at how my business was being run. To make sure everything accurate, everything matching up.” He brought the fingers of his two hands together.


Charlie was willing to bet that he had just gotten better at hiding things. And that Scott had probably helped.


Mia asked one last question. “Did you know Betty Eastman?”


Now it was her face that was blank and Zhong who looked away. Looking at him, Charlie was sure Zhong knew the truth.


“She came with him to the other restaurant a few times. She helped him with his business, I believe. I did not know her well.”


When their meal was over, both Charlie and Mia took out their wallets. But Zhong refused to accept any payment, saying he owed it to Scott’s memory. Charlie whispered into Mia’s ear, “It looks like we’ve got a Mexican standoff,” but she didn’t smile. She also didn’t succeed in paying.


Then Zhong gathered the five waitresses and two busboys that he thought might have been working that night and spoke to them in Chinese. They all nodded, and then Mia found a photo of Scott on her phone and handed it to the nearest one. Charlie found himself wondering how often Mia looked at that photo and what she thought when she did.


The first girl took a quick look at Mia’s phone and then passed it to the waitress next to her. And so it went, hand to hand. Charlie watched closely, but no one’s expression changed.


When they were finished, Zhong barked a question. They all shook their heads. “I am so sorry,” he said, turning to them. “No one remembers Scott being here. Of course, why should they remember one person out of many seven months ago?”


The thing was, the waitress with the bruised wrist—Charlie thought he had seen the faintest shiver run through her.




CHAPTER 43


As Charlie walked briskly back to the car, Mia trailed a bit behind him. She was in no hurry to go to the place where Scott had drawn his last breath. She didn’t believe in ghosts, but it still seemed like it might hold an echo of his last desperate struggle.


She just hoped he had been unconscious when the blows had come. 


“Lady!” An urgent whisper broke the silence.


She turned.


“Lady!” It was an Asian man dressed in a stained and wrinkled white uniform. Standing between a side door and two big black trash receptacles, he beckoned her closer.


Mia turned back to look for Charlie, but he had his back to her. He was talking on his cell phone, one foot up on the frame of the open door of his car.


“Lady!” Cringing, the man beckoned her with both hands.


She did not want to venture into that shadowed space with a stranger. Shaking her head, Mia motioned for him to come to her.


He shook his head even more violently than she had. Then he pointed at a spot high above the entrance doors. She followed his finger to something tucked up in the eaves.


It was painted the same color as the restaurant’s exterior, but it looked like a small video camera. A video camera that must have a good view of most of the parking lot.


But hadn’t Kenny Zhong just told them that he didn’t have any video footage? Or maybe he had thought Mia meant just of the inside of the restaurant? Or just of that night, months earlier?


She tore her eyes away. If someone was currently monitoring or later reviewed this tape and saw her stare, they might also realize who had shown it to her. If this cowering man was so afraid, she didn’t want to get him into trouble.


Mia hurried over to him. He was dancing on his tiptoes, looking ready to break into a run. The air stank of fryer grease that had been used and reused and re-reused. She thought of the pot stickers that had begun the meal and her stomach roiled.


“You Mrs. Scott?” he asked.


“Yes?” This guy wasn’t one of the people who had looked at Scott’s photo. He must work in the back of the restaurant. Judging by his damp, dirty apron, Mia thought it likely that he was a dishwasher rather than a cook. At least she hoped he wasn’t a cook.


“He . . . he . . .”


As the man searched for a word, Mia found herself wanting to fill in the blank. Only she had no idea what it was.


Finally his face lightened as he found what he was looking for. “He help.” He nodded, watching her expectantly.


“Help who? With what?” Mia didn’t understand what this man was trying to say, but she did understand his body language, his nervous darting glances. He was afraid someone would see them together. Terrified.


His mouth opened, but then he suddenly jerked his head to look over his shoulder. His head whipped back to her. “Go,” he whispered urgently, his hands now flapping at her to get away. “Go!”


His fear was now hers. She turned and hurried back toward Charlie. When she looked back, the man had disappeared.


Charlie was still holding his phone, but he wasn’t talking on it anymore. Instead, he was watching her. “Who were you talking to?” 


“I don’t know. A dishwasher, I guess. And I don’t know if talking’s the right word. All he did was ask me if I was Mrs. Scott. And when I said I was, he told me, and I quote, ‘He help.’ He seemed to think that was enough for me to understand.”


“Do you think he meant Scott was helping someone? Helping him? Helping someone to do what?”


“I started to ask those questions, but he must have heard somebody coming. He freaked out and told me to go, and then he went back inside.”


“So much for no one knowing anything about Scott.”


Something more than old fryer grease smelled bad here. But even though Mia was angry, she also had to think things through.


“Yeah, but if I go storming back in the door and demand to speak to that guy, whoever he is, I’ll bet that he would pretend to speak even less English than he does. Plus, by the way he was acting, he was worried about getting caught. So it wouldn’t do me any good, but it might end up costing him his job.” She remembered what he had shown her. “Oh, and you’ll love this, Charlie.”


“What?”


“He pointed at something, and I’m pretty sure it’s a video camera mounted up in the eaves. I’d say it has a good view of the entrance and most of the parking lot.”


Charlie snorted. “So that’s another thing Kenny lied to us about.” 


“Well, it might not be a lie, but it’s not all the truth either. He didn’t say they didn’t have a video camera. He just said they didn’t have footage from that night.”


“Something about this place bugs me.” With narrowed eyes Charlie looked past Mia and at the restaurant. “Did you notice our waitress’s wrists?”


Mia was embarrassed to think she had only had eyes for the food. “No. What about them?”


“They were bruised.” He circled one wrist with the other hand. “And the bruises were shaped like fingerprints.”


“That doesn’t mean she got them here,” Mia pointed out. “She could be being abused at home.”


“Maybe.” Charlie looked dubious. “And maybe not. I wish I spoke Cantonese or whatever Kenny was speaking. I’d really like to know what he told them about Scott’s photo. Maybe he didn’t ask if anyone had seen him. Maybe he told them all they would be up the creek without a paddle if they admitted to knowing him.”


“So do you think Kenny did meet Scott here that night?”


“I’m not sure what’s true and what’s not.” He shook his head. “All I can tell you is this: I am sure that at least some of what he told us tonight was lies.”




CHAPTER 44


As Charlie started the car, Mia kept thinking about the frightened man and what he had said—or tried to say—to her. How desperate he had been to communicate. If Kenny figured out they’d been talking, would the poor guy end up losing his job—or worse?


The sky was growing dark. She wished they didn’t have to go to the accident site. Wished Charlie had asked to meet Alvin Turner some other place.


“Okay, we already know that Scott warned Kenny that he was not showing enough income,” Charlie said. “Maybe Kenny killed Scott because he was threatening to turn him in to the IRS?”


“Would Scott really put himself on the side of the angels like that? He didn’t say one word about the IRS in that note,” Mia pointed out. These days it was easy to believe that Scott had been capable of anything. “Maybe it’s more likely that Scott was blackmailing him. Only maybe he called it guanxi.”


“Either way it would give Kenny a reason to want him dead.” Charlie began to construct a scenario out loud. “So say Scott came out here that night, met with Kenny, had a few drinks, they argued, he left, and Kenny followed him. Maybe the reason that guy saw Scott speeding was because Kenny was chasing him. Then Scott crashed the car and Kenny thought, Aha, here’s my chance. I’ll finish him off. And he got a golf club or something out of his car.”


Mia’s shoulders hunched as she wondered how close they were to the accident site. She made herself think back to the report Charlie had given her. “Yeah, but the witness only reported one car passing him at a high rate of speed. Not two.”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” Charlie said. “Probably the patrol officer only asked about Scott’s car. It’s not like he had any reason to believe this was anything but what it seemed—a one-car accident. Too bad Scott was in a loaner and not the Suburban. I checked on the make and model he was driving. It didn’t have a black box. If it did, we’d know exactly how fast he was going, whether he braked, and whether he was wearing a seat belt. Plus any vehicle fault codes.”

With each passing second Mia’s tension grew. By the time Charlie turned onto Vollhanger Road, her left leg was jiggling and her hands were twisting together.

The road rose ahead of them, curving sharply to the left. A line of evergreens bordered the right side. That must be the place. Mia’s stomach bottomed out.

Charlie nosed the car onto the narrow shoulder. Just ahead of them, one of the trees bore a white scar, an ugly slash about knee-high. Or bumper high. It no longer bled sap, but the bark hadn’t grown back either. It was like Mia. The wound was still there, it still gaped, but it no longer hemorrhaged.

“Breathe, Mia.” Charlie’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

“What?” She didn’t turn her head, her eyes still fastened on the scar.

“Don’t forget to breathe. Breathe deep.”

She did. For a moment she saw stars, but then they flickered and faded.

Mia pushed open her door. It was absolutely silent. The sun was setting. There was still enough light to see, but the colors were shifting and darkness waited on the edges. They had stopped at the pivot point of the curve. She looked back the way they had come, then ahead to where Scott should have gone if he hadn’t been drinking, if he hadn’t been speeding. There wasn’t much to see around them. Just land. Some of it farmed, some of it filled with nothing in particular, as far as she could tell. No houses holding potential witnesses. Theirs was the only car in sight.


“No skid marks,” she observed. She felt brittle and light, as if she weren’t really there at all. “Although I guess it has been nearly seven months. Maybe they just got worn away.”

“It was wet that night,” Charlie said, “which takes away most of the friction. There wouldn’t have been enough heat to melt the rubber.”

She leaned down to look closer at the gravel. Mixed in among the small gray stones were shards of plastic—some clear and some yellow, as well as little pebbles of blue safety glass from the windshield. If someone had really hit Scott, seven months ago there would have been cast-off blood spatter every time they drew back to hit him again. If Charlie and Mia stayed until it was fully dark and he sprayed Luminol, would the gravel and these tree trunks light up like the night sky? Or had all the rain in between washed everything away?

“Mia, breathe,” Charlie reminded her again.

She forced herself to take a slow breath. Was it possible that one of the molecules now entering her lungs had been part of Scott’s dying breath?

She put her hand on the trunk of the tree and closed her eyes. Scott, she thought, I’m sorry I didn’t help you. I’m sorry I knew something was wrong and didn’t push when you told me that it was nothing. I’m sorry I didn’t fight hard enough for our marriage.

“Are you okay?” Charlie asked.

“I knew for a while that things were wrong,” she said without opening her eyes. “I asked, but only a few times, and when he said he didn’t want to talk about it, I stopped. I was afraid he was thinking of leaving me, and if I pushed him that was exactly what he’d do. Maybe I could have changed things if I had spoken up right when things went off track.”


He rested his hand on her shoulder and then took it away. Mia opened her eyes and turned to face him. “You never met Scott, did you?” Of course he hadn’t. Charlie mostly belonged to her new life, Scott to her old. She and Charlie had worked exactly one case together before she quit the DA’s office and became a stay-at-home mom. And even that one case had fallen apart when Charlie’s unique approach caused the whole thing to get thrown out.

Now she saw him with different eyes. She knew his heart, both how reckless it was and how brave.

Or maybe she only thought she knew Charlie. After all, she had thought she knew Scott. And learning the truth wouldn’t bring him back, wouldn’t change what had happened. Maybe it was better to live with the falsehoods she had told herself, her selective memories. 

“Somebody’s coming,” Charlie said, pointing. Two headlights pushed toward them through the gathering darkness.



CHAPTER 45


An old blue Taurus drove slowly past them. The white-haired man at the wheel had his hands at ten and two. He favored them with a nod, then carefully maneuvered off the road until he was parked about thirty yards past Charlie’s car.


He got out and walked toward them. He was dressed in a black Windbreaker and dark jeans that were a little too short. Under a shock of pure white hair, his face was ruddy. As he got closer, Mia saw that it was pitted with old acne scars, scars layered on top of scars. He gave them both another nod and a tentative smile.


It was the kind of face that probably wasn’t being made anymore. Today the jumble of crooked teeth would have been straightened long ago with an Invisalign, the skin smoothed with Accutane. The senior citizens of the future were going to be a much more homogenous lot.


“I’m Charlie,” Charlie said, holding out his hand. “And this is Mia. Scott Quinn’s widow.”


Mia hated the word widow. It conjured up the image of a weeping old woman dressed in all black. It simply seemed impossible to be a widow while you were still in your thirties.


Alvin’s rheumy eyes were at the same level as Mia’s. “I am so, so sorry,” he said as he shook her hand. His grip was soft, as if he was afraid of injuring her further.


“Thank you.” It was what Mia always said, but it never sounded quite right. What was she thanking people for? Their apologies were just awkward words or easy platitudes, and her hurt was so deep, far past the level that a word or two could reach. “And what do you do? I don’t think the accident report said.”


“Me?” He gave a little laugh, as if it had been some time since anyone inquired. “Oh, I’m retired. I used to work in hardware.”


“We really appreciate your coming out tonight to talk to us,” Charlie said.


Alvin waved his hand. “It’s no trouble at all.”


“Like Mia said, we’ve both seen the accident report,” Charlie said. “But it doesn’t go into many details. What we’d like is to hear from you in your own words what happened that night.”


“Well.” Alvin took a deep, sighing breath. “That night I had been visiting my granddaughter. We were having such a good time—she’s nine—that I left later than I intended. I was driving back to Seattle when I saw headlights coming up fast in my rearview mirror. This guy got on my tail”—he flashed an apologetic look at Mia—“excuse my French—and started flashing his brights. He was driving way too fast, especially since the road was wet. I was doing thirty. That’s the speed limit, and even that might have been a little speedy for the conditions. He was riding my bumper so close I couldn’t even see his license plate. Finally I pulled over in my lane as far as I could, and I rolled down my window and waved to let him pass. Maybe he thought I was doing something else, because he made a, um, gesture.” Another shamed glance at Mia. “And then he passed me.”


Scott? That didn’t sound like Scott. Then again, how well had Mia known him, given the drinking, the debts, and the dame?


“When I got on Vollhanger and was going around this corner, I saw headlights shining in the wrong direction. There was a blue car off the road. I realized it was the same car that had passed me, only now it was skewed around. It had run into that tree right there.” He indicated the spot with his chin. “I turned on my hazard lights and pulled over. I parked about where I am now, maybe a little farther down. I didn’t want to cause another accident.”


Mia wanted to scream at how he was taking things step by step. 

Alvin pressed his lips together. “I’ll admit it took me a minute before I got out and went over there. I was trying to get my heart to slow down.” He put his hand on his sternum, flattening out his jacket. He was stockier than Mia had first thought, with a barrel chest. “It felt like it would beat right out of my chest. I was afraid. A man like that, one who had nearly forced someone off the road—what if he had a gun?” He shot her another glance. “I’m sorry I thought that. I heard later he’d been drinking. I’m sure he wasn’t really like that when he was sober. But when you’re on a lonely road like this in the dark, you start thinking all kinds of things. At the same time, I knew if I didn’t stop to help then he might not be found until morning.”

Mia managed a nod, as if offering him absolution.

“When I got to the car the engine was still going, so I reached in and turned it off. Your husband was lying across the seat. I think he may have been alive when I got there.”

“Really?” She tried to suck in a breath, but it wouldn’t go down. 

“After I turned off the engine, I thought I heard these sounds, kind of like a cross between a gurgle and a breath. I leaned in but I was afraid to touch him. His face was all messed up. Broken. And I don’t have any training in CPR. It took a little while to even think to call 911.” His eyes flashed to her and then away. “But I don’t believe it would have made any difference even if I had called right away.”

They would never know, would they? Mia knew what it was like to live with that question every day. To ask, if you had just done something a bit differently, would it have been enough to change everything?


“I told him that help was on the way, but I don’t know if he could hear me. The sounds had pretty much stopped by then. I took his wrist and I tried to find his pulse, but either I did it wrong or he was gone.”


“Did you unbuckle him?” Charlie asked.


“No. He wasn’t wearing a seat belt.”


“While you were pulled over on the side of the road, did any other cars pass you?”


“I don’t know.” He squinted up at the sky, now midnight blue, trying to remember. “I think there might have been a couple.” His gaze shifted from Charlie to Mia.


“Did you see any other cars at the accident site?” Charlie asked. 


Alvin cocked his head. “But it was a one-car accident. He went off the road and he hit a tree.”


“It’s possible that someone stopped before you, not to help him, but to hurt him.” Charlie leaned in. “So did you see another car at the accident site?”


“Dear Lord.” Alvin blinked rapidly, then pinched his lips with his thumb and first knuckle. After a long pause he said, “You know, I think I do remember seeing taillights right as I was coming up. But whoever it was, they were just driving off as I got there.”




CHAPTER 46


Penny for your thoughts,” Charlie said as he drove them back toward Seattle.


Mia tried to untangle her thoughts enough to express them. “Talking to Kenny and Alvin made me feel like I did after interviewing the kids this morning. We might have more information, but we don’t have any more answers. We’ve got a witness who thinks he saw another car leaving the scene of Scott’s accident. Not that he knows anything else useful about the vehicle. Or is even all that certain that he saw one. We’ve got a restaurant owner who may or may not be cheating the IRS and who thinks bribes and kickbacks are just how business gets done, but who says he had no problem with Scott correcting him.”


“And then there’s your dishwasher,” Charlie added.


“And then there’s my dishwasher.” Mia felt a twist of frustration. “I want to find a way to talk to him without getting him in trouble. I just don’t know how to arrange that.” The man had been so jumpy. “His English was pretty much nonexistent, so if he ended up getting fired for talking to me, he’d have a hard time finding another job.”


And there was the matter of what he had said. “He help?” How had Scott helped? Who had he helped? And was it a sad sign of just how low Mia’s opinion of Scott had fallen that those two small words had lit a tiny flame of hope within her?


Charlie’s eyes slid sideways and then back to the road. “Whatcha thinking you’re gonna do about those boys in the shopping cart case?”

“That’s what they are, aren’t they? Boys. Kids. They’re definitely not adults. And Eli’s right. If I charge them as adults, their lives will be ruined. They’ll either get broken or hardened. Either way, past all repair.” She sighed. “Nothing’s ever clear, is it? Manny thinks it’s his fault, but he could be imagining it. And when we interviewed the boys, I went in thinking Jackson was the guilty one, but then it seemed like Dylan was the one who did it on purpose. And Jackson was the one who fell apart when he talked about what had happened.”

“People cry for all kinds of reasons,” Charlie observed. “Including being sorry that they got caught.”

“I’m not saying they don’t deserve to deal with the consequences of what they did. I’m just saying it’s not right to destroy them. I have until tomorrow morning to file. I think I’m going to run the clock out. That will give Raines less time to turn it to his advantage.” Not that that would really slow him down.

“Nobody’s got too much sympathy for those two,” Charlie said. “Everywhere I go, people are talking about that video.”

“I’d bet if we could trace back how that leaked to the media, we’d find Raines’s fingerprints all over it.”

He shrugged. “It doesn’t make what it shows any less true.”

“Do you think I’m making the wrong decision?” Mia asked. Once her mind was made up, it was rare for her to ask for someone else’s opinion. But Charlie had seen the same things she had, heard the same explanations and stories. The only thing he hadn’t experienced for himself was seeing just how shattered Tamsin was.

“No,” he said slowly, “I don’t. But I might be in the minority.”


“But we both know that a blurry black-and-white video doesn’t tell you what the kids were thinking when they did it. It doesn’t tell you if they meant to hurt someone or if the cart just slipped. I’d have to be absolutely certain it was the right thing to do to charge them as adults, and I’m not. It’s kind of like what’s happening with Scott. I feel like there are pieces we’re missing.”


Charlie shifted in his seat. “Speaking of Scott, what’s next on that front?”


“I’m going to call the IRS agent tomorrow, see if they really did close the investigation. And I’m going to try to figure out a way to talk to that dishwasher.”
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It was a little after eight when Mia showed her badge to the security guard at the courthouse. She took the elevator up to the office to grab files to refresh her memory for an upcoming court case. All of her time was being eaten up by the shopping cart case as well as trying to unravel the mystery of Scott’s murder, but she couldn’t neglect her other work.


The offices were deserted, most of the space dark. As she walked past Judy’s desk, Mia heard a whirring. Judy’s personal fan was still on. She must have been in the middle of a hot flash when she left for the day and forgotten to turn it off. Mia felt around the base but couldn’t find the switch. She tugged on the cord where it disappeared under Judy’s desk, but the fan kept on spinning.


Mia was down on her hands and knees, tracing the cord back to its plug, when she heard a voice. She started, hitting her head on the underside of the desk drawer. Her hair muffled the thump, and the footsteps didn’t pause.


“I love you too, honey.”


Just Frank talking to his wife. Mia found the place where the plug went into the socket.


“What does Diann have to do with any of this?” Frank said. His voice sounded like he was only a few feet away.


Diann was his wife. Which meant that whoever Frank was talking to was not. But it was someone he loved, or said he loved, two things that, for Frank, might not be quite the same thing.


It sounded like Frank was having an affair.


Now what? Should Mia just stay hidden and hope he didn’t see her? Pop out and pretend to have heard nothing?


Meanwhile, her hand continued mindlessly on the task she had set it: pulling on the plug. At that moment it came free—just as her thumb slipped between the two prongs while they were still conducting electric current.


The next thing Mia knew she was no longer under the desk, but sitting on the floor next to Judy’s chair. Her skirt was rucked up and tears were running down her face. It felt like someone had stuck a thousand needles in her thumb and then the pain had blasted through her whole body.


“Mia!” Frank was leaning over her. How long had he been there? Feeling like a rag doll, she lifted her head.


“What are you doing on the floor?”


What was she doing on the floor? What had just happened? It felt so cataclysmic that it seemed like Frank should be shaking and crying too, but instead his face was screwed up with concern. Concern and confusion.


“I, um, came up to get some files. Judy left her fan on. I couldn’t find the switch, so I was trying to unplug it. I think I might have gotten shocked.” Gingerly she touched the thumb with her fingers. There was no wound, but the ball seemed oddly smooth, as if it had melted. She straightened her skirt, then, using Judy’s desk and chair for balance, she pushed herself to her feet. Frank hovered over her, hands outstretched.


“You certainly shocked me. I didn’t even know you were here, and the next minute you come flying back from under Judy’s desk, screaming.” If Frank was concerned about whether she had overheard him, his face didn’t show it. Instead, he said, “I’m a little worried about you, Mia. After all, somebody tried to kill you Monday. Maybe once this shopping cart case is put to bed, you should take some time off. You can’t just keep going like the Energizer bunny and not expect it to catch up with you.”


“About the shopping cart case . . . ,” Mia began. She had to tell Frank, but at the same time she was reluctant to.

“Yes? Have you decided?”

“I’m going to call Tracy Lowe tonight and tell her I’m not going to be charging them as adults.” She would give Tracy all her notes, and then Tracy would file the charges. Tomorrow there would be a bond hearing to see if the two boys would remain in custody. If Mia were Tracy, she would argue for their being held. But she wasn’t Tracy, and in a few hours this wouldn’t be her case.

Frank narrowed his eyes but kept quiet.

“Look, Frank, I can’t justify charging them as adults. A few hours ago Charlie and I were finally able to interview Manny Flores. He says it’s his fault the cart tipped over. That he was trying to grab it from them, and instead he made them lose their grip.”

“And you believed him? Maybe he was just trying to cover for his friends. Friends with criminal records.”

“Jackson has a criminal record, but it’s not particularly violent. And Dylan is borderline crazy. Frank, I am telling you, it would not serve justice to try them as adults. I’m sorry. I even thought about charging them as adults in a preliminary complaint, then filing an amended complaint after the election is over.” She phrased it as if Frank hadn’t suggested that very move. “But I just can’t do it. You told me to make the best choice, and this is it. But I know Raines will rake you over the coals for it.”

After a long moment he shrugged. “If that’s what you say should be done, then that’s what should be done. And Raines is going to rake me over the coals either way.”


For a moment Mia wanted to hug him. Then she remembered his phone conversation and the impulse faded. “How are things going with the campaign?” she asked instead.


“I’m not even sure I’m allowed to talk about it,” he said sarcastically. “Raines will complain that I’m abusing my office.” The line was thin and getting thinner the closer they got to the election. These days Frank was perpetually engaged in positive photo ops—visiting hospitals, attending civic events, speaking to Mothers Against Drunk Driving, making upbeat appearances on talk radio. Now when Frank gave a speech, was it as prosecuting attorney or as someone who wanted to be reelected? The answer, of course, was both.


“I got the latest poll numbers two hours ago.” Frank blew air out of pursed lips. “We’re within a point of each other now.”


Which meant Raines was gaining. Had jumped at least a point in the last two days. Mia supposed it was even possible—although she couldn’t bring herself to ask Frank—that the two had switched places and Raines was now in the lead.


If so, Mia might have just cost herself a job.




CHAPTER 47


From the shelter of a cedar whose branches touched the ground, Vin watched Mia Quinn as she moved from room to room. He adjusted the focus on his binoculars until he could see every detail, down to the shadows under her eyes. She had a sheaf of mail in one hand. Her little girl, Brooke, was following her, chattering.


Mia was a civilian. And according to his own rules, he never touched a target’s kids.


The spouses could be more of a gray area. The wives—and occasionally, the husbands—maybe they had known a few things or had looked the other way. But still, they did not deserve to be punished for the mistakes of their spouses.


Unless they became a problem.








CHAPTER 48





FRIDAY





Mia was exhausted. Her dreams had been a jumble of images: The cart plummeting from the walkway. The white bandages circling Manny’s wrist. The anxious face of the dishwasher. The bits of broken glass and plastic marking the spot where Scott’s life had ended.




Last night before she left the office she had called Tracy to let her know about her decision. This morning she found herself in no hurry to get into work. Maybe Frank was right. Maybe she should take some time off. She was tired of trying to figure things out, of running through a million possible permutations until the truth seemed as slippery as a silver bead of mercury.





“Love you,” she said to Gabe as she dropped him off at school. He grunted in reply and jumped out of the car to greet his friends with a complicated series of fist bumps and backslaps. As she walked Brooke into preschool, Mia thought of Gabe’s friends, his choices, his opportunities. Where had Gabe said Eldon was staying again? With Danny?




Gabe and Danny had been tight in grade school. Back in the day, Mia had had a nodding familiarity with Danny’s mom, Sandra. She had been to their house on a couple of occasions, although the last time was four or five years ago now. If she remembered right, it was a small brown house on a corner lot.




Instead of turning onto the street that would take her to the freeway, Mia impulsively turned in the other direction. Toward Danny’s house. Maybe there was some way she could help Eldon’s mom. Loan her a bit of money, bring her something better to eat than chili or mac and cheese, find out what else she needed? By now Eldon would also be at school, so she wouldn’t embarrass the other woman by asking in front of her son.




The house was as she had remembered it, a tiny two-bedroom bungalow that had probably been built right after World War I. Mia pulled into the driveway and parked by an old Honda that sagged on its wheels. The single-car garage was closed. After a moment, she knocked on the metal door. It made a hollow sound.




She was ready to knock again when a woman’s voice said hesitantly, “Mrs. Conroy isn’t home.”




“I’m actually looking for Eldon’s mom.”




“Oh.” She sounded even more wary. “Come around to the side door.”




Mia navigated the narrow strip between the garage and the neighbor’s fence, her heels sinking into the wet grass.




The door opened to reveal a woman who had once been built on the same scale as Eldon. Now her creamy brown skin looked like a deflated balloon. Her head was wrapped in a scarf, and she was dressed in layers of sweaters.




“Hey, I’m sorry to bother you, but are you Eldon’s mom?” she said. “I’m Gabe’s mom. Mia.”




“Oh! Um, come in.” The other woman stepped back.




Inside the garage, it felt just as cold and damp as it did outside. The walls were hung with weed trimmers, rakes, and shovels, the corners taken up by recycling bins and plastic storage containers. To this mix had been added a swaybacked cot covered with a sleeping bag and old blankets, a beanbag chair with more blankets (some of which Mia recognized), and cardboard boxes piled nearly to the ceiling. A card table held a couple of pots and a hot plate. Under it sat a box half filled with boxes and cans of food. The hot plate and a small portable heater were both on long orange extension cords that snaked back through the garage and threaded through a door that was barely ajar to the house.




The other woman broke the awkward silence. “I’m Kali. It’s so good to finally meet you. I can’t thank you enough for all the things you’ve given us.”



“Um, you’re welcome.” Mia’s voice betrayed her, going up on the end like a question mark.



The other woman’s face changed. “You didn’t know anything about it, did you?”



“Not until two nights ago.” Mia laid a hand on Kali’s arm. “But don’t worry. If I had known, I would have given everything Gabe brought you and more.”



Kali bit her lip. “I feel terrible. I didn’t mean to encourage your son to take things from you. I want to pay you back.”



“For what? Some blankets we weren’t using, a few boxes of mac and cheese?” She shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure you would do the same for me if our positions were reversed.”



“And I’m sure you’d feel just as awkward as I do right now,” the other woman said softly. “I’d offer you a place to sit down, but as you can see, there isn’t anyplace.” Her mouth twisted. “You’re probably wondering how we ended up like this.”



“Gabe said you had cancer?”



“Breast cancer. And I’m not tolerating the chemo very well, to put it mildly. I need to sleep all the time, and I can get pretty nauseated. I was working at Foodstuffs, but no one likes a cashier who’s throwing up, so they let me go.”




Foodstuffs was an upscale grocery store that catered to people who liked organic vegetables and free-range chickens.




“What?” Anger straightened Mia’s spine. It was disgusting to think that a store that trumpeted its fair-trade coffee did not treat its own workers fairly. “That’s not my area of legal expertise, but I’m pretty sure they can’t fire you for having cancer!”




Kali shrugged. “They didn’t put it that way. They just said they didn’t see a place for me anymore.”




“Look, I don’t know if Gabe’s told you, but I’m an attorney. I’d be happy to write you a letter pro bono—without any charge—insisting they make accommodations for your illness. Sometimes just a letter signed by a lawyer is enough to make people see the light.”




Kali shook her head. “That’s okay. Right now my job is to fight this cancer, and that’s about the only job I can handle. Besides, by the time I left I had already run through all my sick leave. There are days I barely get out of bed. The other day I was eating breakfast and had to go lie back down again. I ended up falling asleep while I still had a piece of bagel in my mouth. It’s a wonder I didn’t choke to death.” She smiled ruefully. “I wish I could work, because I could use the money. Even though I’m hardly eating, the food stamps we’re getting aren’t enough. You know my son, you know how big he is.”




Mia thought of Gabe, who routinely came back for thirds and fourths. Eldon was twice his size. “And with kids this age,” she said, “it’s like they can’t ever eat enough.” They shared a knowing smile, then Mia turned serious again. “Do you have any relatives who could help you?”




Kali’s voice rose. “Do you think we would be living in a garage if I did?” She winced and pressed her fingers against her mouth. “I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t shout. But it’s horrible. We’re here on Sandra’s good graces, and I know she likes the money, but I also know it’s getting old for her. She can’t park her car in the garage and she’s got four people using her bathroom instead of just two. She keeps telling me she hopes I’ll have something figured out by Thanksgiving. I don’t say anything. What am I supposed to say?”




Mia was surprised. “Wait—you’re paying to live here?”



“Eldon’s dad pays some child support, so I’m giving Sandra three hundred a month.”



“To sleep in an unheated garage?”



“What else can I do? A one-bedroom apartment in this neighborhood is at least twelve hundred. And it’s important to me that Eldon stay in the same school. It’s a good school. You know that. And he’s happy there. So much is changing for him, I don’t want that to have to change too.”



Mia could only nod. Kali’s words echoed her thoughts after Scott died. It was why she was working so hard to hold on to the house, even though it was a stretch to make the mortgage every month. Sometimes she felt like she was walking on a tightrope. One slip and she would plummet to earth.



And Kali had slipped.



The words were out before Mia could think of whether it was a good idea. “What if I gave you the same deal to live with me? Only we actually have the room. There’s a guest room you could stay in and bunk beds in Gabe’s room.”



Kali just looked at her for a long moment. “Why? Why would you do that for me?”



The words came to her. “ ‘I was sick and you visited me, I was hungry and you fed me.’ ”



“You’re a churchgoer?” The other woman narrowed her eyes warily.



Mia had gone to church with her dad a few times lately, trying to find the same solace in it that he had so recently embraced. “Maybe not like I should be. But this feels like what I’m supposed to be doing.”







CHAPTER 49




What had she just done? Mia asked herself the question as she drove to work. Turned down to a murmur, the radio provided a backdrop to her anxious thoughts, with stories of bombings in Iraq, threats from North Korea, and a horrific pileup in Texas. How many times had she told Gabe he shouldn’t be so impulsive, told Brooke their family didn’t have time to care for a pet? Now she had recklessly committed herself to a woman she had just met, offered to upend her own life and her kids’ lives to help a stranger.




And if this turned out to be a huge mistake, how would she undo it without making things worse? “Protect us, Lord,” she whispered. “Protect us all.”




And against all reason, she felt a sense of calm descend on her.




Less than two minutes later, that calm was shattered when she picked out Frank’s name from the radio. She turned up the dial.




“ . . . two fifteen-year-old suspects alleged to have dropped a shopping cart four stories onto a woman named Tamsin Merritt will be charged as juveniles, not adults. While the prosecutor’s office declined to release a statement, Dominic Raines, who is running opposite King County prosecutor Frank D’Amato, said he was shocked by the decision.”




Mia heard Raines’s voice.



“This is yet another unbelievable mistake made by the prosecutor’s office. What have these two young thugs learned? By charging them as juveniles, Frank D’Amato’s allowing them to be let off with a slap on the wrist. He’s also sending a message to all would-be violent teens out there: ‘Come on, go ahead and go wild, hurt people as bad as you want, maybe even kill them, just as long as you’re younger than sixteen.’ After this decision, I wouldn’t be surprised if we see gangs of kids appointing their youngest members to do their dirty work. And what happens when these boys who left Tamsin in a coma find their next victim? Because trust me, they will. Frank D’Amato should be forced to explain his flawed reasoning to those future victims. He should have to explain how he had a chance to make sure these punks didn’t hurt anyone again, and he threw that away. You can bet that if this decision had been made under my administration, it would have gone differently.”



The announcer cut back in, “The most recent poll shows that Raines now leads D’Amato by a single point. While the race is still too close to call, Raines has jumped three points in just as many days.”
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When Mia walked into the break room to get some coffee, Anne, DeShauna, and Jesse were all talking in low voices. Their faces swung to her. Without speaking, they tossed looks back and forth. Then DeShauna and Jesse left without more than nodding at Mia. Were they thinking the same thing Charlie had suggested—that she should have gamed things by charging the boys as adults in a preliminary complaint?



“Let me guess,” Mia said to Anne. She had a feeling she wasn’t the only one who had heard Dominic Raines’s veiled threat. “You guys were talking about the shopping cart case.” Anne worked in Violent Crimes with Mia. DeShauna worked in the Sexually Violent Predator Unit, and Jesse was in Involuntary Treatment. Both worked with offenders, who, if given a second chance, were likely to use it as an opportunity to find more victims. They probably thought she was crazy for not charging the boys as adults.




Anne shrugged one shoulder. “Everyone’s a little on edge about the election.” Her brown eyes were steady on Mia. “But they also know you must have weighed everything before you made your decision.” She rinsed out her coffee cup and left.



Mia followed her out, wondering if she had just helped nudge Frank out the door—and risked her job as well as those of her co-workers.



It was only when she sat back down at her desk that she realized her coffee cup was still empty. She was debating getting up again, risking another gauntlet, when her phone rang. It was Eli.



“Thank you,” he said when she answered. “You made the right call.”



“I’ll see if I agree with you after the election.” What should she tell him about Manny? “Just a heads-up that you might want to talk to Manny, or at least try to when he’s better. He’s got a third version of events, one that could help your client. And that’s all I’m going to say.” 



“Oh. Okay. I appreciate that.” He took a deep breath. “Are we still on for brunch on Sunday?”



Did she really want to do this? Have a date? “Sure,” she found herself saying.



“Want me to pick you up after church? Our service is usually done around twelve fifteen.”



“How about if I just meet you?” If things were weird, she wanted the freedom to vanish. They agreed on a time and place. After Mia hung up, she realized her palms were sweaty. It must be from worrying about her job. Not from talking to Eli.




She used her personal phone for the next call, which was to the IRS. While she waited for the phone to be answered, she double-checked the name on the IRS letter Popov had gotten. James Lobb. But it was a woman who answered.




“May I speak to James Lobb?”




“I’m sorry, Mr. Lobb no longer works here.”




Mia blinked. “He doesn’t? Where did he go?”




“Oh, he retired. Back in April. The lucky duck. But I took over his caseload, so maybe I can help you.”




“I had a question about a tax audit Mr. Lobb was working on. It was of a business called Oleg’s Gems and Jewels. My husband was Oleg’s accountant, but he died a few months ago. I recently found some of the paperwork related to the audit. I was wondering what happened to the case.”




The woman’s voice turned formal. “Well, I certainly couldn’t tell you anything, even if I knew,” she said. “That’s sensitive taxpayer data. You should not have anything at all like that in your possession. You need to either return the paperwork directly to the business or shred it.”




“Oh. Okay. Thank you for that information.” Mia hung up.




What she needed was someone to tell her if it was a coincidence that two of the three people involved in examining Oleg’s finances were no longer around to trouble him.






CHAPTER 50




By the time she pulled into her driveway, Mia was so exhausted she could have leaned forward, rested her forehead on top of the steering wheel, and fallen fast asleep. Instead, she needed to get things ready for Kali and Eldon.




As soon as she walked in the door, Gabe hurried out of the family room. His words were as sharp as a slap. “You went to Danny’s house this morning?”




“Yeah, I did. Why?”




“How do you think that made Danny feel?” Gabe didn’t wait for an answer. “Like you think we’re better than him and his mom.” 




Brooke wandered out into the hall, dragging a doll by one foot. “I’m hungry, Mommy.”




Mia took a deep breath and set her purse on the hall table. “Just a second, sweetie. I’m going to order us some pizza.” She turned back to her son. “I didn’t even talk to Danny or Danny’s mom. I only talked to Kali. She’s living in a garage and she’s got cancer, Gabe. I just wanted to help.”




“If there was any extra room, Danny’s mom would be letting them stay in the house. Besides, the garage isn’t that bad. I’ve been in it. Maybe they just have to put on an extra sweater. What’s the big deal?”




“I want cheese.” Brooke drew out the eeee sound. “Not pepperoni. Just cheese.”



“Okay, sweetie,” Mia said, shrugging out of her coat. She turned back to Gabe. “That garage isn’t heated, and Kali’s really sick.” Why was Gabe so upset? “I don’t think it would be healthy for anyone, but she’s going through chemotherapy.”



“You didn’t even tell me you were going to do that. The first I know about is Eldon asking me in front of Danny because his mom texted him.” Fists balling, Gabe kicked at the skateboard he had once again left under the hall table. The toe of his Vans caught it and sent it rattling down the hall.



Brooke tugged at her sweater. “Nothing but cheese. Nothing to pick off.”



Mia nodded distractedly. “I didn’t plan it, Gabe. I just did it. I was driving by the house and I thought I would check in with Eldon’s mom.” She opened the closet and hung up her coat. Deciding it wasn’t worth complaining about the skateboard, she picked it up and put it away. “But when I walked in there, it was clear Kali needed a different place to stay, someplace that’s not so cold and damp. Someplace with actual beds. And you’ve got bunk beds and we’ve got a guest room. We can make this work.”



Gabe refused to be mollified. “How many times have you lectured me that I can’t just do things without thinking, that I have to check with you first? But now you just go and make some decision that’s going to change all of our lives forever.” His tone suggested that Mia was clearly stupid as well as a hypocrite. “And that’s not fair to me or Brooke.”



Brooke looked from one of them to the other. “What’s not fair? Don’t get pepperoni! I told you!”



“Don’t worry, Brooke, I’m not,” she said distractedly. And then to Gabe, “I don’t think it’s going to make any difference to your sister.” Although really she had no idea.




The thing was, Gabe was right. Mia hadn’t thought this through. Maybe she shouldn’t have been so impulsive. Ever since Scott died, she had worried about the many changes happening in her kids’ lives. Scott dead, Mia back at work, Brooke in preschool, and Gabe turned into a live-in babysitter. Now, simply because she had put herself in another person’s shoes, had she just added to her kids’ burden? But how could she see someone who was hurting even worse than she was and not want to help?



“I’m not a kid anymore,” Gabe said through gritted teeth, “but you’re still treating me like one. I’m only a kid when you want to tell me what to do and tell me what to eat and when to go to bed and who not to hang out with. Or when you want to make important decisions that affect me without even asking me. The rest of the time you want me to be a grown-up, to clean and cook and watch after Brooke like I’m some kind of stay-at-home dad. But I’m only fourteen. None of my friends have to think about stuff like that.”



Why couldn’t Gabe see that they were still blessed beyond belief?



“You saw those pictures your grandpa sent from the mission trip he’s on in Guatemala. Those kids with no shoes, playing with a soccer ball made of old T-shirts. There are millions of kids in this world who are married off by your age or sewing in sweatshops or working in the fields.”



“But we’re not in Guatemala, are we? We’re in Seattle. And that’s not how kids live here.”



“You think so? Earlier this week I saw a really little kid changing an even littler kid’s diaper. And they were in an apartment with no electricity, which means no light and no heat. I’m not even sure they had food.”



“Oh, so why didn’t you invite them to come live with us?”



Seven months ago she would never have stood for Gabe talking back to her. But he was no longer a mouthy kid—or not just a mouthy kid. He had earned the right to have an opinion, even if Mia had the final say.




“I did call someone to check on them. Honestly, Gabe, I don’t understand why this is so upsetting to you. I thought Eldon was one of your best friends. But you’re acting like I invited in some homeless guy off the street.” She walked into the kitchen, Gabe following. “After all, half of what I saw in that garage seemed to have come from our house.” But then the charity had been on his terms, using things Mia had bought. The personal sacrifice had been minimal. This would mean sharing 150 square feet with another person. A boy who weighed a hundred pounds more than he did. She took the Pagliacci menu from the fridge. “What kind of pizza do you want?” 



Gabe’s mouth twisted. “Pepperoni.”



It was true that having to share would impact all of them, Mia thought as she dialed the number and ordered, reciting her address automatically. Nearly twice as many people in the same space. All of them having to negotiate who got to shower first. Would Mia now be responsible for purchasing and preparing food—or at least ordering pizza—for all of them? Would she need to partition off the refrigerator or come up with some system of color coding? What if Eldon did something she didn’t approve of? She thought of the times she had seen him with red, sleepy-looking eyes. What if he smoked pot? Or drank?



And then there was Kali. They would all witness Kali getting sicker. Maybe even watch her die.



As she hung up the phone, Gabe echoed her thoughts. “What happens if Eldon’s mom dies? Are you saying he’ll live with us for always?”



“It’s way too early to go there, Gabe. I want to help them. It’s the right thing to do. I think you know it too.”



“He’s going to have to take the bottom bunk.”



Gabe slept on the top one anyway. “That’s fine,” Mia said.




“And what you call the guest room is more like the junk room. I don’t see how she can stay in there.”




Mia went down the hall and opened the door. Gabe followed. He was right. The sewing machine was set up on a card table heaped with mending that needed to be done. More mending dangled from an Exercycle in the corner that she hadn’t used in months. On the bed were clothes she planned to take to the dry cleaner, as well as wrapping paper, ribbons, tax records, and a few of Brooke’s stuffed animals.




“You’re right. It’s a mess. Can you help me clean it out tonight?” 




Gabe was not letting go. “This is all because of Grandpa, isn’t it? You feel guilty because we don’t ever go to church anymore.”




The sad thing was, Gabe was the only one of her kids who had memories of going to church regularly at all. Over time, Scott and Mia had gotten to the point that they barely qualified as chreasters—the people who attended only at Christmas and Easter. The last time any of them had been to the church they nominally belonged to was Scott’s funeral.




“That’s an interesting theory, Gabe. But I don’t think I’m doing it out of guilt. I’m doing it because it’s the right thing to do, and I was moved to do it.”




“Does this have anything to do with Dad?” His voice thickened and caught. “With trying to prove you’re better than him?”




Mia’s head jerked back. “What? Where did that come from?”




“I heard you guys downstairs on Monday. You and Charlie.”




“What did you hear?” 




With a wince, Gabe turned away. “Enough.”






CHAPTER 51


SATURDAY




The machines were the only things keeping Tamsin alive. Breathing for her. Monitoring her. Putting drugs and saline into her veins. Pumping nutrition through a tube that ran into her nose and down into her stomach. Taking away her waste products.




His wife had once been so beautiful. Now her beauty had fled. Her face was swollen and grotesque, shades of purple and yellow and green. Half her gorgeous hair was gone, her scalp stubbled like a man three days past a shave. Blood and other secretions matted what was left.




But it was the hole at the base of her throat that drew his eye, an obscene second mouth that now held the tracheotomy tube.




As Wade Merritt watched, Tamsin’s real lips drew together. Her brow wrinkled. It looked like she was in pain, despite all the drugs they were pumping into her.




And suppose she did wake up? How much more pain would she be in when they started trying to make her relearn the basics? How to feed herself. How to toilet herself, as they termed it. She might not even be able to walk. Or talk. Or even know who she was. It would be like having a toddler again, only one that would probably never grow up. Lingering on and on. For years. Maybe decades.




Before the accident, he had been willing to put up with her recent enthusiasm for helping the poor and downtrodden. People who weren’t smart enough not to make bad choices, not to continually fall back into trouble. Look at Tamsin—she had made something of herself, gone to college, married him. So why did she feel this need to turn back, to reach out her hand and drag someone else who was less worthy up to her level?



She had told him she felt guilty, but that certainly didn’t make any sense. She said she had been given so much, which was a crock. She hadn’t been given anything. They hadn’t been given anything. He had worked to make their dreams come true.



And that work meant long hours and frequent travel. Now he would need to hire someone to watch her and take care of her needs. Hire a team of people, not only to care for her, but for the house and for Luke.



As Wade looked down at her, he imagined their future. She would never again greet him to ask about his day, rub his shoulders, bring him a Tanqueray and tonic with a fresh slice of lime. She would probably never see the second floor of their house again. He pictured the wheelchair ramp that would have to be installed, like a mongrel’s unfurled black tongue, marring the facade of their beautiful home. Pictured the constant presence of a nurse and probably a housekeeper. There would never be any privacy. Every word overheard, every sight observed, every slight noted. Always someone judging him from behind a professionally blank expression.



But you didn’t get to be as successful as Wade was if you weren’t willing to break a few eggs. To make the hard decisions. To know when to cut your losses.



Only what would he look like if he divorced her? Even if he put Tamsin in the most expensive of nursing homes, he already knew the answer. People would whisper about him behind his back. He would be called cold. Callous. Heartless. He would not be seen as someone you could trust. And in his line of work, it was all about trust. Money was even more important than life and death.




But if he were a widower? Everyone would rally around, try to cheer him up, talk about how brave he was to soldier on. They would fall over themselves trying to help.



When you added it all up, wouldn’t it be better for all of them if she died? Better even for Tamsin? He was sure she wouldn’t want to live like this, lingering in some half-life. And Luke needed a mother who could care for him. Not some crippled thing that would be a drain on all of them. He looked down at the shell on the bed, this poor facsimile of his wife. Tamsin wasn’t even here anymore. All he was left with was this grotesque sack of flesh that couldn’t even breathe on its own but was still determined to drag him down too. Him and Luke. But Wade wouldn’t let it.



His anger fueled him, made it easier to do what needed to be done. Tamsin had changed. He had been willing to overlook that. Willing to take his discreet pleasures elsewhere. Willing to listen to her natter on about the kind of example they were setting for Luke. 



But then those kids at the mall had done this thing to her, left her so broken, left Wade with no other choice. They were making him do this.



He had spent enough time by her side, wondering just how long this could go on, that he had learned a little bit about what all the equipment did. Every time the heart monitor sounded an alarm, the nurses would just turn down the volume. So now Wade did it himself. Then he knelt by her bedside, positioning himself so that he was between her and the camera on the wall. The feed from each room’s camera was displayed at the nurses’ station in one of a series of tiny squares on a monitor.



“Things weren’t perfect between us, darling,” he said in a low voice. “I’m sorry for that.” He unclipped the pulse oximeter from her finger and clipped it onto his own, then glanced up at the monitor. His pulse was a steady 62. Having that home gym installed had paid off.




There were still the five leads glued to her chest, but with the alarm turned down, no one would hear when it sounded.



With his free hand, he pulled the tracheotomy tube loose, as he had seen the nurses do for a few seconds to suction mucous out of her throat.



There. Her chest no longer moved. With no air being pushed into her lungs, she should be gone in a minute or two. He would wait until he was sure, then put the tube back in, return the monitor to her finger, and call for help.



Only she wasn’t quite dead yet. The hair rose on the back of his neck as he watched her.



Tamsin opened her mouth wide. The cords in her neck stood out like wires under her skin. All from some futile, primitive effort to breathe.



It was horrible. He did not want to do this. She was making him do this. Her mouth opening and closing like a fish’s. Why couldn’t she just go quietly? Hiding her face with his upper body, he covered the hole in her throat with his palm. With the other, he pinched her nostrils between his fingers and covered her mouth with his palm.



He was doing her a mercy.



He would want the same if it were him.





CHAPTER 52




Mia slowly turned her head from side to side, trying to ease the kink in her neck. Then she bent over the scratch paper on which she was writing her grocery list. She had spent the morning helping Kali and Eldon pack up and then ferrying their belongings over. Now everyone was more or less settled. Kali was taking a nap, and Gabe had gone out for a run.




Eldon had turned out to be even bigger than Mia remembered. Maybe she should just buy everything she normally did, only at three times the quantity. But she had no idea what he and Kali liked to eat.




She went upstairs. The door to Gabe’s room was ajar. She heard voices speaking a language that wasn’t English. But she was sure Eldon was alone. Maybe he had called someone and was using the speakerphone. But one voice sounded mechanical. It was reciting a string of syllables. Then Eldon repeated what the first voice had said. 




Her curiosity got the better of her. Rapping lightly on the door, she called out, “Eldon?”




“Yeah? Come on in.”




Eldon was sitting at Gabe’s desk with his cell phone in front of him.




“Oh, sorry, are you on the phone?” Mia was already backing out. 




“No, it’s okay. I’m practicing talking to my grandma.”




Which just raised more questions. Mia settled on the first one. “Why do you have to practice?”




“I talk to her every Sunday. She likes it if I speak Samoan with her, but since I don’t speak it that much, I’m not that good. But there’s this app I got on my phone. You can speak in English to it and it will say it back in Samoan. I use it to practice stuff I want to say to her, especially if I don’t know all the words.” He handed her the phone. “Try it.”




The phone was in landscape mode. On one side it read English, on the other Samoan. In the middle was a large pink button.




“Press the button before you start speaking and then when you’re done.”




Mia pressed the button. “This is cool,” she said. “But does it really work?” She pressed the button again.




Detecting language appeared at the top, and then her words showed up on the left-hand side of the screen. After another few seconds more words showed up on the Samoan side. Only now she couldn’t read them. A mechanical voice spoke the syllables.




“There’re apps for all different kinds of languages,” Eldon said.




A light bulb went on for Mia. “What about Chinese?”




“Oh sure, there must be. Probably more than one. Way more people speak Chinese than speak Samoan.”




Apps could do so many things. Say where Gabe was. Pick out a good restaurant. Catch her up on the news. Tell what the weather would be tomorrow. And maybe figure out exactly what sort of help Scott had promised the dishwasher at the Jade Kitchen.




After talking to Eldon for a few more minutes, Mia went back downstairs and picked up her own phone. She typed in Chinese-English translation in the app search bar. A half dozen choices appeared. Speak a sentence and hear the translation! read the first one. Requires active Internet connection to work.




After clicking to download it, she went back to her grocery list and added coconut milk, pineapple, and green bananas—all requests she had gotten from Eldon. Her phone rang.



“Guess who’s just been charged with attempted murder?” Charlie asked without preamble.



“Who?”



“Wade Merritt.”



“Oh no!” Her heart seized. “Did he go after one of the boys?” At least Charlie had said “attempted.” So Wade must not have succeeded.



“No. His wife. He tried to kill Tamsin this morning.”



The idea made Mia recoil. “What?”



“He’s claiming it was supposed to be a mercy killing, that they had had a pact that if either of them was incapacitated, the other would be there to pull the plug. Only in this case it was her ventilator tube. Before he took that out, he disconnected some of her monitors or hooked them up to himself. Unfortunately for him, but fortunately for Tamsin, he didn’t realize that the ventilator also has an alarm that has a bit of a delay. The doctor who responded held him until hospital security could get there, and then they called the cops.”



“So did he do any damage?”



“As far as they can tell, he didn’t do any more damage. She was only without oxygen for a minute or so. Now they’re actually beginning to try to bring her out of her coma and wean her off the ventilator. So time will tell.”



“What a mess. Poor Luke.” Her heart broke for him. “What’s going to happen to him?”



“Tamsin’s mother was already staying in a motel nearby. I guess she’s gonna move in with the kid until things are settled.”



How could things ever be settled, with his mother in a hospital bed and his father in jail? Mia was just thankful he had someone else to turn to.




“Speaking of settled, what are you doing tonight, Charlie? Want to take a little field trip with me to settle what Scott was really up to?”



“Where to?”



“Back to the Jade Kitchen in Coho City. I think I’ve figured out how to talk to the dishwasher.”



“You found someone who speaks Chinese?”



“In a way,” Mia said. “I downloaded a translation app onto my phone. You can talk into it in English and it says the words in Chinese.” 



“They have those?”



She felt briefly superior, even if she hadn’t known any different herself an hour ago. “Yup.”
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The smells behind Jade Kitchen’s Dumpsters were so strong Mia felt like she could chew them. Overlaying the sweetish stench of rotting food was the reek of oil that had been used a thousand times. Used until it burned, then used some more until it went rancid, and then used until it was a black sludge before finally being discarded.



When the dishwasher had talked to her, it had seemed like he had thought of Scott as some sort of force for good. Scott, who had cheated and lied and broken the law.



And it was that—the hope that maybe Scott had not been as reprehensible as she feared—as much as anything that had drawn Mia back here.



The back door opened with a squeal. She peeked around the Dumpster. A man she didn’t recognize came out caring a sloshing metal pot. It slopped onto his already stained white uniform, and he let out what must be a curse in Chinese. While Mia pressed herself even tighter into her hiding spot, he propped open the lid of the trash receptacle—unleashing a new set of smells—and poured in the fetid slop. It was hard to believe that the delicious food they had eaten would ultimately become the source of this horrible stench.




When Mia was beginning to despair of ever seeing him, the dishwasher finally came out. He leaned against the wall and lit a cigarette. In the flare of the lighter, his face was drawn and thin.



Mia made a hissing noise. He straightened up and she hissed again, then stuck out one hand and beckoned.



He looked both ways before coming back around the Dumpster. When he saw her, he seemed both fearful and eager.



Mia held out her phone with the app already open. “What is your name?” she said. “If you talk into the phone, it will speak to me.” She pressed the button and then handed him the phone.



His expression changed as her phone began to speak in Chinese. After a pause, he rattled off a series of words, all the while shaking his head and looking back over his shoulder. Then he stopped and looked at the phone expectantly.



Since he hadn’t pressed the button, she did.



After a pause, the tinny voice said, “My name is Lihong. What are you doing here? This is not you and me security.” The evenly accented words stripped the message of any urgency.



“Do you mean it’s not safe?” Mia asked. “Why is it not safe?” She waited impatiently while the machine translated her words into Chinese and his into English.



“Zhong is a bad person. He hurt us.” Lihong nodded as the computer spoke for him. “He would hurt me to talk to you. If he knows we said, he will be very angry. But you must complete your husband start.”



“I don’t understand,” she said. “What did Scott do for you? How did he help you?”



“We still need someone to help us this terrible man.” Lihong’s eyes never left her face as the voice spoke for him. “You need that person.”




Mia was getting a headache—and she was also beginning to understand why people used human translators instead of apps.




“You need me to help you?”




Lihong nodded emphatically. “His pay, so they will look the other way. Your husband is trying to help us.”




“Look the other way? What are they looking the other way about?” 




A man started shouting from the back door. Lihong’s head whipped around. His eyes were wide with fear.




Mia froze. Her heart was beating so loudly it was a wonder they didn’t hear it in the kitchen.




The man called out again. He sounded like Kenny Zhong. He also sounded closer.




Lihong pointed at his chest and then inside, put his finger to his lips, and backed away.




Mia risked peeping around the corner of the Dumpster. When Zhong saw Lihong, he shouted at him again, then slapped him full force across his left ear. The dishwasher cowered, holding the side of his head.




From her hand, the phone began to speak the words Kenny had yelled. “Who were you talking to?” Mia frantically pressed the volume. “Do you want to live . . .” Finally the mechanized voice died away to nothing.




Zhong had stopped speaking. He stood with his arm raised over Lihong, but he was staring right at Mia.




Or had been. Because she was running back to Charlie as fast as she could.






CHAPTER 53


SUNDAY




When his phone rang at one in the morning, Vin groaned. Nothing good happened at this time of night. He resisted the urge just to let it ring.




“Hello?”




“I have a problem,” his boss said. A long sigh. “And I need you to clean it up.”




“What is it?” He was already stepping into his pants, reaching for his gun.




“It is not my fault.” The man was really too old to whine, but he was whining now.




“What’s not your fault?” Since no one could see him, Vin rolled his eyes.




“She is always after me. Always. And whatever I give her, it is never enough. Tonight we had a fight. She kept saying she wanted to go back to where she was before. That she was tired of living a secret life.”




The boss’s girlfriend. A blonde, but not really. Big breasts that the boss had bought and paid for even before she left Scott Quinn to become his full-time girlfriend. Pretty, but not stupid. Or not stupid enough. She had snagged herself a rich businessman, but not one who could afford to flaunt his riches in a way that would attract the tax man. But she was the kind of poor and pretty girl that dreamed of being photographed, of being gossiped about, of her own reality show. The kind of attention that someone living on the wrong side of the law most certainly didn’t want.




His boss had more money than he knew what to do with. From the outside, his home looked modest. Inside, it was filled with expensive rugs, antiques, artwork, and furniture. The girl had designer clothes on her skinny back, expensive rings on her fingers, diamonds around her neck and in her ears. Occasionally she even demanded that Vin be her driver, like he was a chauffeur. And then she filled his ears with nothing but complaints.




She hadn’t been happy with any of it, not even the loads of cash his boss dropped on meals and trips to exotic places.




She wanted a nicer house. A much nicer house. Say an Arts and Crafts style, something in the three-million-dollar range. Or one of those electric roadsters. A Tesla, was that what they called it? George Clooney had one. She didn’t seem to be able to get it through the thick skull underneath all that dyed hair that cash transactions over $10,000 had to be reported to the IRS. That George Clooney made his money legally and everyone expected him to flash it around. So of course he had an Italian villa.




His boss had managed to buy her a boat. An actual yacht. Found a private buyer who was willing to accept cash and look the other way. But she still wasn’t happy.




The girl wasn’t that old, but she must have figured out that her sell-by date was fast approaching. And that maybe she didn’t want to spend what was left with a man who was at least twice her age.




“She saw what was coming and she actually jumped out of the car,” his boss continued. “But she didn’t get far in those stupid heels of hers. I always told her those things would kill her.” A laugh like a seal’s bark. “It seems I was correct. Now I need you to make her go away. I took her purse, took the rings from her fingers, took anything that might identify her.”




That wasn’t enough, which he was sure his boss knew as well as he did. She still had a face. She still had teeth. She still had fingerprints.



He was going to have to change all that. And fast. And then dump the body someplace where, with luck, it might not be found, at least not for a long while.



These things should be done with finesse. Planning. If you wanted to kill someone, you thought about it beforehand. You did not get into an argument with a piece of fluff. And when she made you angry and ran from you, you did not impulsively shoot her down and then call someone else to clean it up.



Seven months ago his boss had been so hot for this girl, with her blond hair and her snub nose like a child’s. Her arms and legs, perfectly shaped and flawless as a doll’s. Now he had broken her.



“I wish you had let me handle this from the beginning,” he said. His boss liked to keep those soft hands of his clean. He was tired of his boss making messes and expecting someone else to pick up after him.



There was a long silence from the other end of the phone. Long enough that Vin had time to regret what he had just said.





CHAPTER 54




When dispatch called at a little after three a.m., Charlie resisted the urge to pull the covers over his head and ignore the shrill trill of the phone. Nothing good happened at this hour of the morning.




In this case, a homeless man searching an industrial area for a place to bed down had instead found the body of a young woman. The report was a little garbled, but it sounded like he might even have surprised the killer in the act.




In Charlie’s experience, people were more afraid of crime than ever, even though the reality was that by year’s end fewer than thirty people would be murdered in Seattle. This girl would be number twenty-three, maybe number twenty-four, something like that.




Of course, if you were one of the dead, that statistic was of no comfort.




When Charlie got to the scene, he found a half dozen patrol cars parked near a long ribbon of yellow crime-scene tape. He talked to Kirk Snell, who had been the first uniform to arrive. He had frozen the scene and interviewed the witness, a middle-aged guy with a matted, grizzled beard that hid most of his face. Now the homeless man stood shivering in a dirty sweater, pants held up with what looked like a purple bathrobe tie, and worn boots without laces.




“The medical examiner and the CSIs are on their way,” Kirk said.



“Did you find anything other than her body?”



“She was shot, but I didn’t find the gun. There’s pruning shears and a hammer next to the body, though. And two of her fingertips are missing.”



Charlie winced. “What’s her head look like?” Someone had obviously gone to some work to make her anonymous.



Kirk shrugged. “No idea. The RP”—he meant reporting party—“put his coat over it. Even though her fingers weren’t bleeding, I still checked her wrist for a pulse, just in case. But she’s for sure dead, and I didn’t want to disturb the evidence. Then I called it in, put up the tape, and called you.” He turned and looked at the yellow tape. “You okay with where it is?”



Charlie eyeballed the distances. His back-pocket rule was to rope off at least one hundred feet from the farthest item of visible evidence. Here the crime-scene tape was at least two hundred and fifty feet from the body, so that was good. It was easier to decrease the size of an area than to increase it, and he didn’t need any press onlookers destroying any evidence. If this had been a high-traffic area, he would have had Kirk set up a second perimeter, one where bigwigs and the press could feel like they were getting better access. But few people came to this industrial area.



Right now, Charlie’s money was on her being a prostitute. It was even possible the mutilation hadn’t been done to hide her identity. A few years earlier a serial killer in Oregon had killed prostitutes and cut off their feet for twisted reasons of his own.



“What’s the RP like?” he asked Kirk. They both looked over at the guy, who was blowing on his hands trying to warm them.



“For someone who probably drinks all day, he seems pretty with-it,” Kirk said. “He had to go about half a mile before he managed to find someone with a cell phone. Then he came back here and waited for me. There’re a couple of cars patrolling the neighborhood, looking for the guy he spooked. But I’m betting whoever did this is long gone.”




“Do you think he could ID him?”



Kirk twisted his lips. “You could try asking him, but I don’t think he was ever close enough.”



Pulling on vinyl gloves he took from his belt, Charlie ducked under the crime-scene tape. He turned on his flashlight and swept it back and forth over the tarmac. All he saw were a few pieces of windblown trash, which would still have to be collected in case they turned out to be evidence. Finally he reached the dead woman and let the flashlight play over her. She lay on her back next to a loading dock, her head only a few inches from the concrete ramp. She wore black high-heeled boots, skintight dark-wash jeans, and a tight red sweater that showed off both her outsize breasts and the two-inch hole over her heart. Judging by the pool of blood she was lying in, she hadn’t died right away. There was enough blood that the smell hung in the air and the coppery taste furred Charlie’s tongue.



No coat, even though it was too cold not to wear one. The coat that covered her head had to have come from the guy who found her. It was stained and matted with layers of food and dirt.



Her left hand drew Charlie’s eye. Three fingers bore a French manicure. The other two, the pinky and the ring, had been cut off at the first knuckle. He leaned down until he was a few inches away. White skin at the base where rings had been. Had the fingers been chopped off to make it easier to rob her? But even the intact fingers still showed the ghosts of rings. Whatever the reason, Kirk was right—there was very little blood. That meant the injuries had been inflicted after she was dead, or postmortem, as the medical examiner would phrase it.



Charlie scanned the ground but didn’t see the fingertips. A bloodstained pair of pruning shears lay on the asphalt next to a hammer. It was all too easy to imagine what was under the coat—a face smashed into pulp, teeth turned into chips of ivory.




But he wasn’t going to look. While the scene was Charlie’s to investigate, the body belonged to the medical examiner. Charlie wasn’t allowed to move it, take property from it, search its pockets for ID, or fingerprint it. Those tasks were the medical examiner’s.



Whoever she was, someone had hoped to make her anonymous. A few minutes more and he might have succeeded.



He dipped back under the tape and went up to the homeless guy. “I’m Charlie Carlson with the Seattle PD. Homicide.” He offered his hand.



“Hey, man. I’m Tom Lyle.” He was shivering in the brisk breeze, which smelled of diesel fumes.



“Can you tell me what you saw tonight?”



“I was walking around that corner”—Lyle pointed—“when I saw this dude bending over someone lying on the ground. He had something white clamped between his knees. His hands were bright yellow, like maybe he was wearing dishwashing gloves. And in one of them he had some kind of big pair of scissors. About then is when I realized he was cutting off someone’s finger.” He raised his eyebrows.



“What did you do then?”



“I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know if the person was alive or dead. But I also figured that somebody who would cut off someone’s fingers probably wouldn’t care too much about hurting me. So I stepped back around the corner so he couldn’t see me, and I made my voice real deep and I said”—his voice dropped an octave—“ ‘Police! Stop right there!’ And when I looked again, he was booking the other way. After I was sure he was gone, I went over to see if I could help, but she was dead. At least she didn’t feel what he did to her.”



“Would you recognize the guy if you saw him again?”



Lyle blew air out of pursed lips. “He was white. That’s about all I know.”




“Big? Small?”




“Average.”




“What color was his hair?”




“He was wearing a black knit hat. All his clothes were black.”




Charlie was getting nowhere fast. “So you saw him run away? Was there anything distinctive about his run? A limp or anything?” 




“Nah.”




“Did you see a vehicle?” Charlie asked. “Hear it?”




“Sorry.”




“Did you hear or see anyone else?”




Lyle shook his head.




“And why did you put your coat over her head?”




“I felt bad that somebody done her like that,” Lyle said. “It just seemed right to cover her face.”




“So her face is pretty messed up?”




“What?” Lyle looked surprised. “Nah. She’s a pretty thing. All he done to her was cut her two fingers off.”




So Lyle must have surprised the man just as he was beginning his work.




Charlie imagined Lyle shrugging out of his coat, laying it over the woman’s face as tenderly as a mother might cover a sleeping child. The charity of it surprised him. “We’re gonna need to keep your coat, I’m afraid. When we’re done here, I’ll see if one of the officers can run you over to a shelter, maybe get you another.”




“I’d appreciate that.” Lyle rubbed his hands up and down his arms. “Not the shelter—I don’t like them—but a coat would be nice. It’s cold.”




Which was an understatement. Charlie made a note to ask if any of the officers might have an old blanket in the trunk that Lyle could use in the meantime. His old coat would go into a clean evidence bag. The girl would go in another. Locard’s Exchange Principle said that whenever there was contact between two items, there would always be an exchange, even if it might not be visible to the naked eye. So the coat would have left some fibers on the dead girl, and the dead girl must have left something on the coat, even if it was just a hair or two. They needed the coat to rule it out as the source of anything else they found on the body so they would know it hadn’t come from the killer. It was even possible that the killer had left some trace evidence on the girl, which had then been transferred to the coat. To help sort it out, the medical examiner would want Lyle’s fingerprints as well as a sample of his hair.




And speak of the devil. Here was the medical examiner, Doug Pietsch, his bald head gleaming in the lights that one of the CSIs was setting up. He and Charlie nodded at each other, then walked back together to look again at the corpse.



“Judging by the blood loss, I would say she was killed here.” Doug leaned down and wiggled her knee with his gloved hand. “Within the last two hours, maybe a little longer.” He started to straighten up, then stopped and pointed. “Hey, what’s that?”



Charlie lifted the beam of his flashlight and a chill went down his spine. There was blood on the wall. Not the fine mist from the gunshot. Not cast off from the amputations. No. This was deliberate. Someone had left a scrawled message behind. With gloved fingers, Charlie lifted the girl’s wrist and looked at her intact right hand. Like the left hand, tan lines at the base of every finger showed where rings had once rested. But it was her index finger that he focused on. It was a solid red to the second knuckle.



Before she died, the dead girl had written in her own blood, dipped her finger to the wound in her chest or to the puddle she lay in. Left behind a message so important that she had spent the last few seconds of her life writing it. In wavering letters three inches high, it read:



9370 



The only problem was that Charlie had no idea what it meant.





CHAPTER 55




Ninety-three seventy,” Doug read aloud. “What do you think that means?”




Charlie stared at it, suddenly wishing he had a big cup of coffee. Ideally, with four shots of espresso. “I have no clue,” he told the medical examiner. “I guess it could be a house number. Or maybe a locker number.”




“Or the number of a safe-deposit box,” Doug contributed. “Or maybe the combination to a lock?” He leaned forward, his big head tilted to one side. He looked more interested than Charlie ever remembered him being. Dead bodies, even those missing two digits, were his workaday reality. But four numbers scrawled in blood? That was new. Or at least newish.




Each number was shakier than the last. Maybe the actual number was even longer but the victim hadn’t had the strength to finish. “Maybe it’s part of her Social Security number?” Charlie guessed.




“Or two of the winning Powerball numbers.” Doug grinned. “Maybe she’s trying to tell us we need to play them.”




“It’s got to have been pretty important for her to write it in her own blood.”




“Maybe it’s some kind of code, in case the guy noticed what she had done,” Doug said. “She might have figured that if he didn’t understand it, maybe he wouldn’t try to destroy it.”




“If every letter is a number, then ninety-three seventy would be”—Charlie counted on his fingers—“I, C, G, and I don’t know what zero would be. I guess that wouldn’t work anyway. Not with twenty-six letters and only ten numbers.” An idea teased him, then faded when he tried to pin it down. “If it is a code, it won’t do us much good if we can’t figure it out.”




While they were speaking, two Seattle PD criminalists—a man and a woman—drove up and parked outside the perimeter of the crime-scene tape. They got out of their car and began to put on shoe coverings, hairnets, and white Tyvek suits they took from the trunk. The white suits would keep them from leaving trace evidence, as well as protect them from any biohazards, which was what they called all the liquids that leaked out of dead people. Although as scenes went, this one wasn’t bad.




It was going to be a long day. In his head, Charlie ran through everything he would need to do. He needed to walk around the scene again, picking out what he wanted the criminalists to photograph or process. He would note places where they should look for fingerprints, maybe even shoe impressions if there were any patches of dirt.




When it came to photos, his rule was to document everything, even things that didn’t seem important. You only had one chance to work a scene. A photograph might offer the only clues they would ever have. It wasn’t like a lab sample that could be tested again as long as you hadn’t used it up. Once the photographs were done, Doug would bag the woman’s hands—or what remained of them—to preserve any trace evidence. He would then place the coat and the corpse in clean body bags.




Meanwhile, Charlie would be assigning officers to search nearby Dumpsters and the warehouse itself, even though it looked like it had been shuttered for years. Closed didn’t necessarily mean empty. Empty spaces attracted human pests just as much as animal and insect ones. He also needed to re-interview Tom Lyle in more detail.




It might be hard to figure out what was trash and what might be evidence. When in doubt, take it all, was Charlie’s motto. But his gut told him they would be lucky to find anything. In many ways, this felt like the work of a professional. Whoever it was had come prepared with gloves and tools. Most people would have had to work their way up to snipping off fingers, but Charlie had seen no hesitation marks on the girl’s hand. And there was no sign of his shell casings or the girl’s fingers, so he must have taken them away. What kind of man could slip two fingers in his pocket as if they were as commonplace as coins?




Then again, if this had been planned, why hadn’t the killer taken the victim to some isolated place where she might never have been found and killed her there? Even if he had planned on dumping the body once he was finished obliterating any easy way to identify her, he would still be leaving behind a big pool of blood that would surely draw questions if anyone noticed it before the rain washed it away.




Charlie needed to walk the neighborhood, looking for evidence and witnesses. Stop to talk to laborers and forklift drivers. The victim’s lack of a coat pointed to her coming here in some kind of vehicle. His mental to-do list got longer. Check with taxi companies. Check the registration of any parked cars in the area to see if they belonged to her. Seek out nearby security cams to see if they had any relevant footage. Send out a notice to law enforcement agencies. Check with missing persons.




With luck, once Doug got her back to the morgue, the fingerprints on her remaining fingers would match someone in the system. If she was a prostitute—and the inflated breasts, high heels, and missing rings made him think she was—she had probably been picked up before.




Whoever she was, once the victim had been identified, Charlie would learn everything he could about her. It was like a spiral, the beginning of the yellow brick road. You started at the center, with the victim, then worked your way out in a logical order, making wider and wider circles. And somewhere along the path you figured out the why, even if it really only made sense to the killer. Then you figured out the who.



He and Doug backed off while one of the criminalists took establishing photographs of the body, Lyle’s coat still across the head. Then she took midrange photos, close-ups, and finally more close-ups of the bullet wound and the mutilated hand with a paper ruler laid down for scale. When she was finished, she called Doug over to lift up the coat so she could take photos of the woman’s face. After Doug moved her, they would take photos of the ground where she had lain.



But when Doug slowly peeled back the coat with his gloved hands, Charlie sucked in his breath. “Wait a minute.” He leaned closer. 



He’d seen her only in pictures, but he was sure of it, even though her hair was now a brighter blond that looked nearly brassy in the bright lights the criminalists had set up. Even though the painted lips were no longer curved up in a smile.



“I know this girl.”



Doug and the criminalist were watching him curiously. “Who is it?”



“Her name’s Betty Eastman.” The girl Scott had been having an affair with. The girl Jared said had disappeared the same night Scott was killed. “Her boyfriend told me that he hadn’t seen her since April fourteenth.”



But this body was fresh. Clearly she hadn’t died that night seven months ago.




Charlie tilted his head as he regarded Betty’s slack mouth and half-open eyes. Where had she been for the last seven months?




Even if Betty had once been Scott’s killer, now she was someone else’s victim.






CHAPTER 56




Eli got to the Tilikum Place Café before Mia. Even though they only liked to seat complete parties, he talked the waitress into letting him snag the last table. While the restaurant wasn’t very big and every seat was now taken, the high ceilings and front wall of windows made the space feel larger than it really was.




Five minutes later Mia walked in, cheeks pink from the cold. Under a long black North Face raincoat, she wore black pants and a turquoise sweater that set off her blue eyes.




Eli stood up and stepped around the table to pull out her chair for her. As she sat down, she turned to smile over her shoulder at him. He was close enough to smell her hair.




“What are you going to get?” he asked as she perused the menu. He poured her coffee from the carafe he had ordered.




“A Dutch Baby.” It was the specialty of the house, cooked in its own individual frying pan. Eli had been considering ordering it, but then the waitress arrived and described the special: a house-made biscuit split open and filled with Beecher’s flagship cheddar, arugula, an over-easy egg, and bacon. And it came with home fries.




“I’ll have that,” he said. “And she’ll have the Dutch Baby.” He looked at Mia. “Do you want orange juice?” When she nodded, he added, “And two large orange juices.”




“So has there been a lot of fallout from your decision not to charge them as adults?” Eli asked once the waitress had left. His hope was to get Jackson the help that he so clearly needed. The boy still had a spark of promise inside him.



Mia looked around and then leaned close. “Oh, you mean besides Dominic Raines saying this was the proof the voters needed to kick Frank out of office?” Her voice was so low that Eli leaned in too. “I think people at the office are worried I’ve just pushed more votes Dominic’s way.”



“Is Frank D’Amato one of those people?” Just the thought made Eli angry.



“He said it was my decision and he would stand by it. But he didn’t look very happy.” Mia sighed. “The thing is, the public doesn’t understand how our office functions. Raines is saying we’re letting criminals off lightly. A lot of people have the misconception that offenders have been pled away. They think a plea is a reduction, but in King County a lot of people plead as charged. So that saves everyone time and money. But Raines talks about plea bargains like they’re bad things.”



“What will you do if he wins?”



“I don’t know. Even if Raines is elected, I’d still have a few months before he was actually sworn in. And I doubt he’d push me out the first week.” She gave him a crooked smile. “But maybe by the second.”



He thanked his lucky stars that in Washington public defenders were appointed, not elected.



Their food came, and for a minute they were too busy eating to say much. Eli’s sandwich was amazing: salty, savory, crunchy, chewy, cheesy, and delicious. Judging by the way she was closing her eyes and smiling while she chewed, Mia’s food was equally good. 



He spoke around a second mouthful. “Would you ever think of going into private practice?” Many a former prosecutor had, touting their insider knowledge of what it was like on the other side. “Maybe corporate law?”




“One thing I know I couldn’t do is civil law.” She made a face and Eli mirrored it.



Civil cases could last years, with hours devoted to the finer points of civil procedure. The rest of the time went to the process known as “discovery,” where lawyers got into huge fights over inherently uninteresting documents like tax returns. Once they finally obtained these documents, they then spent days, weeks, or months reading them—but most would never find their way into a trial.



“Criminal law is way more interesting, that’s for sure,” Eli said.



“I can honestly say I enjoy every day at work.” Mia pointed her fork at him. “How many people can say that? Every case is different. And the facts can be exciting or bizarre or tragic. But they are always interesting. And they are never the same.”



“I totally get where you’re coming from.” Eli nodded as he spoke. “I could never work for a white-shoe law firm. For them, everything is the bigger, the better: the bigger house, the bigger car, the bigger salary.” That’s the way Lydia had looked at the world. She had thought it was a waste for Eli to pour himself into his cases, working harder and harder even though the money would never get any better.



Mia snagged a home fry off his plate, and he mock swatted at her. After popping it into her mouth she said, “This might sound sappy, but I kind of like causes.”



Eli thought of Rachel, who would be going to college in a year. He still wasn’t sure how he would be able to afford that. “Still, there’s something to be said for money.”



“I should have told you”—Mia gave him a smile—“I’m paying for my half. Wouldn’t want anyone to accuse me of a conflict of interest.”



“So you’re saying you could be bought for a Dutch Baby?”




“When you put it that way, it really sounds wrong. And besides, you’re forgetting the home fries.” She snatched another one from his plate. “And the coffee.”




A single blond curl framed her blue eye. Eli suddenly wanted to lean forward and kiss her in the worst way. Right here in the restaurant.




Maybe she sensed it, because she sat back and said, “How long have you been divorced?”




“Lydia left a little over a year ago,” he said, which was mostly the truth. “She thought we got married too young.”




“Did you?”




“I was nineteen, she was eighteen. So, yes, we were both too young.”




Eli had volunteered for the army after high school graduation. The army, in its infinite wisdom, had trained him to be a paralegal, which actually turned out to be a pretty good fit for him. On one of his leaves, Lydia got pregnant. She was still in school. She graduated, but she was four months along when she walked down the aisle of her high school auditorium in a cheap green satin graduation gown. And five months pregnant when she married him, this time wearing a cheap white satin gown.




Lydia had always complained that she had just moved from one house to another. She had never gotten to live on her own, never gotten to be independent. She had gone from being a child to being a mother.




“You must look at Rachel and think about how young you guys really were. I mean, she’s, what, only a year younger than your wife was when you got married?”




Eli did think about it, but he still felt defensive. “At the time, it seemed like the right solution.” He didn’t spell out the pregnancy, figuring Mia could read between the lines. “But Lydia always felt she missed out on being a teenager. So she started acting like she could still be one. The summer she left I would come home from work and find her hanging around the pool with our daughter and her friends.” In a bikini, no less. “Rachel was embarrassed, but I think the boys thought it was cool. One day I caught Lydia smoking pot with two of them.” His face flushed as he remembered.




Mia winced.



“I had already realized that Rachel was getting off track. But it wasn’t until that day that I realized it was my wife who was the one leading her down the garden path. She’d practically whisper in Rachel’s ear: ‘You’re young, you need to go out and have fun while you still can.’ ” He blew air through pursed lips, remembering. “I asked Lydia to go to counseling at our church. She refused, and then she stopped going to church.” He had pleaded, begged, promised—but it hadn’t done any good. And then she was gone. “And that was pretty much it.”



Mia was silent for a long time, cradling her coffee cup in her hands. “Did you love her?”



He was surprised. “Of course I did. You can’t live with someone for seventeen years and not love them. Of course, you can’t live that long with someone and not hate them too. And find them annoying and boring and wonderful and surprising and funny. I finally gave her a choice. Me or her new lifestyle.” He bit his lip. “She chose the lifestyle.”



“So how’s Rachel dealing with it?”



“She doesn’t say much, but it’s been hard. When her mom left, she didn’t just leave me, she left Rachel too. And the poor kid can’t help thinking it has something to do with her. When it’s really all about her mom. When we were still living in Portland, Rachel started getting into trouble, hanging out with a bad group of kids. So I decided to move up here, get a fresh start.”



“Has it worked?”



A heaviness settled in his chest. “Maybe. I don’t know.” He spoke before he had a chance to consider whether it was a good idea to tell the truth. “The other day I’m pretty sure she was high. Her eyes looked swollen and she couldn’t stop giggling. Then she tried to put her plate in the upper rack of the dishwasher even though it obviously wouldn’t fit.” He had watched her keep trying, though, while his dinner turned into a leaden lump in his stomach.




Mia leaned forward. “Gabe’s had his problems too. A few months ago he was with a group of kids that robbed a convenience store. He didn’t take anything, and he came forward afterward, so he wasn’t charged. I just worry which way his life is going to go. What other choices he’s going to make.”



Eli felt relieved. There were times when he talked to other parents, even other single parents, and he felt like a loser. Their kids, at least according to them, always got good grades, never got into trouble, and volunteered to clean up without being asked. They even did real volunteer work.



“It’s hard to be a single parent. And it’s hard to be a kid and not have two parents.” He hesitated. “You told me earlier that you thought your husband might have been murdered.”



“Charlie has a theory,” Mia began.



Eli nodded. He hadn’t been too impressed with Charlie, with his slouch and long hair.



Mia explained it to him while Eli tried to look like he was keeping an open mind. Maybe homicide detectives started seeing murder everyplace they looked. The whole thing seemed complicated. Newton’s first law of motion? Plus, Eli had a feeling there might be parts Mia was glossing over. Still, she was an open book compared to Lydia.



“If Charlie’s right and Scott was murdered,” he pointed out, “then whoever did it is not going to be happy that you’re trying to figure it out.”



“I’m thinking it’s related to something Scott did. Not me.” She bit her lip. “I’m wondering if this restaurant owner who was one of Scott’s clients was involved. I was kind of sneaking around yesterday, talking to one of his employees, and then I actually saw the owner hit the poor man. He didn’t know I was there. I’m thinking of calling the state department of labor, only I’m worried I’ll just make this guy lose his job.”




Sneaking around trying to solve Scott’s murder? This was exactly the kind of thing Eli was afraid of. “But, Mia, don’t you see that this can be—”


Her phone rang, interrupting him. She looked at it, her finger hovering over the button to dismiss it, then she took a closer look and picked it up instead.



“This is Mia.” As she listened, the smile fell from her face like a plate from a shelf. Eli felt himself tense as she asked a series of questions.



“How did she die? . . . In her own blood?” Her voice was filled with disbelief. “What was the number?” Then she repeated, “Nine three seven oh. That doesn’t mean anything to me either . . . Okay, I’ll talk to you soon.” She ended the call and then looked up at Eli. “Sorry about that.”



“I couldn’t help overhearing. Did someone you know die?”



The look she gave him wasn’t easy to decipher. Embarrassment, anger, fear? A little of everything? “My late husband’s girlfriend.”





CHAPTER 57


TUESDAY




Mia had spent the last few days in a blur. Everyone was still adjusting to having two more people in the house. Charlie was keeping her up-to-date on his hunt to find Betty’s killer, but so far it was coming up empty. Today was the election, and tempers were running high at the office as everyone wondered whether they would wake up to the news of a new boss.




On her way home from work, Mia started sneezing. Great. She was getting a cold. Leaning forward, she rummaged through the glove box for a packet of tissues, careful not to take her eyes off the road. Instead, her fingers touched the black jewelry box that held the engagement ring Scott had planned to give Betty. She had put it there after meeting with Oleg, not able to bring herself to bring it back into her house.




But what if one day Gabe rummaged for a tissue or a pair of sunglasses? Even though it was so small, it felt like the box gave out a toxic glow, like something radioactive that would slowly poison bones and blood.




When Oleg had told her the truth about the ring’s value, Mia had originally thought she should keep it to remind her of Scott’s bone-deep perfidy. Not only to her, but even to his mistress.




But really, what was the point of that? Every day she was reminded of how he had lied to her, how he had already begun to abandon her and their children. She was reminded when she worried about whether she could afford new tires for the car. When she wished that her kids would stop growing out of their clothes. When she had to pay a bill that Scott had run up. For all she knew, this ring had been put on one of the many credit cards he had left behind.




Mia hadn’t yet gotten on the freeway, so she pulled over and Googled “jewelry stores” on her phone. There was one only a half mile away.




Located in a small shopping area with stores on three sides of a parking lot, Streeter’s Jewelry wasn’t nearly as nice as Oleg’s Jewels and Gems. But it had a sign in the window that said, “We pay cash for your jewelry,” and that was all she cared about. Oleg had told her Scott had paid seven or eight hundred for the ring, that the setting was 18-karat gold. She thought of the heft of it. Once you pried out the cubic zirconia, the rest could be melted down.




A bell jingled overhead when she walked in. It was a small store, with glass cases on three sides of the room. A man stepped out from the back. He was older, Hispanic looking, with a dark suit like a banker’s and long silver sideburns to show that he also had an artistic side.




“May I help you?”




“I’d like to sell this ring.” She held out the black box. It was a relief to put it in his palm.




“Oh?” He raised an eyebrow.




She said evenly, “It reminds me of a past relationship.” Just not hers. “Could you tell me how much it’s worth?”




Screwing a jeweler’s loupe to his left eye, he snapped open the box, then plucked the ring from inside and leaned down to look at it under a light.




Even though it would be a relief to be rid of it, realistically, how much could she expect to get? Oleg had probably exaggerated the value, trying to help a widow in need without embarrassing either of them.



Then again, even a couple hundred dollars would be welcome. And it would be out of her life, which was even more important.



He lifted his head and took the loupe from his eye. “It’s a beautiful piece,” he said slowly. “The cut, the clarity, the color. Of course, we can only offer you the wholesale value, not the retail.” His eyes were a very light brown with gold flecks. “To be honest, you might try selling it as a private party. You might be able to get more for it.”



“I’d feel kind of strange about that,” Mia said. “I mean, I would tell them right up front that it’s a fake, but I’d still feel like one of those men with the watches hung up inside their raincoats.”



His eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about? This is no fake.”



“What?” The room seemed to be rotating around her, and she put her hand on the counter to steady herself. “Are you saying it’s real?”



“Very much so. I could give you maybe twenty thousand for it, but if you sold it as a private party, you could probably get thirty.”



“But I was told by another jeweler that it was a fake. He said it was a very good fake, but still a fake.”



He snorted. “He was right about it being very good. Just not about it being fake. Let me ask you something. Did he offer to take it off your hands?”



Mia remembered how alarmed Oleg had looked when she had started laughing at the news. “He told me he could buy it back if I was having a problem with money.”



“Buy it back?”




“He has two shops. One sells gems, the other costume jewelry. He said my husband had bought the ring from the costume jewelry one.”




“He lied to you,” he said flatly. “He was trying to cheat you. You should report him to the Better Business Bureau.”




Mia felt off balance. What else might Oleg have lied about?






CHAPTER 58




Charlie sat at his desk staring at a photograph of the number: 9370. Betty had used her last few heartbeats to leave a message, a message so vital that she had chosen to write it in her own blood.




But he had no idea what it was.




He typed 9370 into Google.




It was a BlackBerry model number. So had Betty been trying to hint they needed to look at a phone?




But it turned out to also be the model number of a radar detector, an International truck, and an IBM mainframe computer released in 1986. In addition, it was the name of a gene that was involved with metabolic and hormonal processes. None of these seemed like anything Betty would care about.




Remembering Doug’s theory that it might have only been a partial number, Charlie Googled 937 to see if it was an area code. It was—in Ohio. 937-0. So had she wanted them to call the operator in Ohio?




The number was the only real clue he had. As for Betty herself, there was no yellow brick road to follow. She had no family and had grown up in a series of foster placements. The clothes she had been wearing when she died were expensive, but not exclusive enough to be traced back to a single buyer. The last friend she’d had seemed to have been Jared. And according to him, Betty had dropped out of sight the day Scott was murdered. April was also the last month she seemed to have had a cell phone contract, a job, any activity on her credit cards, or gone to school.




So something must have happened to Betty around the same time, or even the very night Scott died. Both airbags had been deployed, so if she had been in the car and wearing her seat belt, she could have survived in much better shape than Scott had. Especially assuming no one had taken a club to her head afterward. Had someone caused the accident, taken her, and then gotten tired of her?



With a groan Charlie pushed himself back from his desk and walked over to the break room. He came back with a cup of sludgy coffee that smelled like it had sat on the burner since Monday. His grandma would have said it was the kind of coffee that would put hair on your chest.



He walked around his desk to get back to his chair, his eyes still on the photo.



And suddenly Charlie saw what Betty’s last message had been.



He pictured Betty, her heart pumping erratically, lying on her back, not strong enough to get to her feet. Not even strong enough to sit up or roll over. Dipping her finger in her own blood, reaching back, writing her note with the last of her strength. Her brain already affected by a lack of oxygen before it finally shut down altogether.



She had written it so that it was right side up for her.



It wasn’t 9370.



It was OLEG.



CHAPTER 59


Vin waited for the three men to emerge from the workroom. As required, they had stripped before they walked into the room as naked as the day they were born. Inside the room, his boss supplied everything they needed: the bunny suits, the gloves, the breathing masks. As well as the hammers, the gaudy necklaces, the scales, the packaging.


Even with the masks, when they were done they would still stagger out of the room with pupils so wide they looked like those Japanese cartoon characters that he thought were called anime. Then he would search them, put his own gloved hands on their sweating, trembling bodies to make sure they hadn’t hidden any of the precious commodity in an orifice.


From inside the room the rhythmic tap, tap, tap still echoed. Each of the men gently striking one of the huge necklaces shaped like hearts and covered with rhinestones. The necklaces that had been chosen not for any sense of beauty, but solely for how much they could hold.


There was a cracking sound as one of the necklaces finally yielded. Revealing its own white, powdery heart.



Pure cocaine. 


Then his phone rang. 
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In the old days everyone knew if you wanted something done right, you went to Vin. A bank robbery that happened minutes after the casino made a deposit? He was your man. Did you want someone dead but no one to be suspicious? Let Vin take care of it, and no one would even guess it was a hit. He had been responsible for five “accidents,” two missing persons, and one businessman who was believed to have run off with his mistress.


The key to being successful, to keeping out of prison, was to plan everything in advance. Before you did any kind of job, whether it was a hit or a robbery, you began by familiarizing yourself with the routine you planned to disrupt.


You figured out one quick escape route, but you also had another, longer one, in case some Joe Citizen looking for a merit badge decided to follow you and you had to shake him loose. You mapped and timed both primary and secondary routes. You stole license plates from parked cars. You stole parked cars. You rented garages to park the stolen cars with the new stolen plates.


When you did a job, you never carried anything that if dropped could later be traced back to you. No cell phones. No scraps of paper with your girlfriend’s phone number. No nothing, up to and including your wallet. And you never touched anything with your bare hands.


The last time he had done a job in haste, it had gone wrong. Terribly wrong. Nineteen years of prison wrong. He had gone in a strong man, a man in the prime of life, a man who could scare people just by looking at them, and had come out an old man.


But it wasn’t like he had a pension plan. He was going to have to work until he was dead.


Now all Vin’s rules, produced by years of careful study and thought, kept being broken. Not because of anything he did, but because of his new boss. Oleg was unpredictable. Oleg made messes. Oleg was jovial, until very suddenly he wasn’t.


Vin was just Oleg’s errand boy. Sixty-two years old and this was what he had been reduced to. Shakedowns, threats, bribes. Low-level muscle. Sometimes even playing the part of a driver, dressed in a black suit that was too tight across the shoulders. He was also the guy who pulled on vinyl gloves and did cavity searches. And, very rarely, there was the termination that called for his special skills. Planning Scott Quinn’s murder, making sure it looked like an accident, had been the most interesting thing he had done all year.


Now what Oleg was demanding of him was hasty, pulled together far too fast for Vin’s taste. It was too haphazard to even be called a plan. He didn’t like the sound of it at all. It was one thing to be sicced on someone who should have known what they were getting into, but civilians were a different matter. They had their world, and he had his. He didn’t like overlap.


Of course there were people who tried to straddle both sides. Like that Scott Quinn. Letting himself be eased from one thing to the next until one day he woke up and had second thoughts a little too late. Tax evasion was one thing, he had actually told Oleg, but cocaine was another.


In the last few seconds of his life, as Vin took a baseball bat to his head, maybe he had realized they weren’t that far apart.




CHAPTER 60


Mia parked her car in the U-Dub parking lot, then got out and went over to the passenger side. As she leaned in to gather her papers and books, she was overcome with exhaustion. The last thing she wanted was to teach tonight.


She realized a man was standing behind her. Too close. With a gasp, she straightened up and whirled around. Then she recognized him. It was Alvin Turner. The older man who had stopped and tried to help Scott. Tried to help him even after Scott had bullied him.


Only why was he here? At the University of Washington?


And something about his face had changed. It was harder somehow. Except for his blue eyes. For some reason, they just looked . . . dead.


“Alvin?” she said uncertainly.


“Call me Vin,” he said, and then pressed the gun into her side.




CHAPTER 61


Eli pulled into the law school’s parking lot. A few rows ahead of him, he saw Mia. She was standing next to the passenger side of her car. An old man with white hair and a ruddy face was talking to her. As Eli watched, Mia’s hand flew to her mouth and her eyes went wide.


Was something wrong? Had the man brought her bad news? Eli squinted. Was that guy maybe Mia’s dad?


Still talking, the old man took her left arm just above the elbow and pulled her closer to him. Then the two of them began to hurry through the parking lot and away from Eli. Mia moved oddly. Her body was stiff and her feet scuffed the ground.


Eli slowly got out of his car, his eyes never leaving them, still trying to figure out what was happening. The two got into an old blue Ford. The weird thing was they both got in on the passenger’s side, Mia first and then the older man. Then she scooted over—it must have a bench seat—until she was behind the wheel.


Eli felt the hair rise on the back of his neck. Something was wrong. He didn’t know what, but he had learned to trust that sixth sense. Instead of going into the law school or even calling Mia on her cell, he got back in his car and followed the Taurus back out of the lot and onto the street.


Mia was driving a little too fast. Soon they were heading west. Eli tried to keep two cars between them, even though he didn’t think either of them knew he was there. The old man wasn’t turning around to look behind him, and Mia seemed to be staring straight ahead. It looked like she was talking.

At a stoplight Eli yanked out his phone and dialed Mia’s number. No answer. He was staring at the back of her head and she didn’t even move. But the times he had been with her, she had kept her phone on vibrate mode. Maybe she hadn’t noticed his call. Maybe she was busy talking to the man about whatever urgent business had caused her to leave campus when her class would be starting in only a few minutes. He hung up without leaving a message.

If Eli called 911, what would he say? That this woman he knew slightly was now driving off with a man he didn’t know at all? Instead, he called 411 and asked for the number for the Seattle Police Department. When he got through, Eli said, “I need to speak to a detective in the homicide department. His name is Charlie . . .” What was Charlie’s last name? He ground his teeth in frustration.

“Carlson,” the woman supplied.

“Yes, yes. Carlson. And it’s urgent.”

“Carlson,” the guy growled into the phone a few seconds later. Eli felt a nibble of irritation. It sounded like Charlie had watched one too many movies about tough-guy cops.

“Charlie, this is Eli Hall, from the public defender’s office.” Charlie started to say something, maybe to mention something about the shopping cart case, but Eli overrode him. “Mia and I were supposed to be teaching together tonight at U-Dub. But as I was driving in, I saw her getting into a car with this older guy. It wasn’t her car and I’ve never seen the man before. And there was something about his face and her body language. Like he had hold of her arm and they both got into the car on the passenger’s side, and then she scooted over to drive. Maybe I’m crazy, but I don’t think she’s going willingly. I tried calling her, but she didn’t answer.”


Charlie’s voice sharpened. “What does this guy look like?”

Eli felt both relieved that he believed him and worried that he wasn’t dismissing him out of hand. “Older. He had white hair.”

“Did you notice anything else about him?”

“He had a reddish face. Like maybe he had bad skin a long time ago.”

Charlie swore. And then swore again. “Did you get the license number of the car?”

“Hold on a sec.” Eli pressed down on the accelerator. “I’ll see if I can get close enough to make it.” He cut around a white Jetta in front of him, then winced when it honked.

“Wait a minute,” Charlie said. “You’re following him?”

“Yes.” Eli got into the left lane, hoping the change looked natural. He didn’t want the guy guessing Eli was on his tail.

“Not a good idea. Not a good idea at all.” Charlie was now talking between gasps. It sounded like he was running.

“I’m not leaving her.” Eli felt ridiculous, like he was saying, You’re not the boss of me.

“Think about it. What if you’re right and something is wrong? What if you spook him?”

“Look,” Eli said as he squinted at the back of the car, “do you want his license number or not?”

“Yes. What is it?”

Eli rattled it off.

“Okay,” Charlie said. “Great. Now you need to back off and let the professionals take over.”

“What, are you telling me you can get a squad car here right this second? I don’t think so. And if I let them drive off, then we’ll have no idea where she is.”

“If he realizes you’re tailing him, he might panic. And people who panic tend to do stupid things. So back off!”


Eli started to ease up on the accelerator. But as he did, something inside the other car caught his attention. Did the old man have something in his hand? He squinted, and then his insides turned to ice.


It was definitely a gun. But it wasn’t pointed at Eli.


It was pointed at Mia.




CHAPTER 62


Where is he?” Mia spit the words at the old man pressing a gun into her side. “Where is my son?” Her hands were slick and hot on the steering wheel. She barely saw the cars around them.


They had Gabe, Vin had told her a few minutes ago. They had Gabe, and the only way they would keep him alive would be if Mia went with him. Right then.


“Have you hurt him?” Her voice cracked. “If you’ve hurt him . . .” 


“Don’t worry about that,” he said tonelessly. “Shut up and keep driving.” There was no passion in his voice, as if he wasn’t even invested in their conversation. As if what she had to say didn’t matter. The kindly old man who had apologetically told her about Scott’s last few minutes had disappeared as if he had never been. Which Mia supposed he hadn’t.


Should she even ask about Brooke? Would asking only serve to draw attention to her? Or was Vin keeping silent because something irrevocable had already happened to her daughter? Four-year-olds were not known for obeying orders. A gunshot might be the quickest way to silence a crying child.


No, Mia told herself, her gorge rising. No. The reason he’s not  saying anything about Brooke is because they don’t have her. Maybe had even forgotten or not known about her. It was better to keep quiet.


But she couldn’t keep absolutely silent. The wheels were turning in her brain. “You killed Scott, didn’t you?”

Beside her, Vin shrugged. Still, it felt like an admission. All he said was, “Turn left at the light.”

But before they got there it turned red, giving her a moment to think. Was there anything she could do?

“Don’t make eye contact, don’t call out, don’t do anything to draw attention,” Vin said, pressing the gun more firmly into Mia’s side, just below her ribs. She had seen enough crime-scene photos to know what would happen if he pulled the trigger. If the bullet didn’t kill her outright, the infection from having her intestines ripped apart probably would.

As ordered, Mia kept her face pointing straight ahead, but still she concentrated on what she could see in her peripheral vision. The person closest to her, a girl in the passenger seat of an SUV, was texting on her phone. Even if Mia rolled down the window or ran out of the car, what could that girl do? What could anyone do? If Mia tried anything, she would be dead within seconds.

The light turned green and she took the turn. “So I guess you were a little more than just a passerby who happened upon my husband’s accident,” she said.

“Look, Mia.” The sound of her name in his mouth made her shiver. “When you lie down with dogs, you get up with fleas. Your husband decided he was too good for certain things. Like he could pick and choose. Fraud and tax evasion were okay, but selling coke wasn’t? We didn’t need him getting a conscience. Don’t worry, I made sure it was fast. Fast and smart. And I covered my tracks. No one had to know. But then you had to come along and start asking questions.”

So the Jade Kitchen was selling more than Chinese cuisine. Mia wondered how Kenny Zhong did it. Four restaurants meant a lot of people coming and going. Maybe he hid drugs in takeout boxes?


But Kenny hadn’t done his own dirty work. The man sitting beside her, sitting close enough that she could hear his slow exhalations, had swung a bat at Scott’s head so hard that it had shattered his skull. And Alvin Turner—or Vin—still seemed to think of himself as the good guy. The chances of appealing to his sense of human decency were slim.

“I have a diamond ring worth thirty thousand dollars,” she said. “You can have it if you let me and my son go.” It was in her purse, the purse still strapped across her shoulder, but Vin didn’t need to know that.

“Good to know.” His voice was laconic.

“Please, if not me, then my son. Let Gabe go, and I’ll tell you where the ring is.”

He sighed. “There’s no point in talking. This whole thing has gotten way past the point of talk.”

He was never going to let her go, that was clear. She had seen his face. Knew his name, at least if the name he had told them was true. People who were dead couldn’t talk.

The same was probably true for Gabe. Was she really helping her son by following Vin’s orders?

Could she crash the car into something and get out and run? Mia looked up the road. There. Where the road turned. It wasn’t a line of trees like Scott had crashed into, but there was a telephone pole. She wasn’t wearing a seat belt, just as Scott hadn’t. How badly would she be hurt? She remembered Scott’s torn aorta. At least the pole was closer to Turner’s side. Maybe the two of them would die together.

The pressure of the gun was gone from her side, but before she could react, the barrel was pressed just under the hinge of her jaw.

“Stop thinking about how you’re going to get out of this,” Vin said. “Don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

“Don’t make this harder!” she repeated, anger singing through her veins. “For who? For me or for you? Because I’m getting a feeling this is going to be pretty dadgum hard for me.”


To her surprise, Vin made a muffled snort.

Had that been a laugh? But then the nose of the gun pressed into the spot under her jaw even harder than ever.

Following the directions he barked at her, she turned into the parking lot for Puget Marina. As she parked she looked around for someone who might help her. But there were only a handful of cars and no people to be seen at all. On an August afternoon there wouldn’t be a free parking space. But it was a different story on a blustery late afternoon in November.

There was no point in relying on someone else to save her. If Mia was going to live, she had to figure it out by herself.



CHAPTER 63


Driving this fast was probably not a good idea. Especially when he was trying to track a moving dot on an app on the tiny screen of his phone. The phone was propped behind his steering wheel against the control panel, just below the dial that showed his speed. Charlie was trying to pay attention to the first and ignore the second.


He radioed dispatch, raising his voice to be heard above his siren. “I need you to run a name for crim hist.”


“Go ahead.”


“A guy named Alvin Turner. I’d say he’s over sixty and local.” His chest felt tight.


Maybe he was wrong. Maybe Mia wasn’t really in trouble. Eli’s description of a man with white hair and a ruddy face—that could be anybody. It didn’t have to be the guy who had witnessed Scott’s accident. Or who had claimed that he had. And just because Eli thought he had seen him pointing a gun at Mia, that didn’t mean that was what was really happening. Maybe it had been . . . something else. Charlie cast around for what that something else could be. A cell phone. Even a pack of cigarettes. There could be an innocent explanation. Couldn’t there?


If Turner was in the system, his criminal history would show his arrests—by penal code number as well as the name of the crime—and whether each had resulted in conviction or dismissal. It would also list if he was currently incarcerated or had been, or if he was on parole or probation.


Hardware. Wasn’t that what Turner had said? That he was retired from the hardware business?


It only took a minute, and then the dispatcher was back.


“Got it. It’s pretty long.”


Charlie’s stomach dropped. He felt like he was on a roller coaster and just starting to fall. “Hit the highlights for me, would you?”


He remembered how Turner had told them about Scott’s speeding past him, described coming upon the accident and trying to find his pulse. Probably none of that was true. And the old guy had forgotten to mention the part where he bashed Scott in the head, snapping his jaw.


Charlie was going flat out now, car after car pulling over as traffic parted before him like water. He never stopped scanning for that one driver who would refuse to pay attention to the lights or the siren, for someone too befuddled or too stubborn to pull over.


For all his speed, the dot of Mia’s phone was still a couple of miles ahead of him, heading due west. Pretty soon it would reach Puget Sound and have to head north or south. He had goosed the car up to eighty-five and it didn’t seem nearly fast enough to close the distance. 


The dispatcher was silent for a second as she searched the records for the most recent and most violent offenses to give Charlie a hint of what he was about to deal with. “He was released from Lompoc fifteen months ago. Served nineteen years for bank robbery. Past crimes—and there’s a lot of them—include hmm . . . extortion, kidnapping, and, um, murder.”


Charlie was an idiot. The patrol officer could be excused for not running Alvin Taylor’s name for what seemed to have been an uncomplicated accident. But once Charlie figured out it was a murder, he should have looked at everyone. But no, he had trusted that white hair and those sagging blue eyes. But even criminals got old. And now Mia was going to die because of his mistake.


But why had Turner killed Scott? And what did he want with Mia? The only thing in Charlie’s favor was that Turner was alone with her. Once Charlie threw himself into the mix, he could shift the balance of power.

The dot seemed to have stopped. Charlie nearly clipped a pulled-over black Blazer as he risked squinting at the cell phone’s miniature map. Instead of turning north or south, it was at—he looked closer—Puget Marina. Puget Marina was just one of the dozen marinas bordering Seattle, a city that liked its water at least as much as it did its land.

A half mile away he cut his siren but left the lights on. Less than a minute later, Charlie barreled into the marina’s parking lot, tires squealing. It held only a few cars. This certainly wasn’t boating weather. As he hit the speed bumps fast enough that his teeth clacked together, he grabbed his phone. The dot was close. Maybe a couple of hundred yards away. He scanned the parking lot for the old blue Ford Eli had described.

There!

But when he ran over, gun drawn, it was empty. Charlie radioed dispatch to send in all available units but to have them come in without lights and sirens. After a second’s thought, he also asked dispatch to alert Harbor Patrol to send the closest unit.

Holding the phone in front of him, he began to run toward the dot of Mia’s phone. He loped down a flight of metal stairs so fast it was more of a controlled fall than a run. He scanned back and forth, looking for Mia on one of the boats, the pier juddering under his long strides.

According to the app he was very close, but still there was no one around. The only sounds were the soft lap of the waves and the crows and seagulls calling overhead.


His dot and Mia’s now overlapped. He was right where the phone showed her as being.


Or as having been. Because as he watched, the display changed to: “Old location. Currently unavailable.” He pushed the refresh button, but the words didn’t change. And his dot was right on top of her last location.


He was at the end of the pier, right next to an empty space. He squinted and looked out over the water.


A boat. Heading out into the sound.


Not just a boat. A yacht. White. Gleaming. Sleek. And fast.


Very fast.




CHAPTER 64


Vin scooted closer to Mia, close enough that she could smell him, sweaty and sour.


“Get out. Slowly. Stay right by the car. Don’t try anything. I’ll have a gun on you the whole time. A bullet can outrun you.”


Mia did as she was told, but as she put her feet to the ground, she tried to position herself to slide around to the far side of the door. Maybe she could slam it closed on him. But Vin was as close as her shadow, his breath hot on the back of her neck. “I told you not to try anything.”


Mia didn’t bother denying her half-formed plan. She was already trying to figure out what she could do next.


“Okay, we’re going to take a little walk. And if we meet anyone, you’re not going to say anything. Or both you and them will die.” Vin grabbed her arm with iron fingers and pressed the gun into her side. If she managed to live through this day, her body would be pockmarked with bruises.


“You’re taking me to Gabe?”


“Not if you keep asking questions. Not if you don’t do exactly what I say.”


Vin might be marching her forward, but he couldn’t stop her head from turning. Couldn’t stop her eyes from searching. Surely there had to be someone here who could help her. Or maybe not help her, but at least call the police. But there was no one. The only sign of life was the birds crying overhead.


They walked down a ramp, past boat after boat. All of them, on this blustery afternoon, empty. She kept wondering when he would tell her to stop. Was he planning on marching her into the ocean? Then they reached the last yacht.


And there was Oleg Popov. Not Kenny Zhong. Oleg. Mia tried to recalculate.


“Come aboard, my dear,” he said.


“Where’s Gabe?” she demanded as she climbed aboard. “I need to see my son. Now.” Was he tied up below? There was nothing on the deck but a stack of concrete blocks.


He gestured. “Come down below.”


They went down into the yacht’s living quarters. Vin shadowed Mia’s footsteps, his gun still inches away from her. Everything was compact and immovable. The highly polished table was bolted to the floor. For seating there were leather banquettes and two fixed swiveling chairs. Even the art on the walls was screwed down, reminding Mia of the mental hospital where they had talked to Manny.


“I’m afraid your son is not here,” Oleg said.


“What?” Mia put her hand on her chest. What was he saying? Had something even worse happened to Gabe?


“I knew you wouldn’t go with me unless you thought it would help one of your kids,” Vin said.


Mia’s knees sagged. “They’re safe, then?”


Vin shrugged. “I don’t believe in visiting the sins of the fathers on the children. Or the wives. But you—you gave us no choice.”


Oleg put out his hand. “Please give me your purse.”


Mia tried to think of something to do with it—could she swing it at him?—but in the end, she simply lifted the strap over her head and shoulder and handed it to him. After rummaging through it, he found her phone and turned it off, then set it down on a banquette. He also found the ring box, looked at her for a long moment, then slipped it into his pocket. He walked over to the helm and, after flipping a few switches, started the engine.


“What are you going to do to me?” She had to raise her voice. Vin watched her. He held the gun easily, as if it were a tool he used daily.

“It is a sad story really, Mia,” Oleg said. “You killed yourself. Drowned yourself in the Sound.” The yacht began to move forward. 

He was speaking as if it had already happened. As if she were already dead. Mia held herself very still. She would not let them see how afraid she was. “Anyone who knows me will know I would never leave my children.”

“Ah, but you’ve only recently discovered that your husband had a mistress. In fact, you tracked her down over the weekend and killed her.”

They were outside of the harbor wall now. Bile flooded her mouth. How deep was Puget Sound? Surely hundreds of feet.

“Vin is going to go back and move your car next to the water. On the seat, they’ll find your purse and your keys. On top will be the gun you used to kill the poor girl. Her name was Elizabeth Eastman.”

She didn’t have time to think about the girl being dead. “Everyone knows I hate the water.”

He smiled, and her blood turned to slush. “What better way to punish yourself for what you have done? However, I am afraid we are going to have to tie you to those cement blocks outside. I am sorry, but it must be done.”

“How are you going to explain away the cement blocks? That certainly won’t look like a suicide.”

“We will not need to. The blocks will ensure that they will never find your body.”


Her heartbeat was slamming in her ears. “Don’t do this. If you have a soul, don’t do this.”


“You forced my hand. You would not stop asking questions. You would not let the dead bury the dead.” He made some adjustments to the instruments, and the sound of the engine changed. Mia could feel the yacht slow and then stop. The engines idled.


At a nod from Oleg, Vin prodded her with the gun. “We’re going back up now.”


Oleg nodded. “My advice would be not to fight this. Vin will shoot you if he has to. I do not want him to—it will make a hell of a mess.”


Mia’s tongue was a piece of leather in her mouth. “It would be faster for me, though.”


Vin laughed without mirth. “There’re plenty of places to shoot you that will only leave you disabled and in a lot of pain. But all you have to do when you go into the water is take a nice deep breath and it will all be over.”


Mia looked around for something she could use to fight back, but there was nothing extraneous, nothing loose, nothing that could tip over or come loose during a storm. When Vin poked her again with the gun, she climbed the stairs and went out onto the aft deck. The ocean was all she could see, stretching all the way to the horizon on every side. So many of her nightmares had been just like this. 


Oleg took a piece of wire and began to thread it through a block. Wire. Not rope. Nothing that she could hope would stretch once it was wet. If anything, it would cut into her skin.


Mia did the only thing she could think to do.


She leaped over the side and into the water.




CHAPTER 65


As Mia leaped off the yacht, time slowed down. While still in midair, she uttered the oldest prayer of all. “Help.”


The shock of the icy water stole all the breath from her body. She sank through the gloom. Her lungs demanded air, but she denied them until they turned hollow, until they felt as if they were turning inside out. She heard the muffled sounds of bullets stitching the water.


Her eyes were open, but it made no difference. She was no longer sure what was up or what was down. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, couldn’t focus. She was going to die here in the dark, and then drift slowly down, down, down until the pressure crushed her bones.


No! Mia began to thrash blindly, her arms and legs flailing at the water. Finally her head breached the surface. She drew in a ragged breath that was a painful mix of air and water. Salt water burned her nose and throat. The light was bleeding from the sky.


Where was the yacht? She dog-paddled in a frantic circle. There it was, about forty yards away. As fast as she could, she swam away from it. A spot between her shoulder blades itched. Any moment she expected a bullet to punch through her. Did she need to dive down again, to avoid being shot? Or was it more important to gain distance? She chose distance.


When she snatched a glance over her shoulder, the yacht was about a hundred yards away, and Vin and Oleg were turned away from her, looking into the distance. Were they worried that the sound of their guns had carried? Or maybe they had decided that there was no point in trying to kill her if the water would take care of things soon enough.

No matter what the answer was, they had stopped shooting at her. She thought it likely she was now out of range. And Mia was already tired. So tired. She arched her back and tried to float. But water sheeted across her face, filling her mouth with the ocean’s briny, bitter taste. Coughing, spitting, and snorting, she instinctively jerked up as if she could somehow sit up, sit up on top of the ocean. Instead, she began to sink again.

The panic surged back. She fought the water that burned her nose and throat. And suddenly she was vomiting into the ocean, vomiting ocean water and her lunch and, it felt like, even her breakfast and last night’s dinner. Her arms and legs were churning, keeping her afloat, but she was moving too fast. There was nothing to hold on to. The only way she had managed to learn to swim as an adult was by reminding herself that the water was contained with a pool, that the pool was finite, that she could always make her way to a point where she could stand up, or to a ladder she could climb up, or to a lip she could cling to. Even then, she had always picked an outside lane for practice. Now there was nothing for miles. Nothing but water.

She knew the sea couldn’t be sucking her down, but it felt like it was. And soon it would win.

No! Mia told herself. She could not afford to panic. She could not afford to lose her strength. She continued to move her arms and legs like eggbeaters, but she deliberately slowed down, trying not to waste energy.


Last year Mia had seen part of a special on drowning. She caught it as she was flipping through channels and then watched the rest, horrified. In one home movie, shot by someone unaware that he was also filming a death, children played in the waves, splashing and frolicking while a man just a few feet behind them drowned.


It wasn’t like it was in cartoons, when the victim called out or waved for help before going down for a third time. The man’s head had been low in the water, unmoving. Even so, his mouth was open, a small dark dot. His hair hung over his eyes. One hand appeared for a second, then the other.


“The victim,” the announcer intoned in a sonorous voice, “is using all his energy and oxygen just to keep his mouth above water. As is common in these types of cases, he appears to be climbing an invisible ladder. He doesn’t have enough air to call out. He doesn’t have enough energy to swim toward shore or to wave for help. All he has is less than a minute before he goes under—for good. The last thing that will happen is he will lose consciousness and make a final effort to breathe. This is known as the terminal gasp. Water will then move passively into the airways. Death will follow.”


That documentary had featured prominently in Mia’s nightmares for months.


Now she was living it.


If only something would float by that she could cling to. Wasn’t the ocean supposed to be filled with garbage? Where was some when she needed it?


If only she had a life vest.


Although that’s stupid, she berated herself. Why not wish for a helicopter with a guy from the Coast Guard in the basket?


Her arms and legs were even slower now, and not by her choice. Slower and heavier. Heavy as lead yet limp as noodles. She told herself she was conserving energy.


What good had jumping off the yacht done her? No good at all. She was alone in the middle of Puget Sound. Pretty soon she would stop being able to tread water and she would die here. Would it be a calm death? she wondered. The way Vin had half promised? Or would she be panicking to the last, even if she was too weak to show it?


Maybe when the end came, it would be easy to let go. To take that last breath.

Then she pictured Gabe’s face. The face he wore when he forgot that he was supposed to be a surly teenager. Forgot that he was supposed to be the man of the house. When he showed that he was what he was—still a boy, a boy mourning his father. A boy who needed a steady adult to guide him.

And Brooke? She was only four. Scott had almost faded from her memory. Mia certainly hadn’t had enough time to shape her, to teach her, to love her.

She had to figure out a way to live. If she could make it to sunrise, maybe someone would venture out, a fishing boat or even a pleasure craft, and spot her. She thought longingly again of life jackets. Remembered the last time she had flown, the flight attendants going through their spiel about slipping the vest on over the head and blowing into the tubes on either side.

And that gave Mia an idea. Her raincoat! She shrugged out of it, her head dipping below the water each time she pulled an arm free. She knotted the two sleeves at the end, then managed, after a long period of fumbling with stiff fingers, to refasten the zipper and pull it all the way up. As if it were a life jacket, she stuck her head between the tied together sleeves, with the knot resting against the back of her neck. Then she took the bottom edge of the coat and spread it open with her hands. She lifted it high overhead, legs still kicking, and slammed it down toward the water, bagging air.

It worked! The body of the coat was swollen with air. She laughed in triumph. She had done it. She had created a makeshift life vest. Holding the bottom of the coat tightly closed, she let herself rest on top of the air trapped inside.


Only then did she realize that her toes were going numb from the cold.


Mia wasn’t going to die from drowning. She was going to die from hypothermia.




CHAPTER 66


Staring after the yacht, Charlie berated himself. He had come too late. He had come too late and now Mia was in the hands of killers and he had no way to follow her. His voice tight with urgency, he radioed dispatch. “Tell Harbor Patrol I need that unit to meet me on the northernmost pier. We have an active kidnapping situation.”


He was still releasing his thumb from the button when he heard footsteps pounding toward him. Sucking in a breath, he pivoted while grabbing for his gun. A man was running toward him, swinging a long metal boat hook.


Charlie was aiming for center of mass when he realized who it was. Eli Hall. He let his arm fall by his side. Panting, Eli dropped the hook. Then he leaned down and braced his hands on his knees.


“You’re too late,” Charlie said. “They’re gone.” He gestured at the sleek white yacht, which was speeding out of the harbor. “And they’ve got Mia.”


“You’re the one who told me to keep back,” Eli said between gasps. “By the time I got here that guy was marching her down the ramp and into the yacht that used to be here. I went to find something to use as a weapon.” He lifted his head to glare at Charlie. “If I hadn’t listened to you, I might have made a difference.”


“You also might have got Mia killed,” Charlie said. Then he realized how stupid it was to stand here arguing. “Did you get a name or a number off the yacht?”

Eli shook his head. “I didn’t get close enough.”

They both turned at the sound of the Harbor Patrol. It was a sleek aluminum craft, the high bow cutting through the waves, the word POLICE written on the side in four-foot-tall black letters. It entered the far side of the harbor and raced toward them, sirens sounding and lights blazing. As it got closer, Charlie could see two cops on board.

Instead of stepping back, Eli was sticking right next to Charlie. Acting as if he had become part of things. Charlie shook his head. “Oh no. You’re staying here.”

“No, I’m not.” Eli was just as adamant. “And you don’t have any time to argue with me. We don’t have time to do anything but go after her.”

Charlie’s only answer was a growl, but Eli was right. There wasn’t any time to waste.

The cop at the helm, a tall black guy, cut the motor and expertly glided in next to the end of the pier. The other cop, a redhead with masses of freckles, leaned forward to offer Charlie a hand.

“Charlie Carlson, Homicide,” Charlie said as he clambered aboard with Eli right on his heels. Eli even introduced himself as if he were central to the process. The first cop was named Johnny Crashaw and the second Gordon Ploughman. The four of them moved into the bow of the boat. Charlie pointed out across the water. “A yacht just left here. There’s a hostage on board. She’s a King County prosecutor. And there are two suspects with her. Maybe more.”

“And at least one of them is armed,” Eli added.

“Who is this guy exactly?” Gordon asked Charlie with a frown, staring at Eli.


“Eli Hall. He’s a witness,” Charlie said. What Eli really was, was a nuisance.


Eli said, “I’m also the hostage’s boyfriend.”


“What?” Charlie jerked his head around. Was Eli serious? There hadn’t been any hint of a relationship between them when they interviewed Jackson. He shook his head, clearing his thoughts. There was no time to think about what Eli had just said, or about why his own first reaction had been jealousy. For right now, he had to keep his feelings about Mia compartmentalized or he wouldn’t be any good to anyone.


They were now out of the harbor and in the open water of the sound. The boat skipped over the waves, the powerful engines thrumming.


Charlie squinted. “There it is.” The police boat was so fast it made the yacht look like it was standing still. Then he realized it really was. Two men were standing on the back deck, but Charlie didn’t see Mia, and the portholes were too small to reveal anything. 


He was so focused on finding Mia that at first he didn’t notice that the two men on the yacht both had guns in their hands. At the sound of the Harbor Patrol’s approach, they turned and began firing. 


“Get down!” Gordon yelled at Eli. While Charlie and Gordon drew their guns, Eli dropped to his knees and scuttled into the cabin, where Johnny was grabbing a handheld microphone.


“This is the Seattle Police,” Johnny said. His words were broadcast a split second later. “Come out with your hands up.”


Instead, the two men on the yacht—Charlie could see now that one of them was Turner—opened the door and both of them ran down into the yacht’s main living quarters.


They were alongside the other craft now. Johnny cut the engines and ran out on deck. All three of them had their guns drawn.


Where was Mia? Charlie was frantic with worry. Was she tied up inside the boat? Had they hurt her? He moved into the bow and leaned closer to the yacht, squinting as the Harbor Patrol boat bobbed up and down. Through a porthole he saw movement, but it was too hard to tell what he was seeing. He just prayed that she was still alive.


He looked down. Their bow was right next to the yacht’s back deck, which was about the same size as his bathroom at home and had cement blocks stacked in one corner. The waves were two or three feet high, maybe more. That meant the two decks were moving as much as six feet up and down from each other.

Even if Charlie had been a twenty-two-year-old Olympic athlete, the idea of trying to land on the yacht was ridiculous.

He took a deep breath.

And then he stepped over the rail, bent his knees, and jumped.



CHAPTER 67


It was clear to Vin that things were going south in a hurry. He and Oleg stood in the yacht’s tiny living area, staring at each other. Blindingly bright beams of light from the police boat cut through the portholes. Outside, orders blared, telling them to cut their engines. Telling them to come out with their hands up.


Where there was one unit of Harbor Patrol you could bet there would soon be more. Eventually with the addition of the Coast Guard and Homeland Security. It wouldn’t be long until they were surrounded. Any opportunity to escape was quickly slipping away. But Oleg seemed rooted to the spot.


“We’ve got to get out of here!” Vin yelled at him.


Oleg shook his head and muttered to himself in Russian. Vin wanted to shake him. If Vin just knew how to drive this stupid boat, they would have been long gone by now.


They both jumped as something heavy landed on the aft deck, shaking the whole yacht. What had the cops tossed on board? Some kind of anchor? A flash-bang grenade to temporarily disable them?


But then the door at the top of the stairs opened and Vin realized it had been a person. All he could see was a black shadow silhouetted against the bright lights. Moving to put Oleg’s bulk between himself and the intruder, Vin raised his gun and fired. Oleg did as well.


The small space of the cabin rang with the sound of multiple gunshots.

Oleg screamed like a girl and crumpled to the floor. The cop tumbled down the stairs and then landed half on and half off a suede banquette. Blood was gushing from his face, and his right arm was twisted at an odd angle.

Neither the cop nor Oleg was moving.

Vin ran for the controls. There were dozens of dials, sliders, switches, and what looked like gearshift handles. The only thing he was sure how to operate was the metal steering wheel. He set down his gun. The engines were still thrumming, but he needed to make the boat go forward. Desperately he began to shove and push at the levers. If he could just get back on land, he might still stand a chance. He didn’t care if he ran this stupid thing up onto the rocks and tore off the bottom. He just had to turn tail and get out of there while there was still time.

But instead of revving, the engines abruptly cut off with a clunk that he felt as much as heard.

No! He was not going to be trapped in here. He was not going to die in a space hardly bigger than a prison cell.

Vin ran out onto the deck, his eyes nearly closed against the blinding light, not paying any attention to the amplified commands being shouted at him.

Someone punched him in the shoulder. Vin spun around to see who it was. But no one was there. His arms pinwheeled as he lost his balance. As he fell back off the deck, he only had eyes for the neat round hole in his chest.

The water closed over his face before Vin even had a chance to be surprised.



CHAPTER 68


Get inside,” Gordon had shouted at Eli when the two men on the yacht started firing. “And get down!”


On his own, Eli had already decided that this was a great idea. This realization had coincided with everyone else’s guns coming out. The last time Eli had spent any real time with a weapon was basic training. Now he realized that fieldstripping a gun and firing at a paper target was no preparation for having someone earnestly trying to kill you. He just prayed that Mia was out of range of the guns. Out of range and safe.


He dropped to his hands and knees and crawled through the door to the boat’s cabin, flinching each time he heard a bullet whine by. The cockpit seemed like it would offer the most protection, so he huddled as close to it as he could.


A screen next to him drew his eye. The display was made up of different shades of gray. It reminded him of looking at ultrasound pictures when Lydia was pregnant with Rachel. At first you had no idea what you were seeing. And then the lines and curves and shadows resolved and you realized you were looking at a baby on its back, curled up like a shrimp.


Only in this case, what Eli was seeing was . . . was what? Something out on the water. A bright white oval floating above a dark gray background. Two lighter gray lines on either side of it moved slowly back and forth. They were longer and paler, appearing insubstantial when compared to the nearly white oval.


It was like watching a video of a ghost. But what it was, Eli realized, was a real live person. A person as seen through some kind of thermal imager. Judging by levels of brightness, the person’s head was still warm, the arms less so. No wonder, given that their owner was floating in the Puget Sound in November.


And that person must be Mia. If Eli’s guess was right, she wasn’t on the yacht at all. She was in the water on the other side of the Harbor Patrol boat. He squinted. Was she clinging to something? As he watched, the glowing oval drooped forward. And was it his imagination, or was the brightness slowly draining away from it? Eli’s heart contracted. Could he be watching Mia die?


He risked getting to his knees. Peering out over the cockpit, his eyes scanned the water. There! On the left! That must be Mia, floating. But now she seemed motionless. Was she even still alive?


He scuttled back to the door and called out, “Charlie! Charlie!” He risked poking his head out.


But Eli couldn’t see Charlie. He could only see Johnny, standing with his arms out in front of him, his hands steadying his gun. When he heard Eli, he flicked an annoyed glance over his shoulder. 


“Get back inside!”


“But I see Mia. I see her in the water. On that imager thing on the dash.”


Just as Eli finished speaking, more gunfire broke out. It sounded muffled, though, not like it was directed at them. Even so, both he and Johnny flinched.


“What!” It wasn’t a question but a verbal swat. “Listen to me. Get back inside and stay down. We can’t worry about that now!”


But Eli was most definitely worried.


He scooted back inside, but once there, he again rose to his knees. He scanned the water until he spotted her again, a black spot on the steel gray of the sea. Mia was about a hundred yards away. She still didn’t appear to be moving. The cold water must be sucking all the heat from her. Even if she was alive, how long could she survive?


Hadn’t he seen a life ring on the other side of the cabin? He crawled back out the door, but this time he scuttled to the far side of the boat. The white life ring was fastened to the railing. He undid it and the coil of rope it was attached to. In one quick motion Eli got to his feet, pulled the ring behind his back, and then hurled it with all his strength toward Mia. As it flew straight through the air, the line played out to its full length. The life ring landed with a splash.


It was still at least fifty yards short.


Had Mia’s head lifted at the sound, just a little bit? Hope made Eli dizzy. Still, even if she was still conscious, she appeared far too weak to swim to it.


Without giving himself time to think, he toed off his shoes and dived in.


The water was shockingly cold. But Eli was a strong swimmer, and he put all the adrenaline already pumping through his veins to good use.


When he reached her she was lying with her eyes closed, her cheek resting on something black. He realized it was her coat, which was somehow keeping her afloat like an air-inflated pillow.


“Mia!” Eli shouted.


Her eyelids fluttered. “Charlie?”


It was a ridiculous time and place to feel jealous, treading water in the ocean while behind him people were doing their best to kill each other, but Eli did.


“Lie on your back and I’ll tow you.” He left her coat in place—she seemed to be using it as a makeshift flotation device—and grabbed the collar of her shirt. With one arm, he began to stroke through the water, dragging her to the life ring. By the time he finally reached it, his shoulder was burning and his legs were as heavy as if he were wearing lead boots.


“Okay, Mia, here we go. I’m going to get this ring on you.” But when Eli released her, she began to sink. He grabbed for her again, hauling her up out of the water. She didn’t move, didn’t respond in any way. The phrase dead weight popped into his mind. Eli slapped one pale cheek. “Come on, Mia!” She didn’t stir. He slapped again, harder. “Stay awake! Keep fighting! Don’t you quit on me!”

Her head was back, exposing the long ivory column of her throat. Her eyes were open a fraction of an inch, showing the white rim. She was as still as a corpse.

“Mia!” He shook her. Her head wobbled loosely in the water. “Wake up! Gabe and Brooke need you.”

That got a response. Her eyes opened and she feebly began to struggle. He lifted the tied-together arms of the coat over her head and let it slip away. Then he managed to wrestle the ring over her shoulders and arms.

He heard a shout and turned. It was Gordon, leaning over the railing. Johnny was next to him. They began to tow Mia in, hauling the rope in hand over hand. Swimming, Eli followed at a slower pace. If the two cops were helping them, he figured everything else must be under control. He had never been more physically exhausted in his life. When he got to the boat, Charlie was there too, although something about him didn’t look right. Eli was too spent to figure it out or even to care.

Working together, Johnny and Gordon hauled Mia on board while Charlie watched. Eli managed to get his forearms on the back of the boat, but then he just hung there, half in and half out of the water. He was shaking with cold and adrenaline, but he didn’t have enough energy to get himself fully out. Then Gordon offered him a hand, and Eli finally managed to get a knee up, then the other. He crawled forward to where Mia lay on her back.


Johnny was on the radio, requesting assistance, including an ambulance to meet them at the dock. Gordon lifted his fingers from the side of Mia’s neck. “She still has a pulse, but it’s too slow. She’s hypothermic. We’ve got to rewarm her.”


“Get those wet clothes off her,” Charlie said. “They’re sucking all the warmth out of her.” He made no move to help, and then Eli saw why—his right arm hung loose and at an odd angle. At least one of the bones in his forearm looked broken. Charlie’s face was very white and his teeth were gritted against the pain. An ugly red gash marred his chin where something had dug a chunk out of it.


Gordon was already tugging off Mia’s pants. Eli tried to unbutton her blouse, but the buttons were too small and his fingers too clumsy. He gave up and pulled hard, popping the buttons. Against the ivory color of her bra, her skin was tinged with violet. Her lips looked blue. Eli rolled her from side to side to get the sleeves off, then started running his hands up and down her arms, trying to warm her. Her skin was as cold as if she were a corpse in a refrigerated locker.


“Stop that!” Gordon snapped as he stood up. “Leave her arms and legs alone. That’s where the cold blood pools. If you massage them, you could send it right back to her heart and give her a heart attack.”


“But we need to get her warmed up,” Eli said. “Don’t you have some blankets or a sleeping bag?”


“That won’t work,” the cop said as he rummaged in an overhead compartment. “She’s not shivering, so she’s not even generating her own heat anymore.” He came up with three gray wool blankets. “We can’t just wrap her in a cold blanket. We need something to warm her.” He looked from Eli to Charlie. “Two somethings. Both of you get down to your skivvies and cozy up. I’ll wrap these blankets around you.”


Eli ended up having to help Charlie out of his pants. He left the broken arm alone, although he managed—with Charlie swearing a good deal—to bare his other arm and torso.


It was so cold. Eli’s teeth were chattering as he shivered so hard he practically vibrated. Gordon spread one blanket on the deck, rolled Mia into the center, then directed Charlie to lie down on one side and Eli on the other, pressed close together so they were a tangle of arms and legs. The second and third blankets went over the first, and then Gordon tucked them in, wrapping them up like a twelve-limbed papoose. Well, eleven, because he left Charlie’s broken arm free. Even though Eli still felt like he was freezing to death, when he pressed his legs and torso against Mia, he was far warmer than she was. She felt like she still belonged to the sea.


“What happened to the guys who took her?” Eli asked Charlie.


“They’re both dead.” His voice was flat, as if it was a simple fact with no emotion behind it. Eli might be one kind of cold, but Charlie was another.


Eli tried to press himself even closer against Mia and ended up with his mouth resting against her bare shoulder. Come on, he urged her in his thoughts as he pressed his lips against her. Warm up! Live! Live, Mia, Live!


She stirred. Eli went up on one elbow. When Mia’s eyelids flickered and then opened, he felt like he could breathe again. She was alive. She was alive and they were all going to be okay.


But then her eyes focused, not on Eli or Charlie, but on something at the end of the boat. Eli watched as they went wide.


“Watch out,” she slurred. “It’s Vin. He’s here.”


Eli turned to follow her gaze.


“I shot him, Mia,” Charlie said. “He’s dead. You’re hallucinating.” 


“No she’s not!” Eli said. The old man with the red face stood on the deck, water sheeting off him, his white hair plastered to his head and his shirt slicked to his torso. There was a small hole in his chest. And a gun in his hand.


Then he raised it and fired.




CHAPTER 69


The King County courtroom was packed. Some of the people crowded into the benches were the media, but most were Mia’s colleagues. She could feel them behind her, feel them silently giving her the strength to do this.


Frank was in the thick of it, shaking hands and accepting praise until the last possible moment to take a seat. He had eked out a victory over Dominic Raines, and even people she was sure had voted against him were now finding it politic to pay their respects. Mia still didn’t know whom she had overheard him talking to that evening at the office, the person who most certainly hadn’t been his wife. She told herself that she didn’t really want to know.


At the back of the courtroom, Charlie sat with his arms folded and his face expressionless, scanning the room. He had gotten his cast off a few days earlier, and the bullet graze on his chin was now marked by shiny pink skin.


From the other side of the room, Eli smiled and gave Mia a little wave.


As she looked from one man to the other, heat climbed her cheeks. She had only vague memories of being sandwiched between the two of them, all of them stripped to their underwear. It was still embarrassing to think about.


Even when down to just his boxers, Charlie had kept his gun nearby. Which had turned out to be a good thing. After having fallen off the yacht, Alvin Turner—or Vin, as he apparently had gone by in the rest of his life—had grabbed a line hanging off the police boat and then managed to clamber on board with his gun tucked in his waistband. But the bullet Vin had fired at them had missed, and the second time Charlie shot him had proved truly fatal.

Coho County had reopened Scott’s case. The blood drawn from his chest tap had been stored at the medical examiner’s office. Once it was tested, the lab report said it contained massive amounts of opiates. Oleg’s home had yielded ground-up methadone as well as a nearly empty bottle of Everclear—a potent and tasteless alcohol. They had also found evidence linking Oleg to the murder of Elizabeth Eastman, who had also gone by Betty and Bets. She had turned Scott from an employer to a lover, and then when the two of them had met Oleg, she had set her sights on the wealthier man. 

On Vin’s computer they had discovered evidence that he had bribed the IRS agent who had been investigating Oleg. Vin had used both the carrot—a cash payout—and the stick—Scott’s death—to help the agent decide which path to take.

Now the crowd started to murmur as Bernard Young entered the courtroom. Mia’s scalp prickled, the hair rising on her head and neck. She fought the urge to run. Young shuffled forward one slow step at a time, his ankles shackled together, his handcuffed wrists connected to his waist with a belly chain. Still, there was a deputy in front of him and a deputy behind, with a half dozen more scattered throughout the room.

Young raised his head and glared at her. Chin held high, Mia matched him stare for stare. He took his place next to his new defense attorney. True to his word, Rolf had refused to continue to represent him.


Judge Rivas took the bench. He nodded at her, the silver hairs in his buzz cut catching the light. “You’re looking well, Counselor. It’s good to have you back in my courtroom under happier circumstances.” He looked over at Trevor. “And special thanks to Mr. Gosden, our courtroom deputy clerk, for making it possible for you to be here today.”


Applause broke out from those assembled, and Judge Rivas let it go on for a few seconds before banging his gavel and putting on a stern face. “I would ask for silence. This isn’t a sporting event.” Then he was back to business.


He offered the opportunity to make statements to the families of the two girls Young had killed. One girl’s family just shook their heads, all of them weeping. But the other girl’s mother took the witness stand.


“I will never forgive the act,” she said, her voice so low and trembling that even with the microphone Mia had to strain to hear her. “But I am slowly finding it possible to forgive you, Mr. Young. If I don’t, then I might as well have died with my daughter.”


As she spoke, Mia was watching not her face, but Young’s. Was there the tiniest flicker of emotion in his eyes? Was it possible to still reach someone whose soul was as dark as midnight?


Looking at Young made Mia think of the three boys who had sentenced Tamsin Merritt to a different kind of prison, the prison of her own body. Still, Tamsin was slowly breaking free. She could now walk and talk and dress herself, even if all of these things were done slowly. Mia had gone to visit her a week ago in the rehabilitation facility. The other woman had trouble enunciating, and she cried easily, but then again she had twice faced death, once at the hands of her husband. The doctors said she had some short-term memory loss and that it was impossible to say if she would ever be back to normal. Still, Tamsin had been sure that Mia had done the right thing in not charging the boys as adults. She had spoken passionately, one painful syllable at a time, about the economic conditions that she felt had contributed to the three boys going off track.


Now Judge Rivas looked at Young. “Mr. Young, this afternoon you have the right to address the court prior to the imposition of sentence. You are not required to say anything, should that be your choice, but the law does afford you that opportunity. Is there anything which you wish to state to the court this afternoon?”


Rivas looked at the two families, and then at Mia. But when he opened his mouth, all he said was, “No.”


A few minutes later Young was sentenced to life, and then it was all over.


Both Charlie and Eli got up and headed in Mia’s direction. The two men had little in common, other than Mia. Both had saved her life. Both had become her friends. And both, she sometimes thought, might want to be something more. She looked from one to the other.


But then the courtroom doors opened and Brooke and Gabe came in—and it was for them that Mia opened her arms.




Lethal Beauty












For Dani and Jacob. You are my inspiration. 
Love always, Mom 


 




CHAPTER 1




A faint scream drifted up from the basement. Lihong shifted from foot to foot on the peeling linoleum, waiting in line to use the tiny bathroom. The girl named Chun bit her lip and avoided his eyes. A muscle flickered in Feng’s jaw.




Was it a shriek of pain or fear? Or simply a continuing protest? Ying was probably okay, Lihong told himself. She was just getting acclimated. Life in America was not what she had expected. Ying must still be thinking that if she made enough of a fuss, things would change. That she would get what she had dreamed of, the American life where she would drive a Mercedes and live in a big house and wear expensive clothes.




What she had gotten instead was the expectation that she would work nearly one hundred hours a week at a restaurant that served “Chinese” food that tasted nothing like what they ate at home and live crammed in a small house with eighteen other people.




Ying had been handcuffed in the basement for refusing to work. It had been explained to her over and over. Both with words and with blows. She owed a debt to the snakeheads for smuggling her over here, and her life would not be her own until she paid them back.




They all owed so much. Every day simply pushed them deeper into debt. It wasn’t cheap, their owner explained, to put them up in this house, drive them to work and back each day, provide them with food. So he would have to charge them for all these things. Lihong had tried to work out the total on scraps of paper, but he had learned only a little math in his few years in school. Whatever the answer was, it was a lot. It would take years to earn it back.




And to make sure they all kept up their end of the bargain, they were warned that their families would be killed if they did not. None of them had known each other back home, and some of them spoke dialects that were hard for the others to follow. There was no loyalty among them, not when whispering a secret to the owner might earn favor.




Lihong never left the house by himself. Even if he went to the store, it was as part of a big group, while one of the minders watched them and translated as needed. Of course, it didn’t take much watching. Not when everyone was so afraid.




Hu slipped out of the bathroom, her dark head tilted down so that her hair fell over her eyes. The bathroom didn’t have a door, just an orange window curtain tacked onto the frame to give the illusion of privacy. It was the only curtain in the house. The other windows were either bare or covered with yellowed Chinese newspapers. Chun slipped into the bathroom and they all shuffled forward. Ping took her place in line behind Lihong. There were only two bathrooms, and to get to them you had to wend your way through bunk beds filling every space.




When he first came to America, Lihong had agreed to the terms, made his mark on the paperwork, and handed over his identification. So had everyone else in this house. They all worked at the restaurant, taking orders, busing tables, refilling pots of hot tea, or standing for hours over flaming woks. Lihong washed dishes and sometimes cooked if they were shorthanded. He was clumsy, though, and often burned himself.



Lihong had worked with Ying on her first—and so far, last—day. She had been filling one of the metal tea carafes with nearly boiling water when Lihong dropped a plate that exploded into shards. She jerked at the sudden clatter. The hot water burned her forearm, immediately forming a red fluid-filled blister. Ying had started weeping and wouldn’t stop, not even when the manager came back and hissed at her that the customers could hear and were asking questions.



Lihong had tried to help her. He had taken her to the sink and run cold water over the burn. Patted her shoulder awkwardly. Then whispered warnings to her that she had to be quiet.



Now another hoarse scream floated up.



“I wish she would just shut up,” Feng muttered. “It’s impossible to sleep with her wailing down there.”



“She’d better be careful,” Ping said from behind Lihong. “There’s a lot worse things she could be doing than working in a restaurant.”



“She’s not pretty enough for that,” Feng sneered.



“I hear that the men who come, they don’t care so much about pretty.” Ping bit her lip. “They could send her there as soon as her burn heals up.”



Another shriek.




“That’s it!” Feng balled his hands into fists. “If the neighbors hear, she’ll bring the police down on us. All of us rotting in prison or sent back home.”




“The freeway is so loud,” Lihong offered, trying to placate Feng. He had found he could sleep better if he thought of it as a river. “It covers the sound.”




Feng clenched his fists. “If she won’t shut up on her own, I’ll make her shut up.”




“No, no,” Lihong said hastily. “Let me talk to her.”




Abandoning his place in line, he went back down the hall. When he ducked under the rope hung with drying laundry, a pair of damp pants slapped him in the face.




In the kitchen he washed out a glass and filled it with water. The basement stairs were next to the back door. On the door was posted a sign handwritten in Chinese. EMPLOYEES, PAY ATTENTION! TURN LIGHT OUT AT 12. PLEASE DON’T YELL, TALK LOUD, OR MAKE NOISE BECAUSE IT WILL DISTURB THE NEIGHBORS.




Lihong would be fine with disturbing the neighbors if he thought they might help. That was all he thought about now. How to get out of this place, this position he was in, before he was an old man. To make it so that the enforcers would leave him in peace—or at least not know his whereabouts.




He had thought of asking the people at the nearby businesses if they could help him get away. They came in to eat. It would not be hard to slip away and talk to them for a few minutes. But his English was very poor. And they were all friendly with the owner, and he bought them meals.




Lihong knew what would happen if he asked a policeman. Beaten, maybe killed. Or at best, jailed and then deported. The owner had explained it often. Just thinking about it made him long for a cigarette to calm his nerves. But he had smoked the last one from his pack today. Cigarettes were so expensive, costing nearly as much as the owner gave him in a day, but they blunted his hunger, tamped down his anxiety.




It was a cigarette that had led Lihong to his one hope, a man he called Mr. Scott. They weren’t allowed breaks, but sometimes when it was slow he would slip out the back door and smoke for five minutes. A few months earlier, Lihong had gone outside with a cigarette already between his lips, but in the spot where he normally stood was a white American man. Smoking. Lihong had started to hurry back inside, but with gestures and smiles and words he didn’t understand, Mr. Scott had indicated that he should stay. After exchanging names, they had smoked their cigarettes together. When Mr. Scott was finished, he had unwrapped a stick of gum that stank of chemicals and mint, then chewed it furiously. The whole time he talked, first asking Lihong questions that he could only answer with a smile and a shrug. Eventually it became a monologue that hadn’t seemed to require anything from Lihong but an occasional nod.



Mr. Scott was well dressed, his clothes fitting him without a wrinkle, the stitching and the fabric very fine. And later, Lihong had seen him getting into his car. It was huge and shiny and raised high off the ground, without a single scratch or dent. Mr. Scott was like a vision of the America that Lihong had thought he was coming to. Maybe this was the sign he had been hoping for.



The next time Lihong saw him, Mr. Scott asked, with a combination of words and gestures, for a cigarette. Despite the cost, Lihong handed it over without hesitation.



Mr. Scott grimaced at the taste, and they had laughed, and somehow through the few words they had in common they started to become something like friends. Whenever he came to the restaurant, Mr. Scott would talk, long runs of words that flowed past Lihong like water. They were oddly soothing.




The fourth time he saw Mr. Scott, Lihong tried to ask for help, using words he had gleaned from TV.



But then Mr. Scott had so many questions. He had asked about “minimum wage.” About “sick leave” and “health insurance.” Words and concepts that Lihong didn’t understand. You worked every day from ten in the morning to ten or eleven p.m. You worked if you were sick or hurt or exhausted. You would probably still work, they often joked, if you were dead.



And before Mr. Scott could help them, he had been killed in a car accident. A few months later, his wife had come to the restaurant. Lihong had been overjoyed. He thought she must be there to follow up on Mr. Scott’s promise. But when he risked everything to ask her, she seemed not to understand. Later, she had come back with a magic phone that understood them both and translated from English to Chinese and back again. They hadn’t gotten very far when the owner came out back and nearly caught them.



He hadn’t seen the woman he called Mrs. Scott since. But he had seen the concern in her eyes, the caring. He was sure she would help if she knew what was happening.



Now Lihong’s hand was slick on the stair rail. If the owner knew he was coming down here . . .



In the basement, Ying sat with her back against the wall. One arm was handcuffed to a pipe. The other had been roughly bandaged, although the once-white wrapping was now stiff and dirty. Her face was swollen, her eyes so puffy she could barely see.



Lihong put the glass of water in her free hand. She gulped it down greedily, and then he took the glass back. The last girl who had been put down here had tried to kill herself.




“You have to stop crying,” he told her in a low but firm voice. “Stop shrieking, stop crying, apologize, and start working.”




“My whole village saved up to send me here. This is not what I thought it would be.”




Bitterness welled up in him. “Do you think it was for any of us? Besides, do you know what they’ll do if you keep this up? You’ll end up in a massage parlor or a nail shop.”




She shook her head. “But I don’t know how to give massages or do nails.”




The girl was as stupid as she was stubborn. “That doesn’t matter. You won’t be doing either of those things. You’ll be entertaining three or four men an hour, fourteen hours a day.”




The one eye that wasn’t quite as bruised widened. “Please. You have to help me. You have to save me.” She raised the bandaged arm toward him, the one she had burned when he dropped the plate.




Lihong still had the small white cardboard rectangle that Mrs. Scott had given him. The printing on it seemed to be letters and numbers, and he was nearly certain it held her address. He would go there, he decided, with a sudden surge of fear and daring. He would go there and she would use her magic phone and they would understand each other.




And then she would help. Help free Ying from the dark basement. Help free Lihong from his days spent as a slave.






CHAPTER 2




Back home they had a saying. “Paper can’t wrap up a fire.”




 And, thought the man who had brought Lihong here, Lihong was a fire. He could no longer paper over the problems Lihong kept causing.




If something wasn’t done, he would burn everything down.









CHAPTER 3




TUESDAY, TEN DAYS LATER


Have you wondered what Dandan Yee’s last thoughts were before she died?” asked King County prosecutor Mia Quinn. As she spoke, she was careful to make eye contact with each juror in turn. That morning she had pulled back her shoulder-length blond hair so that no strand would fall into her eyes. She wanted nothing to distract from the picture she was about to paint.




Mia had planned, she had prepared, but now she set that planning aside and let the words come from her heart. She needed the jury to see things through her eyes, and that wouldn’t come from a rote presentation.




Sitting at the prosecution table behind her was the lead detective in the case, homicide detective Charlie Carlson. They had worked this murder together from the beginning. Now she could sense him willing her to get justice for Dandan Yee.




The case should have been open-and-shut, but two things were not in Mia’s favor.




First was that the defendant, David Leacham, had used a good portion of the fortune he had made in the dry-cleaning business to hire one of Seattle’s best criminal defense attorneys, James Wheeler. No crime, not even the murder of a teenage prostitute, was too low for Wheeler to take on. And Mia had to admit that he had done an excellent job, sowing confusion, countering every witness, and casting doubt and aspersions far and wide. Wheeler had even managed to get Leacham released on bail, despite Mia arguing that the man was a flight risk and could pose a threat to the community. Leacham had surrendered his passport, put up a million dollars bail, and walked out of jail with just an ankle monitor.




The second thing that had hurt the prosecution’s case was that Mia and Charlie’s key witness had been a no-show. She was a street kid and sometimes streetwalker with the unfortunate name of Sindy Sharp (and it was her real name, too, according to Charlie). But Sindy had disappeared from her new foster home before she could testify that Leacham had been one of her regular customers, and that he had liked it rough.




The massage parlor where Dandan worked turned out to have been rented under a false name. It never reopened after her death. The other girls gave the police fake names and addresses, claimed to have seen and heard nothing, and then disappeared.




To convict Leacham, Mia now had to nail her closing arguments and make the jurors face the hard truth: that a defenseless young woman had been purchased, used, and then brutally murdered by a rich businessman who thought himself above the law.




Mia continued, “Do you imagine that Dandan thought, Why are you stabbing me? I have already done what you wanted. I have already given you my body. Did she think, My whole life I dreamed of coming to America to be reunited with my mother, and now I am being murdered by this man?”




Several jurors cut their eyes to Bo Yee, Dandan’s mother, who sat in her usual place in the front row, directly behind the prosecutor’s table. She had been here every day, wearing a long, shapeless black dress and tinted glasses, clutching a neatly folded handkerchief that she never used. Sixteen years ago, when Dandan was three, Mrs. Yee had paid smugglers to spirit her out of China. She had been granted asylum in the United States, but had not been successful in getting her husband and daughter to join her.



A few weeks earlier, her daughter had gotten off a plane with a fake Indonesian passport, then promptly disappeared into Seattle’s bustling Asian population. After she died, Bo Yee’s name and address were found in Dandan’s few belongings, but the two women had never reconnected. No one knew why. Had Dandan been unable to find her? Or had she been ashamed that the only job she had been able to find was as a prostitute?



All Mia and Charlie knew for sure was that less than two weeks after her arrival in America, Dandan had been stabbed to death by a client, David Leacham. Who then had the gall to claim self-defense.



Mia gave Bo a small nod before turning back to the jury. “Mr. Wheeler has tried to tell you that the whole thing was a terrible misunderstanding. That Mr. Leacham walked into a massage parlor”—she emphasized the last two words—“expecting to get a massage and nothing more.”



A juror named Sandra, a secretary close to retirement, shook her head in disgust. Her caramel-colored hair didn’t budge. Jim, a balding accountant, pressed his lips together.




Mia had the jury, she could feel it. When she took two steps to the right, their eyes followed her like magnets.




The only juror who avoided her gaze was Warren, a twenty-eight-year-old electrician with an unfortunate two-toned mullet. He had seemed checked out for the duration of the trial. Every time Mia tried to make eye contact, he was chewing his thumbnail or worrying at his cuticles. During jury selection he had been much more engaged. Now the only person he paid attention to was another juror, Naomi, a twenty-two-year-old student with a penchant for wearing three shades of iridescent eye shadow and tight sweaters.




“Mr. Leacham is forty-seven years old. Old enough to know that legitimate massage businesses do not have neon signs out front. Old enough to know that when you are given your pick between three pretty girls, what will be happening in that back room is a lot more than a back massage.”




As she spoke, Mia briefly looked each juror in the eye. Naomi listened with a curled lip. As Mia had hoped during jury selection, she seemed to be relating to the victim.




“The defense has tried to cast this poor girl in an unflattering light, when it’s a story as old as our country. A young girl arrives in America, the land of dreams, hoping to make a new life for herself, even though she is penniless, with no skills and nonexistent English. That’s what happened to Dandan, at which point her dreams ran right into harsh reality. Mr. Wheeler tried to make you think that Dandan was a hardened criminal, but she wasn’t. It’s just that when she came here, she was so desperate that she was forced to sell the only thing of value she had—her body. And unfortunately for her, one of her clients turned out to be David Leacham.”




Mia’s mouth had gone dry. She turned back to the prosecution table, thinking to get a glass of water, but Charlie had already emptied the plastic pitcher. He gave her a guilty twist of a smile. She didn’t let the pause break her stride.




Mia shifted her story into the present tense to help the jurors feel how immediate and urgent it was. “And it isn’t enough for Mr. Leacham to have sex with this poor girl. It is far from enough. We will never know what his sick reasons are for stabbing Dandan, but we do know that’s what he does and it is no accident and it is not self-defense.



“But after Mr. Leacham kills Dandan, he realizes he has gone too far. So he makes up a story and sets about trying to alter the facts to match it. He gives himself a few tiny cuts. Then he puts the knife in that poor dead girl’s hand and hightails it out of there.”



Mia spoke through gritted teeth. “If a witness hadn’t noticed his car and the first few digits of the license plate number, he might never have been caught. But the story he made up doesn’t make any sense. Mr. Wheeler expects you to believe that after their encounter, Dandan pressed a knife against David Meacham’s throat and attempted to rob him.”



The ridiculous theory had been picked up by a tabloid, which ran a photo of Dandan under the headline LETHAL BEAUTY?



“Why would Dandan do that? It defies logic. First of all, Dandan is five foot one and one hundred five pounds. Mister”—Mia gave the word a sarcastic spin—“Leacham is five foot eleven and two hundred fifteen pounds. And yet he is claiming that she is the one who attacked him, who threatened him.” She raised a skeptical eyebrow and was rewarded with frowns from both Pete, the retired pharmacist, and Connor, the college student. Yes! The tension in her chest loosened.



“Mr. Wheeler would also have you believe that when this girl saw the money in Mr. Leacham’s wallet as he paid one hundred for the use of her body, she decided to steal it. But why would someone who has risked everything to come to America jeopardize that for just $380? At a minimum, Dandan would have lost her job. She would have put her ability to stay in America undetected at huge risk. Even if she had taken those few hundred dollars, where would she have run to, with no English and knowing no one else in America besides her own mother? How far would she have gotten?” With her voice, Mia made her own answer clear. Not very far.




“As for those so-called defensive wounds, they are so shallow they barely amount to scratches. And you heard the testimony of our expert witness. Since the defendant was right-handed, any defensive wounds should have been on Mr. Leacham’s right hand and forearm. But there weren’t any, were there? These marks only make sense when you realize that it is precisely because Mr. Leacham is right-handed that he gives himself a single shallow cut on his left palm, as well as a scratch on his throat no deeper than a shaving nick. And then he sneaks off like a dog into the night.



“And you know what the defense boils down to? They want you to think that this man cannot be a killer. That everything that happened was Dandan’s fault. Their argument is that you must have a reasonable doubt, because how can you believe that someone like Mr. Leacham”—she made her voice faintly mocking—“someone who’s so successful, who’s so nice-looking, who’s so intelligent, who has such a wonderful family, how could you believe that someone like that could commit a murder like this? That’s what they’re really saying: that you have to have reasonable doubt because he doesn’t look like a killer.” Mia was in the zone now, the jurors’ eyes riveted on her.



“But you don’t have to look at the defense’s theory very closely before you see even more flaws. A second problem with their story is something no one disputes: that before he stabs Dandan, Mr. Leacham has sex with her. This man, whom the defense claims to be happily married, has sex with a girl two years younger than his own daughter.”




David Leacham’s wife, Marci, was glaring at Mia from her seat in the courtroom directly behind her husband. Her face had been wiped of all expression, but her eyes still gave her away. If looks could kill, Mia knew she would be six feet under.



“And as the medical examiner has testified, Dandan had fresh bruises on her wrists. Now ask yourself, which is more logical—that she attacked him or that he attacked her?



“All the evidence and all the facts in this case point to one idea: that David Leacham deliberately murdered Dandan Yee.” Mia made eye contact again with each juror. “We ask that you find him guilty.”





CHAPTER 4




A different kind of person might have sat back and enjoyed the show James Wheeler was putting on as he gave the closing arguments for the defense, but Charlie Carlson was not that kind of person. Not when, at the end of the day, a man might get away with murder.




“Every living creature understands self-preservation,” Wheeler was saying. His thick, silvery hair made him look leonine. “As human beings we go through life avoiding danger, hoping we will never be forced into a position where we must defend ourselves. But if we are threatened with death, our instincts take over and we do whatever we must in order to protect ourselves. And that is exactly what happened here.”




By sinking his teeth into his tongue, Charlie managed to maintain a neutral expression.




“The evidence is clear: Ms. Yee was an illegal alien and a prostitute who came very close to killing David Leacham in a botched robbery attempt.”




When Mia talked about the dead girl, she was always Dandan or occasionally Miss Yee, but whenever her name came out of Wheeler’s mouth, it was always “Ms. Yee.” It was a tiny detail, but telling. Wheeler was trying to get the jury to think of the dead girl as older, more sophisticated, and the Ms. was just one more piece of that mosaic.




Charlie wondered how many of the jurors didn’t like illegal aliens, or thought that a prostitute deserved whatever happened to her. Mia had tried to uncover any underlying prejudices while the prospective jurors were being questioned in her voir dire, but since most people know what the “right” answers are, they often give them.




“My client is not a worldly man. He works long hours at his dry-cleaning business, talking to customers, fixing machines, and even cleaning and pressing clothes.”




Charlie wondered how much of that was true. He also wondered if Leacham was into fixing things other than machines. Since dry cleaning was often a cash business, it made the perfect front for money laundering.




Wheeler continued, “Mr. Leacham thought Ms. Yee was what she claimed to be, a massage therapist. He had a backache, and the pain became so intense he wondered if a massage might help. This is a man who has worked hard his whole life and who has built a successful business from scratch. A man who is still married to his high school sweetheart and who does not have a single criminal conviction.”




While investigating the murder, Charlie had found Sindy Sharp, who painted a picture of a very different man. Then, just before the trial began, she left her foster home with nothing but her purse and never came back. The girl did have a long history of running away. Charlie just hoped that was what had happened.




“When Ms. Yee began to flirt with him,” Wheeler said, “he was surprised and flattered. He lost his head.”




Yeah, Charlie thought sourly, at about the same time he lost his pants.




At the defense table, David Leacham bit his lip and looked down at the table. His eyes shone with unshed tears. Just how hard had the man had to bite, Charlie wondered, to make those tears flow.




“Afterward, when he came out of the bathroom, Ms. Yee suddenly attacked him, demanding his wallet. She pressed the knife against his throat until she drew blood and said, ‘Do it or die!’ ”




Charlie tried to imagine it, the tiny woman attacking the much bigger man who sat at the defense table. Judging by the expressions on the faces of the jurors, they were having a hard time as well.




“Mr. Leacham is not familiar with violence, with people who will steal and lie and cheat and even kill.” Wheeler raised his chin and pressed the blade of his right palm against his neck as if it were a knife. “But after Ms. Yee cut him, he could feel the hot blood trickling down the skin of his neck.” The fingers of Wheeler’s other hand traced the contours of his throat. His eyes darted, as if he were panicking, then he dropped both hands and addressed the jury. “Mr. Leacham knew it would take only a little bit more pressure for her to cut his jugular vein. And he was also sure, deadly sure, that either way, she would still kill him. So he knocked her arm away. He did what we all would have done and tried to protect himself. To allow himself to get away to safety. But instead of backing away, his attacker became even more enraged. She came at him again, and they wrestled for the knife. Suddenly, David Leacham was fighting for his life.”




Out of the corner of his eye, Charlie watched Mia’s lips become a thin, white line as Wheeler piled on lie after lie.



“You’ve seen the photographs of the cut on his throat, the slice on his hand he suffered when he tried to defend himself. The cut on his throat is from her initial attack, when she told him that he was going to die if he didn’t do what she said. The other cut is on his left hand because that hand was closest to the knife. Thankfully, he snatched it back as soon as he realized it was slicing into him, and it didn’t sever blood vessels and tendons. Then he tried to grab her, to stop her from killing him, and their feet became entangled. That’s when David Leacham got lucky. He got lucky because he did not sustain that third, killing wound this woman was determined to give him. Instead, they hit the ground, landing in such a way that the knife entered her body with his weight directly on top of it. Afraid that she would attack him again, he took that heaven-sent opportunity to escape.”



Wheeler managed to proclaim this convoluted story with a straight face. Behind him, Leacham blinked, sending tears running down his red face. In the silence he took a loud, ragged breath.



“Because of chance or providence, Mr. Leacham was able to escape and he is still alive. And while it is very unfortunate that Ms. Yee lost her life, under these circumstances our laws recognize that Mr. Leacham did not commit a crime. Instead, this was a justifiable homicide.”



Justifiable homicide was something Charlie had been forced to do a time or two. With a badge on his belt and a city-issued firearm. Not against a tiny woman who had been bought and paid for.



“You saw the prosecutor put these people on the stand who claimed to be experts in their fields.” Wheeler sighed. “I am just one man against the government. I don’t have a vast army of employees and fancy equipment.” It took a mighty effort for Charlie not to roll his eyes. “All I have”—Wheeler thumped his chest over his heart, or at least where his heart would be if he had one—“is the truth.”




He walked back to the defense table and picked up a black leather Moleskine notebook. As Charlie watched him, his gaze snagged on Leacham’s, who had turned in his chair. Not a muscle moved on the other man’s face, but Charlie still felt his own shoulders tense as if he were getting ready to throw a punch.



“In Ms. Quinn’s opening statement, which I wrote down”—Wheeler flourished the notebook dramatically—“she promised that you were going to hear from another prostitute who claimed she had evidence against Mr. Leacham. But that’s not what happened, is it? The lady didn’t even show up to testify.” He mimed looking around the courtroom. “So where is she, this mysterious woman? Is she not here because she was seeking something—sympathy, money, fame—but then she got cold feet when it came time to come before you and lie about what happened?”



He nodded to himself. “Facts are stubborn things. An indictment is not a crime. Indictments mean nothing. Anyone can be indicted, and that should not affect your decision making in any way. Why do our courts have presumption of innocence? Why is our standard reasonable doubt? Because ‘looking bad’ and ‘probably’ are not standards of proof. That’s the most important thing to remember. Human beings are naturally judgmental and critical of each other. But with presumption of innocence, we are forced to wait and weigh the evidence.”



Charlie didn’t think of himself as judgmental. He just called them as he saw them. And in his line of work, he saw a lot.




“The police botched this investigation from the start. I’m sure we all remember the officer who was in charge of logging people in and out of the scene, Officer Childs. While he was on the stand, I asked him for his notes, and he opened up a teeny tiny notebook. He did not have the names of anyone who was at the scene. At first he did not even recall if he was wearing gloves when he initially walked through the massage parlor. Then he remembered he wasn’t.” Wheeler shook his head. “Was there evidence that was never cataloged, perhaps even destroyed? We’ll never know.”




Wheeler went on, occasionally making a show of looking down at his notebook, casting doubt on every step of the investigation. Some of his points did not even make a lot of sense, but in aggregate they might leave the jurors confused enough that they would not be able to find Leacham guilty beyond a reasonable doubt.




But being found not guilty wasn’t the same as being innocent. Even Wheeler would not go so far as to claim his client was innocent.




Finally, Wheeler summed it up. “The prosecutor has not proved her charges. Instead, she has dragged the name of an honorable man through the mud. I ask that you serve justice today. I ask that you find David Leacham not guilty. Because that is the truth.”






CHAPTER 5




As she pushed back her chair and stood up from the prosecution table, Mia tried to take a deep breath. She had listened closely to Wheeler. Now was her chance to lay out her rebuttal. Her final chance to speak to the jury. Everything was riding on what she said next. She resisted the urge to wipe her sweaty palms on the skirt of her suit. As she walked to the jury box, Charlie gave her a subtle but encouraging nod.




“Ladies and gentleman of the jury, the Seattle Police Department, the crime lab, and the DA’s office—we have done all that we can. There’s nothing else we can add. Nothing else we can show you. And do you know why? Because we didn’t make the facts. We didn’t make the evidence. He did.” She turned and pointed at David Leacham. He kept his face impassive, but she could see the hate hiding in his eyes.




The defense had called a dozen people to speak on his behalf, but Leacham himself had never taken the stand. Mia wished she could bring that up, could say to the jury, “Hey, what’s Leacham so afraid of? Why can’t he answer our questions? If his story is true, why won’t he subject himself to cross-examination?” but she could not. The right to remain silent was guaranteed under the Fifth Amendment, and she could not comment at all.




Even though Mia knew, and Wheeler must know too, that if David Leacham had taken the stand, he would have cracked like a potato chip.



“When this trial is over, you will leave with questions that are never going to be answered. And for the rest of your life, when you think about your time as a juror, you’re going to ask yourself: Why did he do that? Why did David Leacham take everything that girl had to give and then take even more?



“But having questions like that doesn’t mean there’s a meaningful doubt. What this trial boils down to is this: If you believe with all your heart and with all your gut that this defendant committed the murder, then you will find him guilty. And you, ladies and gentleman of the jury”—she swept her gaze from face to face—“better than anyone else in the world who wasn’t in the room that night, know what really happened there. And I know you’re not going to let David Leacham get away with it.”



She lowered her voice, and the jurors leaned forward, as if she were letting them in on a secret. All the jurors, except Warren. He was staring down at the floor, as he had been ever since she began talking, his gaze vacant. Mia tried not to let the sight of his seeming indifference break her stride.



“The defense has tried to overwhelm you with trivial details. Yes, Officer Childs was not wearing gloves when he first walked through the massage parlor. He answered honestly about that. He also answered honestly about not touching anything with his ungloved hands.” She was relieved to see her words met by nods.




“As for our missing witness, we can only speculate as to what has happened to her. Unfortunately, we do not know.” Out of the corner of her eye, Mia could see Wheeler readying himself to object if she did speculate. She decided to pivot to a stronger point rather than let him interrupt her flow.



“What you need to focus on is Mr. Leacham himself, and what kind of man he is. And to do that we need to look below the surface. We want to think that we know evil when we see it. We want to believe that evil is ugly. That it is friendless. That evil isn’t a member of the Rotary Club, that it doesn’t have a wife and kids and a successful business. We want to believe we can tell just by looking who is evil, because it makes us feel safer.” Mia sighed, her mouth twisting. And was rewarded when the jurors seemed to sigh with her, a quiet echo.



“The defense has paraded people before you, people who are acquainted with Mr. Leacham from his church and from his business and from his volunteer work. They all thought they knew him. They all wanted to believe that there wasn’t a secret, hidden, sick side to him. Can you imagine how you would feel if you thought you knew somebody and then you turned out to be so wrong? And meanwhile, you had perhaps let that person be around your family? Around your wife? Around your daughters? You would never want to believe you could be that wrong about anybody. But the simple truth is these people were that wrong, and they’re still that wrong.” Mia’s voice strengthened with every word.



“Now it’s time for the twelve of you to start deliberating, to sit down together and talk about what you have seen and heard. For you to reason together and come back with a verdict. It’s time for this case to finally be resolved by you, the jury. Not by the media. Not by Mr. Leacham’s acquaintances. But by you. It’s time for justice to be served for Dandan Yee.”




Her voice rang throughout the courtroom. “Because David Leacham is guilty of taking this vulnerable young woman’s life. He is guilty. And I ask you to find him so.”





CHAPTER 6




As he drove to the University of Washington law school, Eli Hall hummed an old Billy Joel song under his breath. Tuesday was the bright spot of his week. Wednesdays could sometimes be wonderful too.




Of course, judged objectively, neither day should be. Both started with ten or so hours at his job as a public defender. Both ended with a couple more at home, hunched over his laptop until he couldn’t keep his eyes open.




But in between . . . ah, in between, that was a different story. Because Tuesdays and Wednesdays were the nights Eli was an adjunct professor.




It wasn’t that the intelligence and enthusiasm of his law school students made Eli’s long days worthwhile. These days the students mostly just made him feel old. He would be turning forty in a few months, older now than even the latest of bloomers in his class.




And while he could always use the money—he was a single parent, and the worst-paid attorneys were public defenders—that wasn’t what made those two days of the week stand out.




He had met Mia Quinn, another adjunct professor, at the beginning of the term and had fallen. Fallen hard. On Wednesdays they taught in adjoining classrooms. But on Tuesdays they were a team. First they demonstrated the given topic, then, along with the students, they listened to the lecture given by Titus Brown.



So in a few minutes Eli and Mia would be sitting just a few feet apart. With luck, they might even meet up in the parking lot beforehand and walk in together. And they would surely walk out together. They had fallen into a routine without having to discuss it. Walking and talking was just a given now.



They had a lot in common. As was true for Eli, one reason that Mia taught was because she needed the money. Like him, she had a teenager, although his Rachel was a couple of years older than her Gabe. But what drew Eli to her couldn’t be summed up on paper, he thought as he pulled into the parking lot and felt a flash of disappointment at not seeing her.



It was her low laugh. How she tilted her head when she was listening intently. How she reached out to others. When she had learned that the mother of one of her son’s friends was being treated for cancer and had lost her apartment, she had invited both mother and son into her own home.



Only once had Mia and Eli been on opposite sides, and he had seen then that she would never, ever give up. Not on her cases, not on her family.



Not like Lydia, who had taken off to “find herself” after endlessly complaining that she had gone from a child to being a mother. She learned she was pregnant her senior year of high school, and they married three months after her graduation.




After nearly seventeen years of marriage Lydia had left Eli and Rachel a year ago without a backward glance, a Skype visit, or even a letter.




Mia would never do that. He had seen how loyal she was to the victims she represented, to her co-workers, and to her friends.




Which was what Eli was. He wanted to be more. He had tried to drop hints, but he didn’t have much practice.




Now his heart started beating a little faster as he pulled open the door to the classroom, which was modeled like a miniature courtroom. The students who had earlier been assigned to play jurors were already in the jury box. Mia was sitting at the prosecutor’s table, deep in conversation with Titus. Tomorrow Eli and Mia would critique their own students as they put into practice what they learned tonight.




As Titus took the judge’s chair, Eli shot Mia a smile. She nodded and smiled in return, but she seemed distracted.




After clearing his throat, Titus said, “Tonight Ms. Quinn and Mr. Hall will be modeling voir dire for you. The case for which they will be questioning prospective jurors concerns a forty-three-year-old black defendant who is charged with assaulting and raping a twenty-one-year-old white woman after they left a bar together.”




Slipping into his role as judge, Titus asked the prospective jurors as a group if any of them knew the defendant, the victim, or the attorneys. By prearrangement they all said no, the same answer they gave when he asked if any of them doubted their ability to be fair and impartial during the trial.




Then he turned the jurors over to Mia and Eli. Just as in a real voir dire, they had been given the bare “facts” about each juror, such as name, age, and marital status. But Titus had gone one step further and slipped each of the pretend jurors an interesting fact to see if Eli or Mia would tease it out.




Mia was first up. “I want to begin this morning by telling you that you are all qualified jurors. When you came in, you had no idea whether it was to hear a case about a personal injury in a car crash, or about two partners who had a falling out over their company, or maybe it was a medical malpractice case or a criminal case. You had no idea, did you?”



Already caught up in Mia’s spell, the pretend jurors bobbed their heads in agreement.



“And you ended up here, on a criminal case. Now, each of us has personal experiences that make the different cases the right case or the wrong case for us.” She emphasized the last two words. “You may have personal feelings that make this an inappropriate trial for you, whereas you could listen to that partnership dissolution very easily. So the purpose of our questions is not to disqualify you. In fact, if you think about it, it’s more like figuring out whether the case should be disqualified from you. Nothing is personal. And I think it’s easier to answer the questions if you keep that in mind.”



Eli resolved to borrow Mia’s phrasing the next time he did voir dire. If you couldn’t learn from the best, you didn’t deserve to practice law.



“Have any of you been the victim of a crime?” Mia asked.



One of the pretend jurors raised his hand.



After checking her printout, Mia called out, “Juror Seventeen?”



Juror Seventeen, played by a young man, was supposedly a plumber in his forties. “Three years ago, I was the victim of an armed robbery and was pistol-whipped.”



“Pistol-whipped?” Mia echoed. “So you were injured?”



“Yes.”




“Were you satisfied with what the police did?”




Getting into his part, the young man jutted out his jaw. “They did nothing.”




“So I would say that’s a no.”




About half the jurors smiled. Mia was already building rapport.




“No.”




“And were you satisfied with anything the prosecutor did?” Mia raised one eyebrow.




“No. They never caught him.”




“The police never did anything, so the prosecutor didn’t do anything?”




“Exactly,” the supposed victim said. “And now I have posttraumatic stress disorder.”




“And in hearing the evidence about the alleged assault, do you think you would have a problem believing the police officer’s testimony?”




He hesitated and then said, “Yes, I do.”




Good job, Mia, Eli thought. Some people would feel a crime victim would naturally side with the prosecution, but in this case, the juror actually bore some animus toward law enforcement. And because of her careful questioning, she would be able to strike him for cause.




Mia looked back out over all the jurors again. “Now I’m going to ask you some questions that you may ask to respond to out of hearing of the other jurors, if you feel the questions are too personal. Have you, or has any family member or close friend, ever been the victim of any type of sexual assault?”




A juror raised her hand.




“Yes, Number Three?”




“My daughter was raped.”




“And was her assailant caught?”




“She did not press charges.”




“May I ask why not?” Mia said gently.




“She was afraid of how she might be treated.”




“And what did you think?”




Suddenly vehement, the girl managed to channel a fifty-two-year-old mother. “If I had known about it at the time I would have told her that she had done nothing wrong, and that she needed to report him to the police so that creep couldn’t hurt anyone else.”




“Anyone else?” Mia asked, and then when no one answered, she went on to ask a handful of carefully chosen questions.




After Mia was finished, it was Eli’s turn. After a few questions about what TV shows they liked to watch or magazines they liked to read—questions he always felt helped jurors let down their guards and still provide him with useful information—he asked them how they defined sexual assault. Some stammered and blushed while others answered forthrightly.




Eli then asked, “Does anyone know someone who falsely claimed to have been a victim of a sexual assault?”




A man slowly raised his hand.




“Number Sixteen? What were your feelings about that?”




“Well, since I was the one who was falsely accused, I had pretty strong feelings about it, as you can imagine.”




“Do you think those feelings would make it hard for you to believe another woman claiming she had been assaulted?”




He paused, then said, “I don’t think so.”




“I sense some hesitation in your answer,” Eli said. “It is absolutely okay to have some hesitations or reservations. I just need to know. When you say you don’t think so, does that mean that it might?”




“I guess it might.”




After Eli was finished, he and Mia both chose which jurors to strike for cause and with preemptory challenges. Then Titus began his lecture.




“Voir dire is a French term meaning ‘to speak the truth.’ It’s when prosecutors and defense attorneys interview prospective jury members about their beliefs and life experiences. We say we want a fair and impartial jury, and maybe that’s true for society, but it’s not true for us as attorneys.” Titus pointed his finger at his own chest. “I want a juror whose experiences make them biased in my favor.”




His blunt words were greeted with nods and laughter.




“Voir dire is like going on a first date, something you ladies and gentlemen might have some experience with.” He waggled an eyebrow. “When you go on a first date, you want to find out as much as you can about your date in a short amount of time so that you can figure out whether you want to see them again. You want to get your date to like you and have a sense of what you’re about, but you also don’t want to turn them off with a bunch of nosy questions.”




Eli and Mia exchanged glances. He would have given anything to know what she was thinking. They’d gone out exactly that one time, for brunch. And even though it probably didn’t count as a second date, he had once saved her life.




Titus continued, “Just as everything someone does on a first date is noticed, everything lawyers do and say during voir dire conveys a message. And just as lawyers are picking jurors, at the same time jurors are picking the lawyer they like and trust the most.




“Voir dire is the only time during a trial that you can talk directly with jurors. I’m not saying it is your chance to talk at them. No. It’s your opportunity to find out who they are and how they feel. How you phrase things can make a difference. Ask people if they believe in racial profiling, and most will say no. But ask them if people from Muslim countries should get extra screening, and a lot of them will say yes. Jurors will shade their answers if they are afraid of being judged.




“You want to find out as much as you can about them, but without asking them endless questions. The trick is to ask open-ended questions so they’ll say a lot more than just a yes or a no. So you don’t ask, ‘Do you believe in the death penalty?’ Instead, you say, ‘How do you feel about the death penalty?’ In fact, once they answer, don’t jump right in afterward. Give them a moment. A lot of times a juror will add something—something important.” Titus nodded at his own words.



“And after you listen to the answer, base your follow-up questions on it. As you can see from Mia’s line of questioning of the fellow who was pistol-whipped, those follow-up questions can provide you with a basis for cause strikes.



“Remember that this isn’t a deposition. It’s a conversation.” He stretched out the last word with the cadence of a preacher. “So you don’t talk like an attorney. You talk like a person. You don’t challenge. You don’t criticize. You listen. And the more you listen, the more you learn.



“You can of course strike anyone for cause. It’s only preemptory strikes that are limited. Each side has three. But trust me, you’re going to need those three. Because there are times you are going to have to go with your gut.” He turned to Mia. “So why did you choose to strike Juror Twelve?”



“I have found in rape cases that older women can sometimes be judgmental,” Mia said. “That’s just based on my experience. On the flip side, for this case I’d like to keep the older male jurors, because they might see the victim as their daughter or wife or sister.”




Titus turned to Eli. “Why did you continue to question Juror Sixteen?”




Eli had used one of his preemptory challenges on that juror. “I always worry about prospective jurors who use the words think or hope or try. Because often they might be dropping hints that they aren’t capable of being neutral. And I think that was the case here.”




Titus nodded. “Nonverbal communication can tell you a lot. If a juror looks down or past you, it could mean they don’t really care about what you have to say. On the flip side, someone who smiles or nods in agreement when you are speaking is obviously the kind of intelligent, thoughtful juror you want.”




Eli and Mia laughed right along with the students. And looking at Mia, at her flashing eyes and her slightly crooked smile, Eli fell harder than ever.






CHAPTER 7




Gabe rubbed the steam away from the bathroom mirror. With his right hand he made a fist and then flexed his biceps. It looked like someone had slipped a softball under his skin. Along his forearm, veins popped. Nobody at school made fun of Gabe anymore. And lately girls had been looking at him. Talking to him. Sometimes, he thought, even flirting with him. He was no longer invisible.




If only he had been able to put on this weight before football season had ended. It would have been so much easier to push up and down the field if he’d weighed thirty pounds more. Except Coach Harper might have asked awkward questions, the way he sometimes quizzed the other football players about how exactly they had managed to bulk up. But now football season was over, and Gabe didn’t have Coach Harper as a teacher.




“You’ve got to try to get bigger if you want to get any better,” one of the seniors on the team had told him. Well, Gabe had tried. He had done all that he could. Lifted weights until he felt like his arms would snap. Choked down protein powder drinks that were supposed to taste like chocolate but instead tasted more like chalk.




But nothing had helped. At least until now. Now he had the only thing that really could help.



These days his shirts strained across his pecs. He could bench forty more pounds than he’d ever done before. Yesterday, for the first time in his life, he had grabbed the ten-foot-high basketball rim while doing a layup. Soaring through the air, he had felt like he could fly. He had felt invincible.



Gabe’s mom was sweet but clueless. She thought that if you worked hard, things eventually paid off.



But sometimes all that hard work needed a little extra help.



It was like diabetics whose bodies needed insulin because they didn’t make enough. Or people who were depressed because their brains didn’t make the right chemicals. Gabe was suffering from an imbalance. His body just didn’t make hormones in the right proportions. Which was why he hadn’t grown in the right proportions.



He had asked some of the guys on the team how they had managed to remake their bodies, and one had finally explained it to him—and eventually, as the season was ending, slipped him the number of this guy named Tyler who could hook him up.



They’d met at a restaurant near Gabe’s school. Before Tyler showed up, Gabe ordered some food, but he was too nervous to eat it. Besides, it looked kind of greasy, and what if it sent the wrong message, like he wasn’t serious about being fit? Gabe had been slowly shredding his paper napkin when a guy walked out of the kitchen area carrying a white takeout bag and slid into the seat across from him.



Even though it was nearly freezing outside, he was wearing a white sleeveless T-shirt and long navy-blue basketball shorts. The dude was seriously ripped. Not an ounce of fat on him, just pure corded muscle. He was like a walking advertisement for his product.




“Gabe?” It came out more like a grunt.



“Yeah.” Gabe hoped his own voice didn’t sound shaky.



Tyler nodded, but didn’t offer his own name. “Did you come alone?”



“Yeah.”



The guy kept his eyes on Gabe’s face until Gabe grew uncomfortable, then slowly slid the bag across the table.



As he had been instructed, Gabe reached across the table and shook Tyler’s hand. In his palm were ten twenty-dollar bills, folded in half. Birthday and chore money he had been saving for a mountain bike. Without counting them or acknowledging them in any way, Tyler pocketed them and then left with another nod.



Gabe made himself wait a few minutes before he put the white paper bag in his backpack. Then a few more minutes before he picked up his skateboard and left. He didn’t even look inside the bag until he got back to his room.



Then Eldon had walked in, surprising him. After having his own room all his life, Gabe kept forgetting that he could no longer be sure of having any privacy. When Eldon came in, Gabe was still examining the bag’s contents—a few syringes, a vial of clear liquid, and a bottle of pills. A two-week supply of two anabolic steroids.



Eldon stared. It was too late to hide everything or try to think of a cover story.



“Gabe, dude?” he said. “Is that what I think it is?”



Eldon and Kali, his mom, had moved in after Kali had been diagnosed with breast cancer, lost her job, and fallen behind on her rent. Before they came here, they had been living in their friend Danny’s unheated garage. They were Samoan, both built like squares. If Gabe was downstairs and Eldon was upstairs, he could feel the whole house shake when Eldon walked down the hall. And even though Kali had lost a lot of weight because of the chemo, she was still a sagging mountain of a woman.




Eldon lowered his voice. “Are those steroids?”



The heat climbed Gabe’s face all the way up to his hairline. “You can’t tell anyone.”



With a sigh, Eldon shook his head. “You know I won’t. But I don’t know, Gabe. Is it right?”



Eldon clearly didn’t have an imbalance. He had no idea what it was like. “It’s not like I’m going to be smoking dope or using heroin,” Gabe said. “This is only so I can improve myself.”



“Then why not do it, like, the natural way?” Eldon’s voice was mild, but Gabe still felt irritated.



“Where have you been?” he said. “I have been doing nothing but lifting at school or going down to the basement to use my dad’s old weights. I’m drinking protein or weight-gainer shakes three or four times a day. But it’s not working. It’s easy for you to say I should do things the natural way. You’re built like a bulldozer. And I’m a toothpick.”



Even after he got the steroids, it still took Gabe a week to work up the courage to push a needle into his skin. He found step-by-step advice on the Internet and read it over and over until he had it memorized. On Netflix he watched a really old football movie, The Program, to see how the players injected steroids.



Still, the first time he used a syringe to pull fluid from the vial, tilted it up, and squeezed out a drop to get rid of any air bubbles, and then jammed the needle into his hip, Gabe had been so afraid that he might die. His heart was racing, his palms were wet, and his head felt light. Would you even know you were dying? Or would you just suddenly wink out?




The next time it was a little easier. Same for the time after that. So every Tuesday and Friday for the past five weeks, Gabe had gone into his room and locked the door. He didn’t need to hear any more comments from Eldon. And there, alone in his room, surrounded by Little League trophies, his homework, and posters of his favorite bands, Gabe jabbed a needle into his hip.



The steroids changed everything. He got bigger. He got faster. He got stronger. And girls noticed him now. They had never noticed before. Every day before he went to school, he rolled his shirt sleeves to precisely the right level to show off his new biceps. He brushed his teeth and even his tongue, gargled with mouthwash so minty it burned his mouth. He made sure his hair was perfectly mussed before he walked out the door.



He still had to work hard, of course he did, but the steroids had given him the base that had been lacking.



There was a knock on the bathroom door. “I need to go, Gabe.” It was his little sister, Brooke.



Gabe gritted his teeth. The house was really too small for five people. Lately it just felt like he was never alone. Not even in the bathroom.



“Okay. Just a sec.” He wrapped a towel around his waist. As he turned away from the mirror, he caught a glimpse of ugly, red acne speckling the tops of his shoulders. He had heard it was a side effect of steroids, but he had never thought it would affect him. He draped a second towel across his shoulders, hoping it would hide it.



“Gabe!” His little sister’s voice was like a mosquito’s, an annoying whine. “Now!”



“All right!” he shouted. “Can’t you just give me a second?” He wrenched back the door. Brooke must have been leaning against it, because suddenly she tumbled in, her face scrunching up and her mouth opening as she gathered her breath to cry.




“Shut it!” he roared in her face, startling her so much she went completely silent.



Gabe stalked past her, his teeth still clenched.





CHAPTER 8




Gabe!” Mia yelled up the stairs when she heard her son bellowing at her daughter. She set down her purse and keys, then put her fisted hands on her hips. She hadn’t even been home for a minute, and this was how it had to begin?




A beat. And then, “What?” Sullen, but not so sullen she could call him on it.




Realizing she was about to yell at Gabe that he shouldn’t yell at his sister, Mia forced herself up the stairs. She barely had the energy to climb them, let alone lecture.




When had he gotten so big, she wondered as she took the last two steps to where he stood on the landing. Where had her little boy gone? Or her skinny teenager, for that matter? Now his shoulders were powerful, his chest broad. He had a towel around his waist and another across his shoulders. He looked like a man, not a boy. He looked, in a way that made her feel like someone had just slipped a knife in between her ribs and given it a good twist, so much like Scott.




Brooke’s door was closed, and from behind it came the rhythmic sound of crying. There was an edge of theatricality about it, but a big part of it sounded real to Mia.



“What did you say to your sister?” she demanded.



“She wanted in the bathroom, and she wouldn’t listen when I said she had to wait a sec. So I told her she had to give me a chance to get out.”



“When you’re Brooke’s age, sometimes your body doesn’t give you too much warning.”



Gabe rolled his eyes. “But she obviously didn’t have to go to the bathroom that bad or that’s where she would be right now, not off in her room having a pity party.”



Should Mia call him on the disrespect of the eye roll? But he would just deny it, and then the matter of how he had treated Brooke—which had clearly been inappropriate—would get lost. She worried, not for the first time, just how much, in addition to his looks, Gabe had inherited from his father.



“I need you to go in and apologize to your sister right now.”



“She’s making too big a deal out of it. She yelled at me, so I yelled at her just a little bit.”



“You’re ten years older than she is—and three times her size!”



He didn’t answer, just stuck out his lower lip, making a face she had seen all too often from Brooke.



“Go apologize to her right now, Gabe. And I don’t want any more arguing or eye rolling. If you don’t stop right now, there will be consequences.”



She hoped for both their sakes that he’d listen and she wouldn’t have to choose a consequence. No matter what she chose, it wouldn’t be simple. If she took away his phone, he would argue that he might need to call her in an emergency. If she took away his computer, he would surely need it for homework. If she grounded him, there would probably be a birthday party he had already promised to go to.




“Okay. I’ll go apologize.”



When he turned, she glimpsed an ugly rash of acne across his back. Next time she was at the store she would have to look for some kind of wash he could use in the shower. Stick it in the kid’s bathroom without saying anything. He got embarrassed so easily.



She stood in the hall for a moment, but she couldn’t really hear what he said to Brooke. At least it sounded gentle and more or less sincere. Lately, Gabe’s mood could change so quickly. Hormones were no fun.



When he came out, she said quietly, “Thank you, Gabe.”



He nodded, not making eye contact.



“Your working out is really paying off.” He lifted weights every day after school and then came home and did more down in the basement with Scott’s old set. “Good for you for sticking with it.”



He flushed with pleasure, then shifted his grip on the towel to free one arm, which he flexed to show off his biceps. “Want to buy tickets to the gun show?”



Now it was Mia who rolled her eyes. Still smiling, she went back downstairs and past the family room, where Eldon was watching TV.



“Hey, Mrs. Q.” He flopped one large hand at her in greeting. Eldon had always been a big kid, built like a tree trunk, but now Gabe didn’t seem that much smaller. It had been good for him to have another male in the house, even if it was a boy, not a man.




“Where’s your mom?”




Eldon’s mouth twisted. “Sleeping. She’s not feeling so good.”




Some days it seemed like this latest round of chemo would kill Kali before it saved her. She had once been built like Eldon, but now her skin looked oddly loose, like she could push it all down to her ankles and step out of it.




“I’m sorry. Hopefully a nap will make her feel better.”




Mia started to walk past the dining room, the one room that saw little use and thus the only room that was sort of clean. On impulse she went in and looked at the framed photo on the sideboard. It showed what had once been her family, the four of them on a beach in Kauai. Two weeks after that photo was taken, Scott had died in a single-car accident.




Mia had thought to compare Gabe’s face to Scott’s, but she had forgotten that in the photo Scott had been wearing sunglasses. If he hadn’t, would she now be able to look at his expression and read all the secrets he had been keeping from her?




Scott kept smiling at her from the photo as if saying, You’ll never know, will you? He had one arm around her waist and the other resting on Brooke’s shoulder. Even back then, Gabe stood a bit to one side, as if already anxious to flee the family unit.




Mia just hoped she could make it through her kids’ growing up with her sanity intact. Sometimes she looked around at her life and wondered what had happened. A year ago, it had been simple. She had been a stay-at-home mom. Scott had worked long hours, running his own accounting firm, trying to keep it afloat after the economy tanked.




After he died she eventually learned more than she had wanted to know about how Scott had failed. To keep his business going and his family fed during the lean years, he had run up thousands in credit card debt. Debt Mia was slowly chipping away at. Eventually he had decided that there was more money to be made as a dishonest accountant than as an honest one. And finally he had fallen in love with a twenty-two-year-old college student he had hired as an intern.




Then Scott had died, and Mia had gone back to work at King County. Tried to fit into the power suits she had left behind four years earlier when she had been pregnant with Brooke. Tried to be both mother and father to a preschooler and a teenager.



Even though ten years separated Brooke from Gabe, there were a lot of parallels. Both of them acted out. Both of them were determined to be independent while walking right into danger.



Mia gave herself a mental shake. She didn’t have time to be reminiscing. Some days she didn’t feel like she had time to think, period. She just had to act. She needed to start getting Brooke ready for bed, but first she needed to eat. Kali should have already fed the kids. Was there anything in the freezer worth nuking, or should she just make do with a bowl of cereal?



When she saw the state of the kitchen, she forgot all about dinner. The big blue mixing bowl sat on the white-powdered counter next to a bag of flour, a bag of sugar, an egg carton surrounded by scattered broken shells, and a half stick of butter that had been sitting out on the counter long enough that the edges were blurred.



The bowl was half full of chocolate chip cookie dough. And no baked cookies in sight. It wasn’t too hard to guess where the rest of the dough had gone.



On the nights Mia wasn’t home, the plan called for Kali to make dinner for the kids. And even Gabe knew how to take a blue box of mac and cheese off the shelf and pour the noodles into some boiling water. With all the effort they had put into making cookies, they could have made a halfway decent dinner.




The anxiety Mia had been feeling since the jury deliberations began now found an outlet. She grabbed the mixing bowl and opened the compost jar that sat on the kitchen counter. Scraping the dough into the coffee grounds and table scraps, she smashed the eggshells on top. There. Now none of them would be tempted to pick at it.



She went back into the hall. “Gabe, Eldon, Brooke! I need you down here.”



When they lined up in front of her, it was clear they had totally forgotten about the evidence they had left behind.



“What is this?” she demanded, pointing into the kitchen.



After a pause, Eldon said, “Sorry about the mess. We forgot to clean up.”



“We made cookies,” Brooke said. “And I helped.”



“And what about dinner?”



From the guilty looks they exchanged, it was clear there hadn’t been any other than cookie dough. Mia stamped her foot, all her tiredness forgotten. “That’s it. We’re not doing this anymore. Things are going to change around here. No more junk food.”



“But that’s not junk food,” Gabe protested. “It’s homemade.”



“It’s still junk food, especially if you eat it for dinner.” She walked over to the fridge, yanked off the menu from Pagliacci’s, and stuck it in the recycling bag under the sink. “That’s it. No more takeout pizza. No more fast food. From now on, we’re going to eat salads! And if we want to have dessert, we’ll have fruit.”



“But I don’t want fruit.” Brooke pushed out her lower lip. “I want cookies.”



Paying her no mind, Mia handed grocery bags to Gabe and Eldon. She began opening cupboards and looking for things to get rid of. Sugary cereals, a bag of chips, crackers made from white flour. The contents went into the compost, the containers into recycling. Still-sealed containers went, with a few misgivings, into the grocery bags the boy held. She would take them to the food bank.




With each jar, box, or bag, Gabe’s face got redder. Eldon looked like he wished his mom had never said yes when Mia had offered them a place to live. And Brooke was on the verge of tears.



“Okay,” Mia finally said over her shoulder. “You guys can put your bags down and go upstairs. I’ll finish up here.”



“Do you need any more help?” Gabe asked.



She had seen his face when she put the new jar of Nutella into the bag. Maybe he was hoping to sneak it back to his room.



“No. I think you’ve done enough in here for one day.”



At 1:12 a.m., Mia woke up to a growling stomach and realized she had completely forgotten to eat dinner. In her dreams she had been standing behind the prosecution table, waiting for the jury to announce their verdict. But something kept happening to delay it: an earthquake, a fire drill, a microphone that didn’t work.



She lay in the dark, looking up at the ceiling. She had done the best she could. But was it good enough? Wheeler had done an excellent job. And Sindy was flown to the wind.



Finally she got up and went downstairs to make herself a bowl of cereal—one of the kinds she had deemed healthy enough to keep. But as she was opening the cupboard door, she remembered the secret stash of Kettle Brand chips she kept in one of the basement’s Rubbermaid cabinets, hidden behind a twenty-five-pound bag of basmati rice from Costco. Those chips definitely had to go into the compost bin.




But when she opened the first package, and the smell of spice and grease hit her nose, Mia found herself sitting on the back step in her pajamas, barefoot in thirty-eight-degree weather, shoveling in the chips one handful after another.






CHAPTER 9




WEDNESDAY


When the blare of Mia’s alarm woke her, her mouth tasted terrible.




This must be comparable to how Scott had felt on the mornings when he’d had a hangover. Feeling low and ashamed, his mouth tasting like something had died in it. Only in Mia’s case, what had died in her mouth was an entire bag of Kettle Brand Buffalo Bleu potato chips.




Eating all those chips hadn’t done a darn thing to erase her anxiety about the jury deliberations. How many times must she learn the lesson that food didn’t solve anything—and then promptly forget it? Plus, what kind of example was she setting? Thank goodness she had eaten the chips long after the kids were in bed.




With a groan Mia got up, pulled on a bathrobe, and padded into Brooke’s room. “Brooke, honey, time to get up.”




Brooke pulled the pillow over her head. “Go away. Brooke isn’t here.”




“Uh-oh. If you’re not Brooke, then who am I talking to?”




Enchanted by this idea, Brooke threw off the pillow and sat up. “My name is . . . Break.”




“Break? What kind of a name is Break?”




“It’s because I break things.” She jumped out of bed and started walking stiff-legged toward a pile of toys, her arms outstretched.




What was she picturing herself as—a giant rampaging lizard? A zombie? At four, you could almost convince yourself that you could be anything you wanted to be. Thirty or so years older than four, Mia sometimes felt she was barely capable of being herself.




She swept up her daughter just as an outstretched foot was about to crush a half-dressed Barbie. “Well, just for today, I think you have to be Brooke again. So let’s go have breakfast.”




Downstairs, Mia opened the kitchen cupboards, momentarily confused by their barrenness. “Cheerios or Raisin Bran?” she asked.




“I want the chocolate cereal!”




If memory served, that was the one with thirteen grams of sugar per serving. “We’re not eating that one anymore.” Luckily she had stashed the food bank bags in the hall closet. “Your choices are Cheerios or Raisin Bran.”




“Then the one with marshmallows.” Brooke seemed to have forgotten the events of the night before.




“No, remember, both those cereals have too much sugar. From now on, we’re going to be eating healthy food.”




“But I like sugar.” Brooke’s expression looked mulish.




“I know you have a sweet tooth, honey, but we’re going to be eating less sugar from now on.” Mia pulled a coffee filter from the pack.




“Do you want to see my sweet tooth?”




“Huh?” Mia stopped measuring coffee.




“My sweet tooth. Do you want to see it?” Brooke opened her mouth wide and pointed at one of her back molars on the left side. She spoke around her finger. “Tha my swee too.”




Gabe and Eldon shambled into the kitchen, and suddenly it felt really small. They both seemed so . . . male.




At least they didn’t complain about the newly truncated choices. Gabe had started eating hard-boiled eggs for breakfast, as well as juice and a big spoonful of peanut butter. He plunked four pre-cooked, pre-peeled eggs into a bowl, then took the now-empty plastic wrapper to the garbage can.




“What is this?” His foot was still on the pedal, and he was looking down. At the empty chip bag.




Mia started with the truth and ended with a lie. “Last night I remembered we had some chips, so I put them in the compost.”




“Uh-huh.” He tossed a dubious look at Eldon, who had the grace to look as if he believed her.




Brooke tugged at Mia’s robe. “We have chips? I want chips!”




And that was pretty much how the morning went.




Before she went into the office, Mia stopped at Perk Up, a nearby coffee shop, and ordered a sixteen-ounce nonfat latte, even though she had already had coffee at home. The dairy was much-needed protein, she reasoned. And besides, she was exhausted.




“Name?” the barista asked her.




“What?”




“What name should I put on your order?” The girl was Asian American with bleached blond hair. A reverse skunk stripe marked her part.




“Mia.”




“Mia?” The girl’s gaze sharpened. “Hey, what’s your last name?” 

“Quinn.”



“So did that Chinese guy ever find you?”




“What Chinese guy?” Mia was feeling lost, but then again she was not at her best this morning.




The girl looked up at the ceiling, remembering. “He came in like, what, two weeks ago? He was trying to speak in Mandarin to me, but I barely know enough to order in a restaurant. He had a business card with your name on it, but he was asking for a Mrs. Scott.”




“My husband’s name is Scott,” Mia said. It was easier to use the present tense, to pretend for a moment that Scott hadn’t died, than to explain to a stranger that he had been dead for months. “Did he tell you his name? Was it Lihong?”




“He didn’t say much of anything past asking for you and pointing at your address. We had just opened. And then his friends came in and he left with them.”




Before he died, Scott had befriended a young man named Lihong who worked at a restaurant called the Jade Kitchen. Mia had met Lihong a few weeks earlier. She was pretty sure he was an illegal immigrant, and it sounded like Scott had promised to help him, perhaps with his immigration status. It had been hard to understand Lihong, who only knew a few words of English. She had meant to follow up with him. She had meant to do a lot of things. Just one more item that had fallen off her plate. She made another mental note.




Once she reached work, it was a different kind of torment. She spent the morning aimlessly looking through files, wondering what was going on in the jury room. Every few minutes a well-intentioned co-worker would stop by.




“What time did the jury get the case?” Jesse asked.




A half hour later, Anne stuck her head in. “How long have they been out?”




Each time Mia answered in as few words as possible, hoping to cut off any further conversation. She knew they only meant to be supportive, or to strike up a conversation so they could discuss the case. But that was the last thing she wanted to talk about. She would rather talk about anything else—the stock market, the weather, the latest shenanigans of a movie star.




She told herself she had picked the best people for the jury that she could, based on her experience and intuition and the luck of the draw. That was all you could do. Then you just prayed they could play nice with each other and reach a decision.




When her phone rang, she pounced on it. But the voice on the other end of the line belonged to her father.




“How are things going, honey?”




It struck Mia with a spasm of sadness that the only people who called her “honey” these days were waitresses of a certain age and her dad.




“Fine.” It was a relief to talk to someone who had no idea she was waiting on a verdict.




“I would love to see my favorite daughter for lunch today.”




She laughed. “Dad, I’m your only daughter. You wasted your talents as a manager. You should have been in sales.”




While Mia was growing up, her dad had dedicated most of his waking hours to his job at a packaging company. His retirement funds had been invested solely in company stock. When the company went bankrupt a year after he retired, the CEO got jail time and her dad had been left with nothing but Social Security. Nine months ago, he had started going to church. Her dad! Church! Mia wouldn’t have been more surprised if he had taken up ballet.




“So will you come?”




“Of course.” Half superstitiously, she hoped that if she left the office it would lead to a verdict. “There’s a possibility I might need to come back here in a hurry so I’ll just drive my car and meet you.”




An hour later, she barely registered the other cars as she drove to the restaurant. A clock was ticking in the back of her head. The jury had been deliberating for over ten hours over the course of two days. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? There were various theories—that a quick verdict meant acquittal, or no, that a quick verdict meant conviction—but no one really knew.




She hurried into the restaurant her dad had chosen, then stopped short. Her father was already there. But so was a woman, and they were deep in conversation.




When he saw Mia, he gave her a grin and a wave, while the woman shot her a quick glance and an uncertain smile.




For years her father’s world had had little to do with Mia’s. Before her parents’ divorce, he had spent most of his waking hours at work. After the divorce, when she was in seventh grade, she had barely seen him at all. Now that he had “gotten religion,” he spent more time with Mia than he ever had before. She didn’t know what to think of his transformation. Was he lonely, bored, just feeling mortal? Or was it real?




Now Mia wished she could turn back the clock to when her dad had called so that she could say no. Instead, she pasted on a smile and made her way over to the table. In the past there had been the occasional girlfriend, but her dad had had the good grace to keep them on the down low.




He stood up when she got to the table. “Mia, I’d like you to meet my friend Luciana. Luciana, this is my daughter, Mia.”




Mia stretched out her hand and smiled, but part of her withdrew inside, like a snail in its shell.




Luciana was Hispanic-looking, and at least fifteen years younger than her dad. Maybe even twenty.




And she was beautiful. Her black shoulder-length hair was parted in the middle and tucked behind her ears, from which hung simple silver hoops about the diameter of a half dollar. Her black-framed glasses didn’t fit her face at all. Both too narrow and too long, they just drew attention to her winged brows and high cheekbones. When she shook hands, she lightly grasped Mia’s fingertips and then released them as quickly.




“So where did you two meet?” Mia asked brightly as they sat down.




Her dad shot her a glance, and she guessed she wasn’t fooling him. “At church.”




She was about to ask another question when the waitress appeared. “So does everyone know what they want to order?”




Thinking of her vow the night before, Mia ordered an egg white omelet and unbuttered toast, and subbed fruit for hash browns. Her dad raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. After the waitress left, Mia said, “So where do you work, Luciana?”




“Um, I am not working right now. I volunteer.” Her dad patted Luciana’s hand and then started asking questions about Gabe and Brooke, which Mia answered by rote. Luciana was quiet, keeping her eyes on her plate and picking at her food.




Meanwhile, Mia was asking herself the questions she really wanted to ask her dad and this woman. What did a beautiful young woman like Luciana see in her dad? Was she even in this country legally? Or was she what Mia had heard referred to as a “green digger”—a woman looking for greenbacks and a green card?




After about ten minutes, Luciana excused herself to go to the bathroom. As soon as she was a few feet away, Mia started in.




“Are you, like, dating her, Dad?”




“What are you really saying? What does she see in an old codger like me?” He grimaced. “We’re not lovers, if that’s what you are thinking.”




Mia felt her face get hot. “Dad. Please. I did not ask you that. But what do you even know about her?”




“I know plenty. And you would too if you would listen with an open heart instead of acting like you’re conducting an interrogation. Don’t worry. Just because I’m spending time with her doesn’t mean I don’t want to spend time with you. So there’s no need to be jealous.”




“I’m not jealous. I’m just concerned.”




The old version of her dad would have been yelling by now. Dad 2.0 just shook his head. “Sometimes I think your line of work has soured you on people. You’re always looking for the worst.”




“I think it’s opened my eyes.” Her phone began to vibrate on the table. “Sorry,” she said, turning it over. It was Judge Ortega’s clerk.




“Hello?”




“The jurors have sent a note to the judge.”




It wouldn’t be opened until they were all assembled. Mia’s stomach clenched, and she wished she hadn’t eaten anything at all.




“Okay. It will take me about fifteen minutes to get to the court-house.” She stood up. “Tell Luciana it was a pleasure to meet her. But I’m needed in court.”









CHAPTER 10




As Mia drove back to the courthouse, her hands slid on the steering wheel and her stomach was in knots. She put her dad and his new whatever-that-woman-was into a box and closed it. She would think about them later. Right now she had to concentrate on finding out what the jury wanted, and then divining what it meant, if anything. A note from the jury could turn out to be anything from a simple request for a dry erase board to asking if they could view some of the evidence one more time.




When she entered the courtroom, James Wheeler and David Leacham were already sitting at the defense table. When Leacham turned and saw her, he lifted his chin. It felt like a challenge. Mia matched him stare for stare, keeping her face just as expressionless.




A few spectators were scattered on the benches. Bo Yee was in her customary place in the first row behind the prosecution table, looking as if she had never moved. She nodded at Mia, her expression unreadable behind her tinted glasses.




A hand touched her shoulder, and Mia started. It was Charlie.




“Sorry.” He gave her a half smile. “I didn’t mean to make you jump.”




“Just a little anxious, I guess.” For a second, her dad and Luciana peeped out of their box. “If I gave you a name, could you run it for me? It’s personal.”




Charlie raised one thick black eyebrow. “Who are you and what have you done to Mia Quinn?” More than once he had teased her for being such a straight arrow. When she started to stammer, he took her arm. “Don’t answer that.” He lowered his voice. “Just tell me the name.”




Should she? Maybe she shouldn’t. Guilt wrestled with worry. Worry won. “Luciana Sanchez,” she said in a low voice. “I think she’s my dad’s new girlfriend. His way-younger girlfriend.”




He nodded. Charlie had the ability to remember whole conversations without jotting down a note, so filing away a name was nothing.




When everyone was in their places, Judge Ortega took her place on the bench. After the courtroom had settled back down into their seats, the clerk handed the judge the note from the jury. Judge Ortega slipped on the black-framed reading glasses that hung on a chain around her neck, then opened the note and read it aloud.




“ ‘We have reached a majority, but we are having difficulty reaching a unanimous decision. We keep going in circles. We are struggling with our next step. Please advise, as tension is getting thick.’ ”




Mia’s heart thudded dully in her chest. This was not good news. The jury was hung, and the trial would not be over until they made a unanimous decision—or until it was clear they could not make one. She could not bear to think all their work had been for nothing.




The judge made a tsk-ing noise with her tongue. “I’m going to call the jury in and issue an Allen charge,” she said.




An Allen charge took its name from a famous case when the judge had broken a deadlock by exhorting the jury. Because it was designed to dislodge jurors from entrenched positions, it was sometimes referred to as the “dynamite charge” or “hammer charge.”




As the nine women and three men of the jury filed in and took their seats only a few feet away from her, Mia watched them closely, trying to figure out the lay of the land. She saw stiff legs, clenched fists, tight jaws, and furrowed brows. Sandra’s cheeks were flushed, and judging by Naomi’s red eyes and smeared makeup, she had recently been crying. Trapped in a small room with each other, jurors could quickly grow frustrated. They lacked the usual ways people had of dealing with conflict, such as leaving to get a beer or walk the dog or just going to another room. Mia knew of juries where insults had been thrown. Sometimes even chairs.




Judge Ortega was silent for a long moment before she addressed them. The silence served to give her words even more weight.




“Members of the jury, I know that each of you is dedicated to doing your duty and that you are being open-minded. And I know that all of you have been working hard to try to find a verdict in this case. It apparently has been impossible for you—so far.” She emphasized the last two words. “I’m going to ask that you continue your deliberations with the hope that you can reach agreement about a verdict and dispose of this case. I have a few comments I would like you to think about as you do so.”




As she spoke, Jim, the accountant who was also the foreperson, scrubbed his face with his hands. He looked even paler, if that was possible, than he had looked during the trial.




“First of all, this trial has been expensive in all ways: time, effort, and money. If you should fail to agree, the case may well have to be tried again. But there is no reason to believe that it could be tried again any better than it has already been tried, or that any more or clearer evidence could be produced.”




After pausing to let this sink in, Judge Ortega continued, “Any future jury would be selected in the same way and from the same pool as you were. I do not believe that the case could ever be submitted to twelve men and women who would be more conscientious, more impartial, or more competent to decide it than you.”



Having offered a carrot in the form of a compliment, the judge now went for the stick. “Remember that you have a legal duty to discuss the evidence with each other. Your goal should be to reach a verdict. Of course, you must each decide this case for yourself, but you should also consider the views of the other jurors. If a substantial majority of you are in favor of a conviction, those who disagree should reconsider whether your doubt is a reasonable one.”



Sandra, Naomi, and several other jurors turned to look at Warren, the young electrician with the two-toned mullet who had seemed uninterested when Mia gave her closing arguments. His expression vacant, he stared at his lap and gnawed on a nail.



Why hadn’t Mia used one of her preemptory strikes on him? During voir dire Warren had seemed like a neutral choice, neither better nor worse than most of the other prospects. He had listened intently to both Wheeler and Mia, and answered their questions appropriately. Now any trace of alertness had vanished. He seemed lost in his own world.



Judge Ortega continued, “On the other hand, if a majority are in favor of an acquittal, the rest should ask yourselves whether you should continue to accept evidence that is failing to convince your fellow jurors. Do not hesitate to change your opinion if you become convinced that you are wrong.” The judge was walking a fine line, asking jurors to change their minds. Showing her awareness of the danger, Judge Ortega added, “However, you should not change your mind just so that you can agree with the other jurors or just to return a verdict. At the same time, remember that it is your duty to agree upon a verdict if you can do so.” She took a deep breath, which seemed to echo in the stillness of the courtroom.




“I have only one request of you. I want you to go back into the jury room. Then, taking turns, tell each of the other jurors about any weakness of your own position. You should not interrupt each other or comment on each other’s views until each of you has had a chance to talk. After that, if you simply cannot reach a verdict, then return to the courtroom, and I will declare this case mistried and will discharge you with my sincere appreciation for your services.” For a long moment, she looked from one face to the next. Even Warren gave her a flicker of a glance. “Please continue your deliberations.”



As she walked out of the courtroom with Charlie a few minutes later, Mia asked him in a low voice, “So do you think it’s Warren?”



“Either that or he’s been farting in the jury room. I would also guess he’s the only thing standing between you and a conviction.”



“One vote might as well be a million if he won’t change his mind.”



Just as they reached the sidewalk, Charlie’s phone buzzed and he pulled it free. “This is Carlson,” he answered. Mia was about to turn away when she saw the expression on his face turn serious. He asked a few questions, then slid his phone back into its holster.



“A runner just pulled a body out of the Sound.”



“So it’s a murder victim?”



“They don’t know yet.” He looked up at the gray sky. “But it’s not exactly the time of year when people go swimming.”





CHAPTER 11




Kenny Zhong sat in his office. On the desk in front of him were a white takeout box, his red-capped bottle of baijiu liquor, his calculator, a pen, and the small notebook he carried everywhere. Not only was it written in Chinese characters, it was also in a code he had invented himself, in case it should fall into someone else’s hands.




Back when he was a little boy, when he was still called Kang, his grandmother used to tell him, “You can’t catch a cub without going into the tiger’s den.” She was full of old sayings like that. Old, but true.




When he became an adult, Kenny realized he wouldn’t be satisfied with just a single cub. He wanted the whole litter, and the tiger’s skin as well. But in China that would never happen. Not in his province. Not with his provenance.




If you really desired to make a fortune, if you were really willing to take risks, then the place to be was America. Yes, you had to work hard, but your hard work would be rewarded. People said that American markets sold a thousand types of bread. That the very tap water tasted sweet. You could gain weight just by drinking it.




His family had paid the snakeheads to bring him here. It had taken all of them—every last auntie and cousin—to come up with the money. Despite how much it had cost, the trip to the United States had been hellish. He and twenty-three others had been smuggled in a forty-foot-long cargo container. The trip had taken five weeks. Each day they were given only a few mouthfuls of rice and some pickled vegetables. A single glass of water. If you wanted more than that, you had to buy it at twenty times the price it would cost on land.



Even though he had felt his stomach start to eat itself, Kenny had not spent a single extra yuan. He had curled up in the stinking, stifling space, laying his head on a tape recorder, half dozing, listening to tapes to help him learn English. He knew it would all be worth it: the sacrifice, the danger, the hunger and thirst, the seasickness and storms.



Thinking of food reminded Kenny of the fish in the tank behind him. It was time to feed them. There were seven of them, silver teardrops with red bellies, each about the size of his hand. Picking up the white takeout container, he took a pair of wooden chopsticks from his desk drawer.



He hadn’t become acquainted with the English phrase “supply and demand” until his third year in America, but he had understood it on a visceral level even before he left China. If you had something someone wanted, wanted desperately, you could charge whatever people were willing to pay. Just as he had paid to come to America.




Like every other Chinese person on that cargo ship, once he was in Seattle, Kenny went immediately to work without one day of rest. Unlike the others, who could expect to work eight or ten years to pay off their debts, Kenny was making his own money from the start. First he had been a bus boy at a restaurant, then a waiter, then a manager, then the owner. All through a judicious combination of hard work, bribes, threats, and, when it was called for, unexpected violence. After buying the restaurant, he added three more.




As he slid the lid from the fish tank back, he could hear the din of customers out in the restaurant, crowding in for the lunch buffet. General Tso’s chicken, stir-fried rice with pork, sweet-and-sour shrimp. None of it tasted anything like what he had eaten at home, but it was what the Americans liked.




Slowly he had adjusted to how different life was here. In China it was simple. If you had a business, you had to bribe everyone just to survive. You paid off the health department, the license bureau, and the tax office. You entertained the police and members of the neighborhood committees and did not charge them for their meals. Here, while you could do many of the same things, you had to be much more subtle. Still, they had a saying in America: “One hand washes the other.”




About the time he bought his first restaurant, Kenny had hired his own snakeheads back home. They smuggled people into Mexico or Guatemala or Canada and then into the US, or created false passports and elaborate travel itineraries with “stopovers” in the United States, stopovers that became permanent once the traveler left the plane and never came back.




Everyone dreamed of coming to America, so much so that they were willing to pay the equivalent of $40,000 with just $1,500 down, the rest to be paid upon arrival. That meant that just twenty-five people were worth a million dollars. They looked at the cost the way an American parent might view taking out loans to pay for Harvard—expensive, but definitely worth it in the long run.




And if they had no relatives in the States—and many did not—they could borrow the balance once they arrived and work it off over time. As a result, Kenny’s restaurant workers cost him next to nothing. Most of their wages went to repaying him for the privilege of being in America. And of course he charged them for food, rent, and transportation.



He even supplied workers to other businesses, where they did the kind of work that wouldn’t require them to fill out a W-2 form. Menial laborers doing tasks that could be explained through gestures and maybe a few words of English. They sewed clothes, washed dishes, cooked, did domestic work, harvested crops, or worked in construction. But no matter where his people worked, Kenny’s enforcers made sure that no one forgot about the money they still owed. The reminders came in the form of threats and, when necessary, something as persuasive as a lit cigarette. One especially valuable technique involved the enforcer striking the person’s back with a hammer, just below the shoulder blades. The cracked ribs did not substantially affect the ability to work, but they were extremely painful, especially when a person tried to lie down to rest at night.



So debts to Kenny tended to get repaid.



He opened the takeout box. A single goldfish filled it from corner to corner, barely covered with water.



Kenny was a practical man. Just as a sly rabbit would have three openings to its den, he made money in as many ways as he could. If one source was briefly blocked, there were other avenues.



One of those avenues turned out to be steroids. Americans were a strange people. Many of the men wanted to look like action hero manga characters with grotesquely bulging muscles. And they would do whatever they could to get them. Luckily for Kenny, hundreds of factories in China made steroid liquids or pills and were happy to ship to him. They came labeled as floral essences, packed inside bottles of Chinese herbs, mixed in with dried mushrooms, or stuffed in the hollow bodies of Buddha statues. The restaurants offered the perfect cover for sales. The red-topped vials and blue pills could be tucked in takeout orders, and the money he made could be rung up as food sales if he needed to launder it. His clientele included high school kids and security guards, gym rats and even a few cops. All of them sure they could avoid the side effects, that they could get something for nothing.




It was a customer who had given him the idea of expanding into girls. The man had asked to rent one of his prettier waitresses. It had started as a little joke and had ended with the man and the girl emerging from a back storeroom, her weeping and him grinning. Prostitution was illegal in Seattle, but nail salons and massage parlors were not, and they made the perfect fronts for both offering girls and laundering the money that resulted.



His girls had all left China of their own free will, sent off with the best wishes of their communities. They came over here with their ears filled with tales of wealth. No matter the reality, every immigrant who came back to China claimed that they had become rich in America, wanting to save face, to show that they had made their dreams come true, even if it was all a lie. Now that he lived here, Kenny knew that some of the big shots who had returned to Fuzhou for a visit actually worked as kitchen help, seventy-hour weeks for a thousand dollars a month, and lived in cellars.



Once they arrived, the girls felt duty bound to repay the debt they were told they owed. Besides, they could not bear to tell their families what they were being forced to do. To make sure, Kenny had his enforcers make videos of the girls at work. Any girl who protested was told the video could be sent to her parents.




As a result, none of his girls would consider turning witness against their controllers. Their heads were also filled with horror stories of how they would be raped by the police and thrown into prison, how their families back home could be killed. If a girl did attempt to run away, she was hunted down and abducted from wherever she had gone to ground, whether it was a hospital or a foster home. She was brought back, beaten, and raped. Locked up until she saw reason. And then set to work again.



The only time he let his girls go was if they were too damaged to work. Then they might be abandoned on a street corner, injured, sick, and/or pregnant. Still, they knew to keep their mouths shut.



With the chopsticks, he picked up the fish. He had learned the hard way that it wasn’t a good idea to dangle food over the tank, not when fingers could also be thought of as food.



He held it over the tank. Below, the silver fish began to nose the water.



He opened the chopsticks and let the goldfish fall.



Kenny didn’t know and he didn’t care what had gone wrong with Dandan. All he knew was that he had spent perfectly good money on the girl and she had hardly earned him anything. Instead, he had had to clean up the mess she had left behind. He hadn’t had time to make her body disappear, and so one of his best customers had been arrested.



The goldfish swam to a bottom corner of the tank, the other fish following close behind. He had heard that piranhas had an amazing sense of smell.




Leacham’s wife had made it clear that if Leacham went to prison, Kenny would go down as well. He had sent someone to deal with Sindy, but even after she disappeared, the trial had still gone forward.




At first it looked like the piranhas were simply bumping the goldfish as it swam back and forth, more and more frantically. Then suddenly its tail was half gone, disappearing into a piranha mouth. In seconds, the other fish dismantled the goldfish piece by piece, until it was simply a floating lump of orange flesh.




Then even that was gone.




One of Kenny’s people had found a juror who was willing to say no and stick to it. To never change his mind no matter how much anger or hostility or arguments were directed his way.




It seemed to be working. The jury had reported it was hung. The judge had instructed them to go back, try again, see things through each other’s eyes. Kenny just hoped that the juror who had been more than happy to take a bribe could hold up to the pressure.




Because if this guy cracked, Kenny thought as he slid the cover back on the tank, he might just take his whole empire down with him.






CHAPTER 12




Golden Gardens Park hugged the shore of Puget Sound, not far from the Shilshole Bay Marina. The park’s trails wound through the woods and past a pond. For the less able-bodied or adventurous, paved pathways offered easier access to nature. And then there was the beach. Out here, Seattle felt miles away, especially on a blustery day when the parking lot held only a few cars.




Gulls squawked overhead. The bright-blue tarp that lay next to the gently lapping water added a jarring note to the serene environment. So did the yellow crime scene tape that now blocked access to the beach.




“Whatcha got?” Charlie asked Carson Werther, who had been the first officer on the scene. The uniform didn’t look old enough to shave, let alone to be dealing with a murder.




Werther nodded at the tarp. “A runner was going along the beach here when she spotted something in the water. It turned out to be a leg.”




Charlie looked at the blue tarp with more interest. “So all you’ve got is the leg?” The lump looked bigger than that.




Red splotches of color appeared on Werther’s cheeks. “No, no, it’s the whole thing. She saw the leg first, but then she realized it was a body. She dragged it up on the beach, called 911, I was dispatched, and then I notified Homicide.”




“Where’s the runner?”




Werther pointed. Charlie turned and saw a woman in her forties clutching her elbows. She was pacing back and forth on a stretch of grass on the far side of the parking lot. She wore black running leggings, and her shoes and lightweight jacket were both neon green.




“The criminalists and the medical examiner will be here soon,” Charlie told Werther. “You did a good job of setting up the perimeter. If anyone shows up, keep them well back. We’re just lucky it’s not a nice day.” Six months from now there would be hundreds of people in this park.




He walked over to the witness and held out his hand. “Charlie Carlson. Seattle Homicide. I understand you’re the one who found the body.”




Although she had the twig-like body of a dedicated runner, the woman still had a firm handshake.




“Dee Sandoval.” She mimicked his no-nonsense delivery. “Seattle runner.” She had bright blue eyes. Her straight dark hair fell to her shoulders and was threaded with a few strands of gray. Now that he was closer to her, he could see that her shoes were sopping, her leggings wet to the thigh.




“Why don’t you tell me what happened this afternoon?”




“I went for a run. Part of it was along the beach. I like it because it’s such a good workout. The sand is always shifting under your weight. I saw something bobbing in the water, and I thought it might be a harbor seal. I’ve never seen one up close. Then when I came down to the water’s edge, I couldn’t figure out what it was. I was wondering if it was some kind of octopus.” She colored. “I guess that was dumb.”




“Why did you drag the body out of the water?” It would take a certain amount of courage.



“When I saw it was a person, I knew that whoever it was had a family. And that they deserved to know what had happened, even if the answer was terrible. I think he’d been in the water for a while.”



“What makes you think that?”



Her shoulders hunched. “His skin was . . . loose. At first I thought it was his shirt. But then I realized he wasn’t wearing one.” She shivered and rewrapped her arms around herself.



The wind was picking up, slicing over the water like a cold knife.



“I’m glad you towed him in. Otherwise he might not ever have been found.” Charlie took his notebook from his pocket. His memory was good enough that he didn’t often take notes, but when it came to strings of numbers, he needed pen and paper. “About all I need from you right now is your name, address, and phone number.”



After Dee reeled off the last digit of her cell phone number, she added, “It’s been awhile since a man asked me for that.” She tilted her head to one side, making her hair swing back and forth.



Charlie let out a startled laugh. The old Charlie might have taken Dee up on her hint. The new Charlie, well, he wasn’t quite sure what the new Charlie was all about. Just that he had lost interest in any woman who wasn’t Mia Quinn.



He still wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.




It was getting dark and the fog was starting to roll in. “Do you need a ride home?”




“I’d love it, but I actually drove here.” Her grin was mischievous. “But if you have any further questions about anything at all, Officer, you know where to find me.”




“That I do,” Charlie agreed. And just stopped himself from tipping her a wink.




Dee was getting into her car when the medical examiner drove up and parked a few spaces over. He got out and walked over to Charlie, pulling on purple vinyl gloves as he went.




“Hey, Doug,” Charlie said with a nod. Doug’s last name, Pietsch, was pronounced like the fruit. But with his bald head and stocky body, Doug looked a lot more like a fire hydrant.




“What have we got?”




“A floater. Runner spotted the body and dragged it onshore.” They walked over to the tarp. Charlie tried to step lightly over the sand, but he could already feel grains trickling into his shoes.




Doug lifted a corner, and they regarded the corpse.




The man was naked, half sprawled on his back. His build was slight, his complexion dusky. The mottled skin was beginning to decompose. His thick black hair had fallen over his eyes.




“He’s not Caucasian,” Doug said, folding the tarp back all the way, “but I’m not sure of the ethnicity. Maybe Latino?”




“I’d bet he’s Asian,” Charlie said.




“You’re on. A pint of the winner’s choice?” Doug was something of a beer nut, always going on about ABVs and IBUs. Charlie just liked the taste and wasn’t too picky.




“How long do you think he’s been dead?” Charlie asked as the medical examiner continued to circle around the body, looking but not touching. Not yet.




“Ten days? In the Sound, it takes about that long for someone to come bobbing up, and he looks fairly fresh.” He made a humming sound in the back of his throat.




“What?” Charlie asked.




“This guy has got contusions in various stages of healing. And it doesn’t look like they’re from running into things or being hit by objects.” He pointed at some of the spots Charlie had thought were postmortem damage. “The edges are soft but the shapes are distinct. I think someone’s put their hands on him. Multiple times, multiple ways. See on his upper arm, those are fingertip bruises. Someone grabbed him. Squeezed hard.”




Charlie could see them now, oval dots.




Doug touched the ribs next to the spine. “I bet that one’s from a fist.”




“So given all those bruises, what do you think?” Charlie still hadn’t seen any obviously fatal wounds. “Murder? Suicide? Accident?”




“With all those bruises I can see why he might want to depart this life, but naked suicide is pretty unusual, especially in water. Sometimes people who have decided to kill themselves get naked because they don’t want to make a mess, but that’s usually when they’re using a gun or maybe a knife. Not the ocean. They’ll strip and get in a tub or shower with a weapon, but that’s just to contain the blood and such. I guess it’s possible he was worried his clothes would add buoyancy and interfere with him drowning.”




“And it’s hard to imagine this was any kind of an accident,” Charlie said. “Who’s going to go swimming naked this time of year?” He pulled up his coat collar and tried to turn his back to the wind.




Doug didn’t say anything, just nodded. He was still crouched down, lightly running his gloved hand back and forth over the man’s ribs. Charlie guessed he was checking for broken bones. Then he reached out to the thick dark hair, brushed it off the face. Charlie wished he hadn’t. The eyes were mostly gone, as were some bits of flesh.




“Do you think he was dead before he ended up in the water?”



Doug shrugged as he straightened up. “Probably. When I open him up, I’ll look for water in the lungs. Then we’ll know if it was a body dump or if it was the water that killed him.” He stopped, his gaze riveted on something. He lifted one of the dead man’s shoulders. “I think we just found our answer.”



Charlie saw what Doug had spotted: the small, perfectly round hole in the man’s upper back.



Charlie glanced from the wound to the hairless chest. As far as he could see, it was intact. “Where’s the exit wound?”



Doug bent closer. “I think we’re in luck, my friend. I think the bullet is still in there.” He squinted at the wound. “And I don’t see any muzzle print or laceration.”



“So he wasn’t shot at point-blank range?” Charlie had been wondering if they were looking at an execution.



“There’s no stippling, but that doesn’t mean much if he was originally wearing clothes.” Stippling, or gunshot residue, occurred when power particles bruised or burned the victim’s skin if the weapon had been discharged in close proximity. “But in my experience, people who are shot in the back are generally running away.”



But why? A payback? Maybe a lover’s quarrel? Or could the dead guy have been a kidnap victim? Was he a foreign national?



In his head, Charlie started making a to-do list. Get a dive team out in case the victim had been dumped in the water at this location and there was evidence on the floor of the Sound. Check missing person reports. Check with Harbor Patrol and the nearby marina to see if they had any reports of altercations in the past week or so. Check the shoreline in case the guy’s clothes or any other evidence turned up. Check parked cars to see if any had been in the same place for a week or more.




Doug sat back on his heels. “I think the clothes are gone to make it harder to figure out who he is. Or maybe they were worried about trace evidence. They could have been thinking of the Sound as a gigantic bathtub. That by the time someone found him, he would be washed clean.”



His gaze sharpened. “What’s that?” He picked up a limp hand by a couple of fingers. Three angry parallel lines braceleted the inside of the man’s right wrist. “Those look like burn marks.”



“So they hit him and then they held him down and burned him? They must have really wanted to know something.”



“I’ve seen marks like those before.” Doug blew air out of pursed lips. “Just can’t think of where.”



Maybe it was some kind of gang thing. Or a drug deal gone bad. Had the victim kept something he wasn’t supposed to keep and his killers had forced him to tell where it was?



What had the man’s killers wanted, Charlie wondered. And had they gotten it?





CHAPTER 13




Is there anything else you feel I should know about you?” the red-haired woman asked the young man seated in the back left-hand corner of the jury box. He was wearing a faded green flannel shirt that was probably older than either of them.




“There is one thing, yes.” For a second he pressed his lips together. “I am dying of cancer, so I might not be here for the whole trial.”




The eyes of the pretend lawyer as well as the other pretend jurors widened.




“Very good, Samantha,” Mia said. As Titus had the night before, she had given each of her students playing jurors an interesting fact to see if their classmates playing lawyers could suss them out during voir dire. “That question you asked is a great example of what some people call an oyster question. It’s called that because you have to shuck a bunch of oysters before you find a pearl, but when you do, it’s worth it. Some other oyster questions I like are, ‘Is there any other reason why you might not be a totally fair and impartial juror in a case like this?’ or ‘Is anyone thinking, “You know, if the lawyer had only asked me this question, he really would have found out something important about me”?’ ”




As the students scribbled down her examples or typed them into their laptops, Mia tried to think back to the questions she had asked the potential jurors for Dandan’s case. Was there anything she could have asked that would have revealed Warren’s true nature? She was sure he was the holdout. The only question was, which way was the rest of the jury lined up? Was it possible Warren had voted to convict and the rest of them had wanted to let Leacham go free?



Mia realized the students were waiting for her to continue speaking. Between worrying about the trial and her dad’s new friend, she was too easily distracted. She collected herself.



“I actually once got that answer Lincoln just gave from a prospective juror. Some of the other ones I’ve heard are, ‘I was once accused of murder and acquitted,’ and ‘A cop beat me up when I was in college and now I don’t believe any of them.’ And my personal favorite has to be, ‘We went out once in high school but you don’t remember me.’ ”



Everyone laughed. Mia joined in, a little painfully. At the time it had been humiliating, casting her in an unflattering light. She had gone on to lose that case, and part of her had always wondered if the jurors were punishing her.



“One way to encourage the jury to be honest is, if you can, to reveal something about yourself before you ask anyone else to. During my first trial I was so scared that my legs were actually shaking during voir dire. So I didn’t try to hide it. In fact, I told the jury pool something like, ‘I have to confess that my knees are knocking because this is my first trial. But it is important that justice be done. I promise to deliver the evidence if you promise to listen to it.’ ” She let the more pleasant memory push aside the old one. “And you know what? We won!”




Lincoln, the student who had pretended to have cancer, raised his hand. “So how often do people lie to you?”



Maybe Mia was getting jaded, because there were days she thought everyone lied, at least to a degree. “I think it’s pretty common. If people hold views they realize are not as popular, they’ll often minimize them, if not outright lie. And you can all probably guess that potential jurors will also lie to get off a jury. They’ll claim financial hardships or vacation plans that don’t really exist. There are even times when people will lie to get on a case, especially if it’s high profile. Take the Scott Peterson case, the one where the guy killed his pregnant wife and then stood in front of the TV cameras and begged for her safe return. Later, his attorney claimed that three people lied to get on that jury so they could try to turn their experiences into a book or at least media exposure. There are even times when people will try to get on the jury if they don’t like the law. Before pot was legalized here, we used to see that all the time with marijuana cases. Some jurors would vote ‘not guilty’ even if they believed the person had smoked pot, simply because they didn’t like the law.”



Her thoughts snagged on the idea. Could Warren have angled to get on the jury because he didn’t believe in the death penalty? But he had seemed equally checked out for both hers and Wheeler’s arguments.



“So what do you do to make sure jurors are telling the truth?” another student asked.



Mia blew air out of pursed lips. “It’s a balancing act. You’ve got to dig for the truth, but at the same time you have to be careful not to get to the point where you offend or embarrass people. Remember that some of your challenges for cause will be denied, and those folks could end up on the jury. Even if they don’t, the other jurors are watching—and judging you. One way to help is to remember what Mr. Brown said last night. Ask lots of open-ended questions and don’t jump in too quickly after they answer. Sometimes they’ll add something that’s very revealing. But at the end of the day, you might just have to go with your gut.”




What had her gut told her about Warren? Nothing too bad. Compared to the people she had used up her preemptory challenges on, he hadn’t made much of an impression one way or another. Mia had actually been more worried about Jim, the accountant who was now the foreperson of the jury.



Maybe she should still be. Accountants, and other people whose jobs required analytical thinking, such as engineers and computer programmers, tended to be very precise about the law and the facts. At times they could demand an almost unattainable level of proof to convict.



After class ended, Eli stuck his head in the classroom. “Do you have a verdict yet?”



So much for trying not to obsess about it. “Not only do we not have a verdict, but the jurors sent out a note saying they were hung. Judge Ortega gave them every good argument for continuing, but I don’t know if it’s going to work.”



He grimaced. “All that work, and then you might just have to do it all over again.”



Mia took her coat down from the hook. “The whole time I was watching the students practice voir dire, I was asking myself if there was something I could have done to avoid this mess.”




“Sometimes it all seems nearly impossible.” Eli took her coat and held it open for her. “First you’re given just a couple of hours to decide if the people who got summoned are even capable of being unbiased. And then the jury system asks the resulting twelve people, these folks who are complete strangers, to decide the fate of a thirteenth. And then everyone wonders why it takes so long!”




“It’s not the easiest system.”




Eli sighed. “Sometimes every part of it seems pretty crazy. You know how big my caseload is right now? Close to three hundred.”




Mia’s mouth fell open. “That’s impossible! How do you manage it?”




“The short answer is that I don’t. The longer answer is that I sometimes worry I’ll die trying. I’ve got clients charged with everything from juvenile delinquency to first-degree murder.”




As they walked out to the parking lot, her phone buzzed. She checked the caller ID, knowing it was rude to do that in the middle of a conversation, but part of her always imagined it was Gabe facing some kind of emergency. And sometimes it was.




This time, however, it was Charlie. “Sorry,” she said to Eli as she stopped walking. “It’s Charlie Carlson.”




His expression altered ever so slightly. Mia liked both Charlie and Eli. As friends. She didn’t have time for anything more. At least that’s what she told herself.




She pressed the button to answer. “What’s up, Charlie?”




“Since I’m already at the office seeing if I can figure out who the floater was, I ran that Luciana for you.”




“And?” She held her breath.




“She’s forty-two. Born in El Salvador. Never married in the US. No criminal convictions. Valid Washington driver’s license. She’s lived in the same apartment for two years. And she’s got a T visa.”




The pieces clicked into place. “She was trafficked?” Mia felt her face get hot.




“It looks like she was freed from a brothel. She testified against her traffickers.”




“Oh.” For a second she imagined what it had been like for Luciana to see Mia’s stare, her judgment. She tried to line up the reality of what Charlie had just told her with the quiet woman who had taken small bites and avoided eye contact, as if she was hoping to be invisible. “Thanks, Charlie.”




“What was that about?” Eli asked after she hung up.




“Judge not lest ye be judged.” Mia put her phone away.




“Hmm?” He tilted his head.




“My dad took me out to lunch today. I thought it was going to be just us. But it turned out he wanted me to meet his new lady friend. She’s only a few years older than I am. She’s obviously from another country. I was worried he was being taken advantage of by some illegal alien scam artist. But it turns out she was brought here and forced into prostitution. Now she’s got a T visa.”




“I’ve had clients who have been brought to the States like that. They come here thinking they’re going to be working as maids or hostesses, and then they wind up in a cubicle servicing men ten hours a day.” Eli sighed. “It’s good that she’s found a way to reclaim her life. A lot of those women wind up too broken to go on.”




“I probably shouldn’t have stuck my nose in my dad’s business.” It was a painful admission.




Eli didn’t contradict her. “Your dad’s been around the block a time or two. He probably knows what he’s doing.”




She crossed her arms. “Love can blind you.” She thought of how Scott had lied and cheated and left her up to her neck in debt. “It can make you see only what you want to see.”
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“You sound like my wife.” The words were out of Eli’s mouth before he could call them back. He hadn’t planned to say that. He hadn’t planned to say anything at all. “Lydia thought love was basically just some kind of bait and switch.”




Mia looked up at him, her eyes wide with surprise. “Don’t you mean ex-wife?”




Heat climbed Eli’s neck. If only he could relive the last thirty seconds, suck the words back into his mouth. “Not quite, to be honest,” he said, knowing he hadn’t been honest for far too long. “Lydia just took off, and I don’t really know where she is. The last time I heard from her, she was in Vegas. Before that, Houston. And before that, I think it was St. Louis.”




Mia stood frozen. “So you’re not actually divorced?”




“No. Not really. Not yet.” He knew it didn’t count if it was only in his head. Only in his heart.




She took a step back from him and crossed her arms. “What about divorce by publication?”




Mia was talking about a procedure that had been drawn up for cases just like his. He would have to get permission from the court to publish a notice of the divorce in the newspaper. And to do that, he would have to show the judge that he had tried to find Lydia and tried hard. Asked her mother, her sister, her friends, the Portland middle school that had once employed her. Checked with the Teacher Standards and Practices Commission. Looked in online directories and phone books. Even prove that he had checked Facebook.




“I know I should.” But for reasons he couldn’t even articulate to himself, Eli hadn’t yet done any of those things. Shame? Guilt? Inertia? “I just haven’t yet. It’s really just more of a formality.”




“You know when a good time to tell me that would have been?” Mia demanded.




He held his breath, his heart beating in his ears. Was she going to say that a good time would have been before she had fallen in love with him?




“When?” he managed to ask.




“A long time ago!” And with that, Mia turned and walked away.






CHAPTER 14




THURSDAY


Charlie took another bite of his bear claw, savoring the sweetness of the icing, the flakiness of the pastry, and the crunch of the toasted almond slices.




He was sitting in the observation room that overlooked King County’s autopsy suite. Below him was the corpse of the runner who had been fished from Puget Sound, lying faceup on a stainless steel autopsy table. Under the bright lights, the body looked vulnerable and small. Gathered around the table were a pathology assistant, a photographer from the forensics division, and Doug Pietsch.




Now Doug looked up. “Seriously, Charlie?” His surgical mask hid most of his expression, but Charlie could still see the raised eyebrows. “It’s not like this is a double feature.”




Charlie shrugged. “A guy’s gotta eat.” He took a sip of his twenty-four-ounce coffee, then raised it in Doug’s direction. “And drink.”




“You should just be glad you’re up there and not down here and that there’s a glass window between us. Because if you were down here you would be trying very hard to forget about the very concept of food. Being out of the water has not improved this guy’s condition any.”




“Don’t come crying to me.” Charlie spoke around another bite of pastry. “I’ve heard you say before that the smell of corpses is the smell of job security.”




The criminalist and the assistant tried to hide their smiles.




Doug was undaunted. “Maybe today I wouldn’t mind a little less job security. I’m just glad I printed him on scene. Time is definitely not improving things.”




Charlie felt a surge of hope. “So did you get a match on the prints?”




“No. I would have told you first thing. But at least I know I have them and they’re clear.” Doug cleared his throat and looked at his team. “Okay, let’s get this show on the road.”




He pressed a pedal on the floor and began to dictate into the transcribing machine. “The body is that of a somewhat undernourished Asian or Hispanic male who appears to be in his early twenties. Decedent was found unclothed. The body weighs a hundred twenty-nine pounds and measures sixty-four inches from crown to sole. The hair on the scalp is black and straight. The eye color is unknown; the eyes are mostly absent due to predation from fish or crabs.”




He peeled back what remained of the lips and peered into the mouth. “Both upper and lower teeth are natural. Several are missing, and there is evidence of untreated caries.” He tapped the pedal again to turn off the transcriber and then looked closer. “It looks like I might just owe you a beer.”




“What are you seeing?” Charlie asked.



“The upper incisors are shovel shaped, which means this guy’s Asian. But the thing is, Charlie, he’s got no dental work. Zero.” He looked up. “Do you know how unusual that is?”



“Maybe he was too poor to see a dentist.” Charlie swept his tongue over his back molars, dislodging an almond slice. Over the years, his teeth had been supplemented and buttressed with a variety of fillings and crowns. He was glad that the City of Seattle offered a decent dental plan.



“Yeah, but it’s mostly adults that fall through the safety net, and this guy hasn’t been an adult for that long. Minors can usually get dental care, unless their parents are totally negligent. I would expect to see at least an old filling or two, not missing teeth.” Doug shook his head. “I’m starting to wonder if we’re dealing with an undocumented immigrant. Someone poor enough that he wouldn’t have had dental care in his home country. And then once he came here, he certainly wouldn’t have been able to afford it.”



“If that’s true, we may never figure out who he is.” This idea bothered Charlie far more than the prospect of watching Doug pick up the saw and open up the dead man. “We can’t identify him by matching his prints. We can’t identify him by matching dental work. And there’s no point in running DNA if we don’t have a missing person to match him to.” He squinted at the man’s thin face. “And so far I can’t find a single report that comes close to sounding like this guy. Someone’s going to have to tell us he’s missing first.”



But what if they never did?




“If we totally come up blank, there may be another way to narrow things down,” Doug offered. “The water you drink deposits isotopes in your hair. So we could have his hair analyzed to see what part of the world he’s from. It takes awhile, though, to get results.”




“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Charlie said.




The autopsy resumed. Doug carefully swabbed under the fingernails, in case there was still a fragment of the killer’s skin under them. He examined the man’s skin from head to toe, noting injuries that were both pre- and postmortem. Some might have come from the body scraping rough surfaces, others from fish. He took note of multiple blunt force traumas in varying sizes and varying stages of healing. Rows of oval-shaped fingertip bruises dotted the man’s wrists and upper arms where someone had grabbed him, with slightly larger bruises marking the thumbs. Pinch-mark bruises marred the soft skin of his inner arms. And then there were the lines of burns on his wrists—three on the right and two on the left.




“I’m going to have to look at these under the microscope,” Doug told Charlie. “But like the bruises, these burn marks also look like they may have been made at different times.”




Charlie wondered if that ruled out torture. Or maybe it had been more a type of punishment, the burns doled out along with the bruises? He had seen more burns on bodies, living and dead, than he liked to remember. Burns from cigarettes and cigarette lighters. Burns from clothes irons and hair irons. Once from a blow torch. Usually the shape of the burn revealed something about its source. So what would leave a line like that?




As Charlie took the last bite of his Danish, Doug made the Y-incision in the chest, opened the guy up, and began the process of inspecting and weighing and measuring what he found inside. Midway through, he held out something on his red-streaked glove, offering it like a prize. Charlie leaned closer to the glass. It was a bullet.




“I think you’re in luck, Charlie. It severed the aorta but it didn’t hit any bone, so it didn’t get too dinged up. Looks like it came from a .22. We’ll get the crime lab to put it into NIBIN and see if they can get a match.” NIBIN, the National Integrated Ballistics Information Network, was like a fingerprint database for bullets. It held scans of markings from bullets and cartridge cases found at crime scenes across the nation. With luck, there might be a match.



“Maybe we’re finally catching a break.” Charlie swallowed the rest of his coffee. “Because I’ll tell you, Doug, this doesn’t feel like a one-time thing.”



On his way out to the parking lot, Charlie called Mia. Knowing she was anxious, he didn’t ask about the jury’s deliberations.



“Doug just finished the autopsy on that floater.” He pulled his keys from his pocket. “It looks like wherever he was before he ended up in the water, someone got mad at him pretty regularly. There were lots of bruises, plus these weird burns shaped like lines on his wrists. At first I thought someone had tortured him, but Doug says they were made at different times, just like the bruises. So maybe he wasn’t tortured. Maybe he was being punished.”



“What was the cause of death?”



“Definitely a gunshot. He was dead before he even went into the water, which Doug thinks happened a week ago, maybe two. His fingerprints don’t match anything on file. And he’s never had any dental work, so Doug’s wondering if he might be undocumented.”



“What nationality did you say he was?” Mia asked.



“At first I said he was Asian and Doug thought he was Latino.” As he spoke, Charlie realized Doug hadn’t actually made any plans for that promised beer. “But with the shape of the teeth and the skull and the eyelids, it looks like I was right.”




Mia’s voice sharpened. “Tell me some more about these marks on his wrists.”



“Second-degree burns. About two inches long, but not very wide. Like lines. Doug says they’re consistent with someone having brief contact with a very hot surface.” He opened his car door and climbed in. “Why are you asking?”



“Do you remember that guy at the Jade Kitchen who talked to me about Scott helping him? The one who called me Mrs. Scott?”



“He worked in the back as a cook or a dishwasher? Yeah, what about him?” Charlie put his key in the ignition but didn’t turn it.



“One of the baristas at a coffee place near work told me he came in super early one morning about ten days ago, asking for me. She could barely understand him, but he showed her my business card.”



“But you never saw him after she talked to him?”



“No. She said he left with friends. But, Charlie—?”



“Yeah?”



“The last time I saw him, I noticed burn marks on his wrists. Like from the dishwasher or maybe an oven.”



Charlie pulled his keys from the ignition. “Can you meet me down here? Now?”








CHAPTER 15




Could the man in the morgue be Lihong? Mia’s stomach seized up as if someone had just kicked her. A bitter taste flooded her tongue. She dimly realized she was squeezing her cell phone so hard that it was hurting her fingers, but she still didn’t loosen her grip.




“How long did Doug say that body had been in the water?” she asked Charlie.




“He said if you’re fatter, you float sooner. But this guy was skinny. So a week, maybe two. No more than that.”




And the barista had talked to Lihong about ten days ago. Still, the place where the body had been discovered was at least a mile from the coffee shop. But who knew exactly where it had gone into the water? The current could have carried it a long way.




Mia remembered how Lihong had tried to tell her something about Scott promising to help. But the communication between Mia and the Chinese man had been so sketchy that she had never quite understood what Scott was supposed to have been doing.




Lihong had also said his boss was a bad person. Or at least that was how her five-dollar phone app had translated it. Judging by the mangled English it had given her when translating Lihong’s other words, its accuracy was more than suspect. But the idea had been underlined when Mia secretly witnessed Kenny Zhong, the Jade Kitchen’s owner, deliver a stinging slap to Lihong’s face. Now the memory stung her as well. She had honestly planned to follow up with Lihong, but then life had gotten in the way.



Less than ten blocks separated the courthouse from the morgue. It hardly seemed worth it to pull her car out of the parking garage. Outside of Mia’s window, the sky was the kind of pale gray that any Seattlite could tell you promised neither sun nor rain. At least no more than a sprinkle.



“I think I’m going to walk it,” she told Charlie. “It probably won’t take any longer than driving, and I need to clear my head. But if the jury comes back in while I’m there, could you drive me back?”



“I could drive you back either way if you wanted. See you soon.”



Mia shrugged into her coat and picked up her purse. Before she even made it out the door, three colleagues asked her if the jury had returned a verdict. She just shook her head and didn’t make eye contact, making it clear she didn’t want to talk about it.



It was a relief to be out in the cold air and away from familiar faces. Away from sitting in her office, time moving so slowly the clock might as well be ticking backward.



Every time she was waiting on a verdict, Mia entered a fuzzy zone where she couldn’t think about anything else. In another trial, when the deliberations had gone into their fourth day, she had gone to the grocery store, shopped, paid, walked out, gotten in her car, and driven back to the courthouse—leaving her bags behind at the store.




Knowing that the jury might be hung was like having a throbbing cavity in her mouth. No matter how much she tried to ignore it, her thoughts kept sneaking back to probe. Was the jury still hung? In whose favor? Why? Would Judge Ortega’s instructions shake things loose?



The idea of having to go through all the work again was disheartening. And next time Wheeler would know every one of her arguments and fine-tune his counters. With the help of Leacham’s deep pockets, he would bring in new and better experts. As for Mia, she couldn’t change the evidence. She only had the truth, and lies came in a million flavors.



As she walked over I-5 she thought about Eli. She was still in shock that Eli Hall—someone who was so upstanding that he sometimes seemed rigid—was not officially divorced, despite the way he acted toward her. She thought of how his face lit up when he saw her and how he dawdled after classes so that they would walk out to the parking lot together. He always insisted on opening doors for her and helping her on with her coat. But maybe that was simply the way he treated women. And the time he had asked her to brunch? He had never actually said the word date. Maybe she was the only one who had seen it as one. She didn’t know whether she was angry or disappointed—and if so, who those emotions were directed at.



And then there was Charlie. The two men didn’t have much in common, except Mia. In fact, they were like some sort of reverse mirror image of one another. Eli had close-cropped blond hair; Charlie’s was dark and worn as long as his bosses would let him get away with. Even more than a decade out of the service, Eli had kept his military bearing, while Charlie just switched from one slouch to another.




Both men were devoted to justice, but in very different ways. That military aura of Eli’s was more than physical; it showed in his systematic approach to life. Charlie played by the rules only as far as he thought they made sense.



Both, she sometimes thought, wanted to be something more to her than a friend. But maybe she was as deluded about Charlie as she evidently had been about Eli. Maybe friendship was all either of them wanted. Or should want.



At the morgue, she showed her ID. Charlie came out to meet her and then brought her back to where Doug was waiting next to rows of galvanized-steel body refrigerators.



“I understand you might know the identity of our floater,” Doug said.



Mia nodded. She only had eyes for the closed steel doors.



He pulled one open, releasing a wave of cold air and a smell so thick it was almost a taste. It was rotten and sweet and ultimately indescribable, furring her tongue. Doug slid out the top shelf, revealing the body of a young, skinny Asian man.



The Y-incision in his chest had been stitched closed with thick black stitches. Mia forced herself to focus on the young man’s face, not to think about how he had been taken apart and reassembled. Even though the eyes were closed, the lids sagged over what seemed to be empty sockets. His face was not only scraped and battered, it was also starting to decompose.



She had only seen Lihong twice. At night. In the dark. When both of them were nervous, jumping at every sound. When they were focusing on trying to communicate, not on what the other person looked like. Focused on their lack of connection, their frustration.




Now they would never connect. But was this Lihong? She looked at the man’s wreck of a face, tried to match it up with her memories—and found that she didn’t know.



“These are the burn marks on his wrists.” Doug lifted the dead man’s wrists to show her.



“The thing is, I can’t tell if it’s him or not. It could be. Or it could be someone else. This guy’s face is just too”—she sought a word besides disintegrating—“damaged.” She looked from Charlie to Doug. “I’m sorry if I wasted your time.”



With a shrug, Doug slid the body back and closed the door. “It’s not a waste if it would have helped narrow things down. Because right now we don’t have much to go on.”



“I think our next step is to go back to the Jade Kitchen,” Charlie said to Mia. “See if Lihong’s there. And if he’s not . . .” He let his words trail off. “So do you want a ride back to work, or do you want to walk it?”



She wasn’t sure she wanted to be alone with her thoughts again. “How about a ride?”



After saying good-bye to Doug, they walked out to Charlie’s car. “It’s strange,” she said, “to think that a couple of weeks ago that guy, whoever he was, was walking around, breathing, talking.”



“Are you thinking about Scott too?” He clicked the fob to unlock both doors and climbed in.



She was thinking about Scott, she realized, as she waited for Charlie to lean over and relocate a half dozen discarded fast food wrappers scattered on the passenger’s seat. With a sigh, she got in. “It’s just hard to believe that you’ll never see someone again, at least not in this world.”




As she turned to buckle her seat belt, Charlie’s eyes met hers. He was so close, she involuntarily caught her breath. He didn’t move, his eyes studying her. She met his gaze for a second, then turned away.




Charlie broke the silence. “You didn’t see Scott’s body before it was cremated, did you?”




“Everyone told me it was a bad idea, with his face so broken.” For a moment she pressed her fingers to her lips. “The problem is that you only get one choice, and you’ll never know if it was the right one.”




“That describes a lot of life,” Charlie said as he started the car.




He was just pulling up to the courthouse when Mia’s phone rang. It was the judge’s clerk, telling her the jury had sent out another note. Her mouth went dry as chalk.




“That’s it, Charlie. They’re hung. I know it. They’re hung. It’s going to be a mistrial.”




“You don’t know that,” he said reasonably. “It could be they’re just asking for clarification on something.”




But even Charlie didn’t sound like he believed it.






CHAPTER 16




As Mia walked into the building, anxiety jockeyed with certainty. Her mind replayed key moments of the trial, imagining different actions and outcomes. What if she had used one of her preemptory strikes on Warren? Would the juror who replaced him have been any better? Or what if Sindy had stuck around long enough to testify? Would that have been enough to tip the balance?




As they went through security, Charlie joked with Bernard, one of the sheriff’s deputies. “Pay no attention to Mia’s twitching. It’s just that we’ve been called back to the courtroom.”




Bernard gave her a reassuring smile. She managed to lift the corners of her mouth in return. Her chest felt tight. She realized she was breathing shallowly, almost panting, and made a conscious effort to breathe from her abdomen.




Before she entered the courtroom, Mia lifted her head and tried to wipe all expression from her face. Behind her, Charlie lightly touched the small of her back.




Wheeler and Leacham were already at the defense table. Wheeler’s expression betrayed nothing, but David Leacham was bouncing his curled index finger against his slightly parted lips, knocking his front teeth with his knuckle. He stopped when he saw her noticing.



Through her tinted glasses, Bo Yee was watching her, but she didn’t look upset. Of course, she didn’t know enough to be upset. Mia had tried to explain to Bo the day before that the jury was having trouble deciding, but Bo had seemed serene in her belief that justice would be done. Now Mia managed a nod as she took the last steps to the counsel table.



She and Charlie sat down. She knew they would be standing again in just a few moments. And deep in her gut she knew they would be hearing that these last few weeks had brought no justice for Dandan.



She caught a movement in the corner of her eye. Under the defense table, Leacham’s leg was jigging.



“All rise!”



As they got to their feet, Mia exchanged a sideways glance with Charlie. He gave her a smile that was more a twist of the lips, as if he were thinking the same anxious thoughts she was.



After they were seated and Judge Ortega took the bench, she put on her reading glasses and unfolded the note. “We have received a communication from the jury, and it reads: ‘Nothing has changed since your last charge. I am sorry, very sorry, that we cannot come to one accord. I have done the best I know how, but we are still deadlocked. Our discussions have ceased.’ ”



Behind her, a collective gasp rose from the onlookers. Even though it wasn’t a surprise, Mia slumped as if her strings had been cut. All that work—for nothing. It would just have to be done again. She turned toward the defense table. Wheeler was too much of a pro to let his feelings show, but Leacham was wearing a wide grin.




Somehow the defense had gotten at least one juror to agree with the ludicrous idea that a petite teenager had been the aggressor, to believe that her death could be construed as self-defense. To believe that Leacham had a right to use her and then take her life.



Mia tried again to take a deep breath, but it felt like it got stuck halfway. There was nothing up her sleeve now. She had given it her best shot. And what was to say that the next jury wouldn’t hang, or even vote for acquittal?



Judge Ortega took off her reading glasses and let them fall on their chain. She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I propose to bring the jury out and briefly question them.” No one objected.



Wheeler leaned over and whispered in Leacham’s ear. Mia didn’t know what was said, but she could guess, as she watched his expression change so that now he looked serious, even contrite. While they waited for the jury to be brought in, the room quickly filled with reporters, as well as David Leacham’s friends and family. Somehow word had spread. Dandan was represented only by her mother.



Bo looked confused. Mia caught her eye, shook her head, and mouthed, “I’m sorry.” How could she explain it to her? She could barely understand it herself.



When the jurors filed in, they looked even more upset than they had yesterday. Several of the women were clutching sodden tissues.



“Will the foreperson of the jury please stand and state his name for the record?” Judge Ortega said.




Jim unfolded his lanky form. Even when he was on his feet his shoulders stayed bowed. “It’s Jim Fratelli.”




“Mr. Fratelli, has the jury been able to reach a verdict in this case?”




“No, Your Honor.” He sighed. “We have not.”




“If the court were to give you more time to deliberate, could the jury reach a unanimous verdict?”




It was obvious that Jim wished he could give a different answer. “No.”




The judge looked at each of the jurors in turn. “If any of you disagree with Mr. Fratelli’s answer, please tell me now.”




The jurors cut their eyes sideways, but no one raised their hands. Instead, they pressed their lips together, shook their heads, crossed their arms. Connor looked like he wanted to spit out something rotten. Naomi knuckled away tears. As Sandra looked from Mia to Bo, she started to cry in earnest.




And the one person they all looked at, or looked away from, was Warren. He sat with his head hanging, seemingly engrossed in worrying a tiny bit of skin next to his thumbnail.




Mia took a quick look behind her. Dandan’s mother still looked confused. She was leaning forward, her elbows on her knees, turning her head to look at Mia, then the jurors, then the judge, then back to Mia.




“All right,” Judge Ortega said to Jim. “Please be seated.” She turned toward the jurors. “Ladies and gentleman, I want to thank you very much. Because you cannot reach a unanimous verdict, I’m going to declare there is a manifest necessity for the declaration of a mistrial. I realize this has been a long road. So I’m going to excuse you back into the jury room, where I’d like to step inside just to express my appreciation. And you are now excused.”




The clerk was saying, “All rise for the jury” when a woman’s scream tore through the room.




“No!” It was Bo. “What is happening? No! You killed her!” With bared teeth, she launched herself at Leacham, her hands outstretched as if to strangle him. “You’re a murderer! A murderer! You killed her! You killed my daughter. You must pay!”




The deputies were on either side of her in seconds as the crowd around her gasped and murmured and backed away. She sagged between the two burly men and would have fallen if it weren’t for their arms. Her cries turned to wordless screams while the judge banged her gavel.




Every shriek was like a dagger to Mia’s heart. If she had done a better job, would Dandan and her mother have justice by now?






CHAPTER 17




It was clear that Bo Yee would never rest. Kenny saw that now. It didn’t matter if David Leacham walked free. She would still haunt him. Hunt him.




In America and China both, they had the same saying: “An attack is the best defense.”




He picked up the phone and dialed a number.




“I need to talk to you. I have a business proposition.”




He would wait until they were together to spell out the deal. As they said back home, on the other side of the wall, there are always ears.






CHAPTER 18




An hour later, Mia was sitting in Frank D’Amato’s office, fighting a headache. Fighting and losing. It felt as if someone were pushing a stainless steel knitting needle through her temple.




Everything that had happened after Bo went for Leacham and then collapsed was a blur. The poor woman had been taken to a hospital for evaluation. The only good news was that she had harmed no one and was not facing charges for her outburst.




After Bo had been escorted out, Judge Ortega had set a hearing in two weeks to discuss how to proceed. Leacham had walked out of the courtroom and into the arms of his supporters, all of them laughing and hugging and high-fiving as if he had been acquitted. Now Mia was meeting with Frank, her boss and the district attorney, to tell him about her plans to refile.




Years ago, when Mia had first started working at King County, Frank had been just another co-worker, albeit one with five more years’ experience. But Frank had always wanted to be more. When he ran for district attorney, to the surprise of everyone but himself he beat his more experienced opponent.




As the years passed, his external image caught up with his self-perception. He had traded in his Dockers for tailored suits, his passion for careful calibration. Now his thick black hair was touched with silver at the temples. When he wasn’t at the office, he was out in the community visiting victims of violence in the hospital, speaking to civic groups, and attending fund-raisers for various charitable causes. Was he doing it because he truly cared or because he knew it would eventually help him get reelected? Mia figured the answer to both questions was probably yes.



As the years had passed, Frank’s life had become his job, and vice versa. Although framed photos of his children were displayed on his credenza, rumor had it that was about as close as he ever actually got to them.



While he had been busy climbing the ladder, Mia had jumped off it. She had left the office after Brooke was born and only returned after Scott’s death.



A few weeks ago, Frank had narrowly won reelection. The closeness of the race seemed to have left him off balance. Instead of basking in his win, he often seemed irritated and impatient.



As he was now.



“There’s a certain energy, a certain momentum that went into this trial,” Frank said. “You can’t recreate that or put it back in the bottle. It’s gone. You and I both know that the second time is not the charm. Your case became immeasurably weaker without that girl testifying that Leacham had previously held a knife to her throat. A retrial without that Sydney—”



“Sindy,” Mia corrected.




Frank waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter what her name is if you don’t have her. Because without her, this case will just get worse. Wheeler will be going over the court transcripts like he’s cramming for a final exam. He’s going to know exactly what your witnesses are going to say. He’ll know what you’re going to ask on cross. He’s going to go through the witness testimony line by line, looking for any inconsistencies. He’ll have twenty-twenty hindsight that will let him use whatever weaknesses or flaws he didn’t exploit the first time. And knowing Wheeler, he’ll find them.”




Mia pressed her finger into her temple, trying to get the pain to stop or at least recede. “The same’s true for me.” She knew it wasn’t, not really, but she could not let this go. “I can learn from what Wheeler did. I can change things up.”




“I don’t see how that’s possible, Mia. The defense will know every word you’re going to say, but you won’t have anything new to add. The evidence is unchanged. Meanwhile, Wheeler will bring in even more people who will airbrush Leacham’s image, and this time he won’t put on the stand the ones you were able to pick apart. He’ll be sure that all the jury hears about is how devoted Leacham is to his family, how he gives to widows and orphans and helps the poor.” He heaved a theatrical sigh. “Et cetera, et cetera, et cetera.”




What had happened to the old Frank, the one who gathered with them around takeout pizza in the break room on late nights, the one who was part of the team instead of the man who had his secretary summon her to his office? Mia was pressing her temple so hard she could feel her pulse under the pad of her finger.




“Leacham’s story is impossible to believe.”




“I will grant you that it is improbable.” Frank shrugged. “But it’s not impossible. Wheeler got at least one person to believe it. For all you know, he got eleven.”




“I’m almost positive it was just the one juror who hung it, Frank. One. One juror who was incompetent or stupid or crazy, and who was also stubborn. It was just bad luck that he ended up on our jury.”




Mia had walked into this meeting expecting Frank to be upset at the jury’s inexplicable inability to decide, but also certain he would agree with her about the next steps. Now she felt like she had been sucker-punched. Did he really think she could let David Leacham get away with murder?




Frank said, “You know the saying that defense attorneys have. ‘It only takes one.’ They don’t need twelve, like we do. All they have to do is convince one juror. And in this case they’ve done it once, and they could easily do it again. It’s nearly impossible to get twelve people to agree on anything.” He made a sour face. “Meanwhile, what are you going to do? You’ve got the same old witnesses, except you haven’t even got the most damning one, the one you promised this jury.”




“What if Sindy didn’t disappear on her own?” Mia blurted out.




“What?” Frank’s gaze sharpened. “Do you know something you haven’t shared with me?”




“No,” she said reluctantly. “It’s just a gut feeling.”




He blew air through pursed lips. “Right now I only want to hear about facts. And the fact is you’re not going to develop more evidence or better witnesses. You fought the good fight, Mia, but you lost.” He steepled his fingers, carefully matching fingertip to fingertip, then looked up at her. “I don’t see the point in refiling.”




A flash of anger jolted from her head to her heels. She took her finger away from her temple and jabbed it his direction. “The point is that a young woman died.”




“I’m not denying that. Unfortunately, she’s also not the most sympathetic of victims. An illegal immigrant? A prostitute?” He tilted his head.




“What?” Mia thought of Luciana. “Are you saying she should have known what she was getting into?”



“I’m just saying it’s hard to get jurors to identify with her.”



“Are you asking me to forget that she was also a teenager who died choking on her own blood? I want this conviction, Frank. I want justice for Dandan.”



“Everyone involved wants to bring this to a close,” Frank said, which wasn’t exactly Mia’s stance. “I say we go to Wheeler. Offer him a plea deal.”



Inside, Mia went cold and still. “For what?”



“Second-degree manslaughter. Two years.”



“Two years?” She wanted to scream. “A girl is dead, Frank. Dead.”



“And she’ll still be dead no matter what we do. At least this way there will be some recompense.”



“Leacham deserves at least twenty years. And we can get it. I know we can. Two years is a slap on the wrist. And a slap on the wrist is not closure. It is not justice.”



Frank had run on the office’s winning record. But key to that record was taking on cases you couldn’t lose and then pleading out the rest. And he clearly thought Dandan’s murder now fell into that territory.



“It may not be justice, Mia, but it might be the best we can do at this juncture. Just because the state is automatically entitled to re-try this case does not mean we are obligated to. You already put on your best case, and you still didn’t get a conviction.”



“I can’t let this go, Frank.” Why couldn’t he see this the way she did? What had happened to the old Frank, the one who saw that there were times when black was black, certainly not white, not even a shade of gray. Mia thought of an explanation for his behavior, shied away, and then circled back to it.




Frank tapped on his computer keyboard, obviously having already mentally dismissed her. “Then you have until the day before you’re due back in front of Judge Ortega to bring me something new. If not, then we offer the plea agreement.”



“Let me ask you something, Frank.” Even as Mia gave voice to her suspicions, another voice inside her was telling her to shut up. She ignored it. “Is it possible that one of the reasons you’re taking this tack is because David Leacham has deep pockets and lots of politically connected friends?”



Frank reared back as if she had slapped him. He stared at her with narrowed eyes, shaking his head slowly, his lips pursed. “You’re not the only one who can ask questions, Mia. How many years have we known each other? You know what I’m all about, or at least you should by now. But instead, you impugn me to my face. When I’m the one who offered you a position back here when you needed one. Offered it even when you hadn’t been in a courtroom for four years. And this is the thanks I get?”



Mia heard the subtext. Frank had given—and Frank could take it all away.





CHAPTER 19




Judy Rallison caught Mia’s eye as she closed Frank’s door behind her with a shaking hand. On paper, Judy was just the department’s secretary, but she was really the one who kept all the moving parts lubricated and in motion.




“Someone’s here to see you.” Judy cut her eyes sideways at the figure sitting slumped on the couch. At the sight of Bo Yee, a fresh wave of guilt washed over Mia. She had failed Bo and Dandan. And now she had put her job—and her chance to persuade Frank to refile—at risk by speaking with her gut and not her head.




She sank onto the cushions beside the other woman. “How are you doing?”




Bo lifted her head. Despite her shadowed eyes, you could see where Dandan had gotten her beauty from. “David Leacham bought my daughter.” Her voice was bitter. “And now he has bought his freedom.”




Mia kept her voice low. “That’s not exactly what happened.” How was she going to explain that Frank would probably not let her refile? “Here, let’s go into my office, where we can talk privately.” She helped the other woman to her feet. She thought they were about the same age, but today Bo moved like an old woman, with her head curled over her shuffling feet. In the hall they passed DeShauna and Jesse, who looked at them and looked away. Were they second-guessing how she had handled the trial?




When they reached her office, Mia wished it offered something as comfortable as the lobby’s couch, but all it held was her desk and a round conference table with three chairs, only two of which matched. Mia pulled one out for Bo, then grabbed the box of Kleenex she kept on her desk for victims and their families and plopped it in the middle of the table.




When Mia took her own seat, Bo raised her head. Her black eyes looked straight into Mia’s. “Do you know how I came to this country?”




“No.” Mia didn’t know where this was going, just that it was a relief not to be trying to explain the inexplicable. A brief reprieve before she had to tell Bo of Frank’s decision.




“It was because I got pregnant.”




Mia wasn’t following. “With Dandan?”




“No. I already had Dandan. This was my second pregnancy. You have heard what happens in China, right? One-child policy. At least for the poor.” Bo’s lips pressed together. “You can have a second child or even more—if you pay the fine. For us, it would have been one hundred thousand yuan. That is like thousands of US dollars. Only the rich can pay that.”




Mia nodded.




“But I became pregnant. And I wanted that child. So I tried to hide my belly. Someone must have told. We heard later that the officials wanted to make an example of me. When I was seven months along, they came for us. Many men. And they took me and my husband and Dandan to the city’s family planning bureau.”




Mia said nothing. She knew what must be coming, but that didn’t lessen the horror. If anything, sitting knee to knee with Bo, seeing her hands twist on the table, hearing her breath go shallow as she remembered, made it worse.



“They yelled at me,” Bo continued. “They beat me. They hit my belly.” She laid her hands on either side of her flat abdomen. “I was on the floor, trying to curl up. They kicked out this tooth. Later, I tried to push it back in, but it didn’t work.” Pulling her lips back, she pointed at the hole where one of her bottom eye teeth was gone.



“My husband tried to protect me, but they beat him, too, and dragged him away. They took his camera. The guards were in the hall holding him. They hit him in the head and tore his shirt. They said they would call the police and have my husband put in jail for obstructing their official duties. I could hear my daughter crying. She was only three.”



Mia nodded, her eyes never leaving Bo’s face. Dandan had been only a little younger than Brooke. How terrified she must have been to see her mother and father beaten.



“I was worried that Dandan would have no parents, so I begged the officials to let my husband go. They said they would only do that if I took the shot to make the baby come.”



Mia felt a sudden jolt of nausea and tried to swallow it back down. This was it. The dark heart of Bo’s story.



“So I said yes.” Bo’s face twisted with pain. “I hoped that after they let my husband go I could somehow stop what they were going to do. But then they wanted me to sign that it was okay to do it, and I said no. So one of them, she signed for me. Then they said I had to put my thumbprint next to the signature. I still said I would not. They tried to pry my hands open, but I held them tight, like this.” She lifted her fists, the fingers curled over to hide the thumbs, and showed them to Mia. “One man held my wrist and one hit me in the head and one pulled my fingers apart until they could put my thumb on the ink and then on the paper.”




Bo was nearly panting now. It came to Mia that it was as if she were giving birth to the terrible story, laboring to bring forth a monster.



“After that they dragged me into the operating room. Four women held me down. The doctor came with a huge needle. When I felt it go in, I cried and cried.” Her words became so soft that even sitting next to her, Mia could barely hear them. “I could feel the baby dying inside me. It had been kicking, but the kicks got weaker and weaker.” Bo took a deep, shuddering breath. “And then they stopped.”



Mia blinked and felt tears run down her cheeks.



“It was another day before the baby came. A perfect little boy.” She looked at Mia with red, brimming eyes. “It hurt so, so much. Death would have been better. If I had not already had another child, I would have let go and died.”



“I am so sorry.” Mia’s words felt so inadequate she might as well have not said them. But she had to say something.



“After that, the authorities found ways to make an example of me so that no one would try to do what I did. So my relatives helped pay for me to come here, to America.”



Bo had gotten asylum here, but was that really a happy ending? She had had to leave her family behind.




“But now I know that America is no different from China. If you have money, you have justice.” She shook her head. Her eyes were flat, unfocused. “No money, no justice.”




“That’s not true,” Mia said. “What happened wasn’t because Leacham is rich. It was because at least one of the jurors was not convinced he was guilty. For better or worse, that’s how our system works.”




“It was the man with the ugly hair.” Bo put her hand up to her own hair, black and shiny as a crow’s wing, caught up in a thick bun.




She meant Warren’s two-toned mullet. If the circumstances hadn’t been so tragic, Mia might have smiled. Instead, she simply said, “Yes, I think it was that man.”




Bo nodded. “Because he was paid to do that.”




“What? No. That’s not how it works, Bo. In this country it is illegal to bribe jurors.”




“There is the law that is written, and there is what really happens.” Bo’s tone was fatalistic. “The same as in China.”




“What are you saying?”




“Just before the trial started, I saw the man with the ugly hair talking to another man in the hallway. Talking very quietly. As if they had a secret. When they saw me noticing, the other man walked away.”




“So?” Mia said. “That doesn’t prove he bribed him. Did you see money changing hands?”




“No. But two days later, I went to a restaurant to get something to eat. I saw Leacham’s wife. She was talking to this same man.”




Mia’s headache came surging back. “Are you sure?” She could hear Frank’s voice in her head. Don’t bring me speculation. Bring me proof! “Who else saw this man talking to that juror?”




“I do not know if anyone did. The hallway was nearly empty.”




“What did he look like? Tall, short, fat, thin?”




“A short, white man with a thick body. And with a round face, like the moon.”




It was nothing. Mia knew it was nothing. The man Bo had seen could have been Warren’s old co-worker or neighbor. Someone who just happened to also know Marci. He could have just been asking directions to the nearest restroom.




But what if Bo was right? What if someone had bribed Warren, bribed him so that Leacham’s jury would hang?




She needed more than a distraught woman’s imaginings to go on.




“It’s not like you saw money exchanging hands. You saw two men talking. There’s no law against that,” she said. “We need to be able to prove that’s what happened.”




And how much good would Leacham have thought a hung jury would really do him? If the end result was a retrial, there was no guarantee that another jury might find him not guilty. Leacham would have had no idea that Frank would balk at the idea of a retrial.




Mia froze. At least, he should have had no idea that Frank would balk. But what if her suspicions in Frank’s office hadn’t been too far off the mark? What if Leacham had paid a juror to hang the case—and then found a way to persuade Frank not to refile?




Maybe Frank hadn’t been angry at her because he felt betrayed. Maybe he had been angry because she had connected the dots.






CHAPTER 20




FRIDAY


THE SEATTLE TIMES
 HUNG JURY IN CASE OF MURDERED PROSTITUTE



The case of Dandan Yee, a prostitute who authorities charge was murdered by her client David Leacham, has ended in a hung jury that split eleven to one. Leacham claimed that Yee’s death occurred during a struggle after she held a knife to his throat and tried to rob him. The trial has been dubbed The Lethal Beauty Case.




The jury of nine women and three men deliberated more than a total of sixteen hours over the course of three days before finally declaring that they had reached an impasse that could not be broken. Under Washington state law, all twelve jurors must find a defendant guilty in order to convict him. When it was over, eleven angry jurors—some of them in tears—pointed to a lone holdout who wouldn’t vote to convict.




Jim Fratelli was the foreman of the jury. “It was a tough case. It was long and it was hard and it was grueling,” an emotional Fratelli said afterward. “We gave it our best shot. It is what it is, I guess.”



According to juror Samantha Streeter, “The atmosphere in the jury room was positively poison. One juror refused to listen. People were yelling, even threatening him. But he didn’t let it get to him.”



Another juror, Naomi Jennings, said, “It seemed like he tuned us out, just like he tuned out the whole trial. Anyone could see that David Leacham was guilty. But he wouldn’t even talk about it.”



Warren Paczkowski confirmed to the Times that he was the lone dissenter but declined to comment further as he left the courthouse by himself.



Leacham, who has been out on a million dollars bail since he was first charged, told the press, “I continue to have faith. Faith in God and faith in the jury system.”



On the steps of the courthouse, Leacham’s attorney James Wheeler said, “The State, with all its might, had the simple task of convincing twelve—just twelve—people of the guilt of an individual beyond a reasonable doubt. And they failed. The jurors in Mr. Leacham’s case heard every word of the evidence. Why should the government get another bite at the apple when they couldn’t prove their case the first time? Mia Quinn’s relentless pursuit of Mr. Leacham, an innocent man, has already cost the county tens of thousands of dollars. And now she wants to do it all again?”




Reached by telephone, King County prosecutor Mia Quinn said, “While the defense can spin the facts of this case any way they want to, it was my job as the prosecutor to present those facts. And we think the facts overwhelmingly indicate the guilt of the defendant.” She added that a final decision hasn’t yet been made about trying Leacham again.





CHAPTER 21




Oh, hello, Mr. Carlson.”




Emily Barlow, Sindy Sharp’s foster mom, did not look surprised to see Charlie standing at her door. She stepped back and motioned him in. She was about sixty, with straight, blond hair cut in a style Charlie remembered from his childhood, like a bowl had been placed on top of her head and the hair cut to match. “I’m afraid I haven’t seen or heard anything from Sindy. I would have called you if I had.”




“I know you would have. But we really need to find her.” Charlie followed Emily inside.




The last time Sindy had posted anything on her Facebook page was the day before she disappeared. The phone number she had used to set up “dates” had been disconnected. Charlie had checked homeless shelters and cheap motels. A BOLO—be on the lookout for—had been issued to all law enforcement agencies. And with her shocking pink hair, she certainly stood out. Still, a girl like Sindy had learned at her mother’s knee how to fly under the radar. At least that’s what Charlie told himself. When he wasn’t picturing her body left in a shallow grave scratched out in the woods somewhere.




“Could I make you some coffee? Tea?”



Charlie waved a hand. “No thanks. I’m good. Did you hear about what happened at the trial?”



Emily settled on a green velvet recliner, and he took the plaid couch. The living room was surprisingly neat for a house where a half dozen teenage girls lived.



“No, I’m afraid I haven’t been following it, but it’s been busy here. We just got a new girl a couple of days ago. She came with only the clothes on her back.”



“Does that happen often?”



Emily gave him a pained smile. “More times than I can count. If you had asked me years ago, when we first started to foster kids, I would have said it was enough just to give them the things they need and try to love them. But just trying will not take care of their problems. You can buy them a whole new wardrobe, you can buy them everything, but if you do not love them unconditionally, then in the end it means nothing. Of course, we let them know there will always be food available, there will always be a clean bed to sleep in and clean clothes to wear to school. We show them that it’s possible to disagree without screaming and yelling and hitting each other. But what’s key to making this work is that I do not criticize, I do not condemn, and I accept them for who they are.”



Charlie thought of Sindy, with her pink hair, her defiant eyes ringed with black liner. “That must be harder with some than others.”




“I’m not saying it’s not a challenge. But all children need a family. At eighteen, when they age out of foster care, where do they go? When Thanksgiving or Christmas rolls around, who do they eat with? My husband and I will always be here for them, they know that even if they know nothing else. If they get a good job or things are going well, they always know they can pick up a phone and say, ‘Hi, Mom.’ ” Her sigh was heavy. “And when things are not going so good, they know I’ll tell them, ‘I’m sorry.’ ”




“Have you thought any more about where Sindy might have gone?”




Emily’s mouth twisted. “She didn’t trust me yet. With some of these kids that can take years, and she was only here for a few weeks.”




“It really hurt our case that she wasn’t there to testify. The jury hung. If we’re going to have any hope of convicting David Leacham of that girl’s murder, we need her.”




“Her old life may have come calling for her. These kids, most of them have never known love. They don’t know what to do with it and they don’t trust it. And according to Sindy, she didn’t need anything or anyone else. She thought she was perfectly capable of looking after herself.”




“She’s only seventeen,” Charlie said. But maybe all seventeen-year-olds thought that way.




“If she went back to what she was doing, it’s true that she could make enough money to support herself physically.” She smiled sadly. “David Leacham’s not the only one who likes girls that young.”




“Could she have gone back to her mom?”




“I heard her mother’s back in jail now for soliciting.” Emily grimaced. “I try not to be judgmental about the parents. Maybe they didn’t have good role models themselves. But what she let happen to Sindy . . .” Her words trailed off.




“I’m worried Sindy might not have left of her own free will,” Charlie said.



“Do you think she’s come to harm?” Emily’s gaze never wavered.



He didn’t sugarcoat it. “It’s possible. It’s a little too convenient that she disappeared the day before the trial began.” At first Charlie had chalked it up to stage fright or the girl’s general skittishness, her unwillingness to do anything she was supposed to do. “Or someone might have paid her to get out of town.”



“Sindy? All she knows is Seattle. We took the girls to Leavenworth the first weekend she got here. She was almost”—Emily hunted for the right word—“frightened. Lost. She looked like the little girl she is.”



Leavenworth was about three hours away—a bit of a tourist trap, in Charlie’s opinion—and billed itself as a faithful reproduction of a Bavarian village. Even the McDonald’s was fashioned to look like a chalet, albeit one made of brown plastic.



“Can you think of any place she might be? Anyone she might be with? Anyone it might be worth reaching out to?”



“One of the girls she shared a room with is home sick today. You could try talking to her.”



Emily led him down a long carpeted hallway, then knocked on a door. “Teal, a policeman would like to talk to you about Sindy.”



“Okay,” a girl’s voice called.



Before Emily opened the door, Charlie said, “Would you mind if it was just us? She might tell me more if she doesn’t have two adults staring at her.”



“That’s fine. I’ll be in the living room.”



Teal was on her feet next to the bottom bunk she had clearly just vacated. She had dyed black hair that fell to her shoulders and two tiny gold rings in her left nostril. Looking at her, Charlie realized he didn’t need to worry about catching the sickness that was keeping her home from school. Teal looked like she was about five months pregnant, her belly high and tight on her thin frame.




She couldn’t have been more than fourteen.



She saw him noticing and crossed her arms over her abdomen, carefully not making eye contact. She took the only chair in the room, a wooden one in front of a small matching desk. There was another bunk bed in the room, both beds neatly made. Charlie didn’t want to perch like a hunchback on the other lower bunk, and he didn’t want to loom over the girl either. There was only one other place to sit, an orange beanbag chair. He crossed his ankles and managed to sit down without plopping too much. He just hoped he could get back out of the darn thing without looking like a fool.



Behind her hand, Teal hid a smile.



“So Sindy shares this room with you?”



She guessed what he was thinking. “Mother Emily already went through her things. She didn’t leave any clues about where she went.” After a moment’s hesitation, she added, “You’re not the only one who’s come looking for her. There was a man who asked me about her when I was walking to the bus stop. I told him the same as I’m telling you: I don’t know where she went.”



“Can you tell me about this guy?”



“He was old.”



“Old as me?” Charlie asked.



“No, you’re way older.”



He tried to let that one slide off. “When was this?”



“A few days ago?” Teal said. “Maybe a week?”




“What did he look like?”




“I don’t know. A white guy. Really big. Like . . . hulking.”




The word hulking sounded almost exotic coming out of Teal’s mouth. “What did you tell him?”




“Just that no one knew where she was.” She raised her shoulders and shivered. “Something about him was creepy. I didn’t let him get too close, and I was ready to scream if I had to.”




Charlie was glad for her sake that she hadn’t had to find out if anyone would actually respond. “Did Sindy say anything to you before she left?”




Teal rolled her eyes. “Sindy was always talking. She thought she was all that and a bag of chips. She said she didn’t need a pimp. She was so proud of herself because she said she didn’t need to share her money with anyone. But she wasn’t as smart as she thought. When she showed up here she had bruises on her throat and her arms. She said some guys like to tie her up before they had sex, even pretend they were going to kill her. I was like, ‘What’s to stop them from just doing it?’ but she was so sure she knew what she was doing.” Teal snorted. “Guess she didn’t.” Her face belied her harsh words. She looked frightened. “Right before she left here, she starting saying she was going to get rich.”




“Rich?” Charlie sat up straighter, which was not easy to do in a beanbag chair. “What did she tell you about getting rich?”




“Not that much. She just started talking about how her life was going to change. That she was going to come into a whole lot of money.”




Had someone representing David Leacham offered Sindy money not to testify?




Or, Charlie wondered bleakly, had it been a bait and switch?




Had they offered her money—and taken her life?






CHAPTER 22




And what are we doing today?” The hair stylist swirled a black plastic cape around Bo’s neck and then snapped it into place.




Bo pulled the pins out of her bun and shook her head. A black river of hair tumbled down, falling past her shoulders, past the arms of the chair, and finally ending only a foot from the floor. For a moment, everyone in the shop went silent, just looking at it.




“Chop it all off,” she said bluntly. “Cut it to here.” Bo put the blade of her hand against her neck, right below her ears.




“Are you sure?” Looking reverent, the stylist gathered the weight of it in his hands. His own yellow-tipped black hair stood up in short gelled spikes. “It must have taken you a really long time to grow your hair this long.”




She lifted her chin. “All my life.”




His brows drew together. “Then why do you want to cut it off?”




The answer she gave was doubly true. “I don’t want to be me anymore.”




In the mirror his eyes met hers, and she saw a muted understanding. “Okay, then. Let’s make you not you.” From a drawer he took a black hair elastic and made a low ponytail. It took a long time for him to pull the yard of hair through. “If you want, I could donate your hair to Locks of Love. It’s a charity that makes wigs for children who are sick and have lost their hair. They could really use hair that’s this long.”




Bo imagined a girl who looked like a younger Dandan, the Dandan she had only seen in a few snapshots. She pictured her with a drawn face and a vulnerable, naked head. Imagined how the warmth and the weight of the wig would cradle her. As if someone had laid their two hands on top of her head, like a blessing. For a moment, the thought comforted Bo. But only for a moment.




She nodded. The stylist picked up his scissors in one hand and the ponytail in the other. He began to cut just above the hair elastic. A few minutes later, the hank dropped into his hand. Freed from her, it looked like a horse’s tail. Bo’s head suddenly felt weightless, like it might float up to the ceiling. She closed her eyes.




She was doing this for Dandan, she thought as the hairdresser began to comb and snip and ruffle. She would do anything for her. When she had seen her daughter’s body in the funeral home, seen her daughter for the first time in sixteen years, she had promised her justice. But the courts had failed her.




She had thought of trying to get to David Leacham. Sneaking up behind him as he pressed the fob on his keychain to unlock his car on some dark street. Imagined saying Dandan’s name so that he turned. Imagined plunging a knife into his chest, just as he had done with her daughter. And then she would whisper her daughter’s name in his ear again as he died. She would erase him from the world, and he would die knowing why.




Or if Bo were to dress a certain way, make up her face, she was sure she could catch his eye. And then all it would take would be a few moments alone.



But after watching the trial, she guessed his attorney and his wife would keep him on a short leash. They would never let him get close to another Asian woman.



So what did that leave? Leacham had thought he could buy justice by bribing that juror with the ugly hair. The paper had identified him as Warren Paczkowski. Mia Quinn had said that without any proof of what had happened, there was nothing she could do.



But if Bo could expose what Paczkowski had done, then Leacham would be punished for both things: killing Dandan and bribing Paczkowski. And Bo had seen the hungry way that Paczkowski looked at one of the other jurors, a young women dressed in clothing that was too revealing, heels that were too high, makeup that looked like a clown’s. He had ogled her like a starving man outside a mansion, staring at a feast with his nose pressed against the window glass. With his two-toned hair, it was no wonder the girl had clearly not returned his interest.



In the phone book, Bo had found Paczkowski’s address. He lived in an apartment not that far from her, in a little neighborhood filled with restaurants, coffee shops, and pubs.



Bo had already talked to the people at her job and at her church. Everyone understood, their voices soft with sadness. Of course, if she needed some extra time to recover, she should take it. It wasn’t fair, they told her, what had happened. They had reassured her that in the next trial, Leacham would surely be convicted. They didn’t know that Mia Quinn’s boss had said there would be no next time. Not without more evidence.




So it was true that Bo needed extra time away from work and her duties at the church. But it wasn’t to come to terms with what had happened. It was to get the proof of what she knew to be true.



Forty-five minutes later, she had bangs cut straight across, just above her eyebrows. The stylist offered her a mirror, and when she took it from him, her hair swung back and forth. He had cut it into a short, slanted bob that ended in points on either side of her chin. Slowly he spun her chair so she could see how he had layered it in the back so that it followed the curve of her skull, angling down to the shaved nape of her neck.



“Wow, that’s quite a change,” the woman in the next chair said. “No one would even recognize you.”



Bo allowed herself something that was not quite a smile.



At Macy’s she bought a padded push-up bra, two low-cut sweaters, high-heeled shoes, large hoop earrings, a fake leather jacket, and a pair of jeans so tight she could barely pull them over her feet. She regarded herself in the mirror.



She looked nothing like what she was: a mother, an immigrant, a woman who worked on an assembly line at a tea factory wearing a smock and a hairnet and blue rubber gloves. Too many Chinese who came over eventually “ate American,” ate food that came from cans, went to McDonald’s, and it showed. Bo still kept to the old ways. It took time to prepare good food, and you did not eat too much of it.



Her skin was unlined. Her figure slender. She looked like a college student. A fresh-faced college student.



Too fresh-faced for Paczkowski.




Carrying her bags, she went back down to the first floor and looked at the various white-coated women selling makeup. She chose the one who looked the most colorful.




“I’d like a makeover,” Bo said. She never wore makeup.




The saleswoman began, “So do you want smoky, colorful—”




Bo interrupted her. “Both. Everything. I want it to be dramatic.”




She nodded. “And what feature would you like to emphasize? Lips, eyes, cheeks . . .?”




“No, you don’t understand,” Bo said patiently. “I want lots of makeup on every part of my face. I want people to look at me and notice my makeup.”




The girl clapped her hands. “A woman after my own heart! Dramatic, mysterious, adventurous.” She had Bo sit in a black swivel chair and then set to work.




Thirty minutes later, thick strokes of black eyeliner emphasized Bo’s tip-tilted eyes. Purple and green eye shadow shimmered on her lids. Her lips were a scarlet slash.




“Wow.” The girl stepped back to admire her own work. “You don’t even look like yourself. If I hadn’t been the one who did it, I would say you were not the same person who walked in here.”




Bo smiled. That was the point. She looked garish, like the picture on the first TV set she had owned, where the colors had all been too bright and slightly wrong.




“Show me again how to make those rings around my eyes.”




The girl picked up the black pencil and pulled down her own eyelid as she leaned toward the mirror. “When my mom used to get all dolled up before going out to dinner, she would say she was putting on her war paint.”




“War paint?”




“Like Indians do? Um, Native Americans?” She held her palm out flat and then tapped the insides of her fingers against her lips, making the faintest ululation. “They would paint their faces before they went to war.”




Bo nodded. She liked the idea. War paint.





CHAPTER 23




It was after five, and Charlie was driving Mia to the Jade Kitchen to see if they could track down Lihong. Driving in theory, anyway. On this stretch of I-5, nobody was doing any driving, just sitting. Seattle rush hour traffic was notoriously bad, and on a Friday night it was even worse. They hadn’t moved more than a couple of car lengths in the last ten minutes. Times like this it was pretty tempting to use the lights hidden in his grill. But this wasn’t exactly official business. It was a hunch.




“Even though it’s clear Warren was the only holdout,” Mia said with a frown, “Frank still doesn’t seem persuaded that we should refile.”




“Let me guess,” Charlie said. “Did he tell you that you need to look at the big picture? Because I hear that all the time. Finite resources, need to prioritize, if this were a perfect world, blah, blah, blah. Meanwhile, we’re the ones dealing with the victims’ families. We’re the ones trying to explain that justice is sometimes just too expensive. That sometimes you have to forget it and walk away.”




Charlie never forgot, though. If you pulled the pencil drawer in his desk all the way out, tucked in the back you would find photos families had given him of victims, photos from cases that were so far unsolved. And every four or five years or so, he was able to close a case that everyone else had long ago written off.



“Reading between the lines of the Seattle Times story,” Mia said, “it’s clear that Warren simply refused to participate. But based on the voir dire, I would never have guessed that he was going to be the lone crazy holdout.”



“Don’t second-guess yourself, Mia.” Charlie feathered the accelerator. Traffic was finally moving again, if you called thirty miles an hour on a freeway moving. “I didn’t hear anything that made me doubt him. Maybe the power of being able to have the final word went to his head. Maybe he secretly has something against capital punishment.”



“The thing is, Bo Yee thinks he was tampered with.”



Charlie stiffened. If that was true, this was a whole different ball game. “What makes her say that?”



“Bo says she saw Warren talking in a low voice to some guy in the hall the day the trial began. And a few days later, she saw that same guy with Leacham’s wife, Marci.”



“Did she hear what they said? Did she see them shaking hands, exchanging a package, anything like that?”



“No, the guy took off after she noticed him.”



Charlie settled back into his seat. “There could be a million explanations. And it’s not like I could get a warrant to go trolling through Warren’s bank accounts, see if he’s picked up a new life for himself. Not unless there was a lot more proof.”




“That’s what I told Bo.” One hand briefly covered her eyes. “I talked to her a long time. Bo told me that when Dandan was three, Bo got pregnant with a second child, but the Chinese government forced her to get an abortion when she was seven months along.”




“Seven months?” Every part of him recoiled.




“And now both her children are dead. I look at her and try to put myself in her shoes, but I can’t stand even to think about it.”




By the time they finally reached the Jade Kitchen, it was bustling. But they weren’t going into the restaurant. At least not yet. Instead, they were lurking behind the Dumpsters, trying to spot Lihong.




“And I thought the dead guy smelled bad,” Charlie complained. The reek of rancid cooking oil, rotting shrimp, moldy rice, and a few other smells he was pretty sure he did not even want to identify filled the air.




A middle-aged man came out with a white bucket full of shrimp shells. Charlie looked over at Mia, but she shook her head.




Even though Charlie would have said it was impossible, when the man lifted the lid of the Dumpster, the stench got stronger. Beside him, Mia was shielding her mouth with her cupped hand, breathing shallowly.




Five minutes later, a younger man came out, this time with a bulging black plastic garbage bag. Again Mia shook her head. But this time when the man was done, he leaned against the wall, pulled a hand-rolled cigarette from his pocket, and lit it. The flare of his lighter showed a thin, tired face. And something else. Mia nudged Charlie at the same time that he noticed it. On one wrist, two dark lines. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought they looked like the burn marks on the floater.




They waited another fifteen minutes, but no one else came out. Time for Plan B. They walked around the corner and in the front door. Inside the restaurant smelled of ginger and garlic and red chiles. Charlie took deep appreciative breaths, trying to scour the old fetid air out of his nasal passages.




“It’s kind of disconcerting that it smells so good in here and so bad out back,” Mia whispered.




“Yeah, but have you ever smelled a potato when it goes bad? That’s got to be one of the worst smells in the world. And I still love potatoes.”




At the host stand, Charlie gave his name to the manager, a Chinese guy sporting a clip-on bow tie. They waited in the small entryway along with a family of seven, a couple who appeared to be on their first date, and two tired parents who couldn’t keep their eyes off their sleeping newborn.




A few minutes later, a couple of muscle-bound teenage boys swaggered in to pick up a takeout order. When one of the kids caught sight of Charlie, he froze for a half second. Even dressed in plain clothes and with his hair touching his collar, Charlie was identifiable as a cop to some people. They seemed to have a sixth sense about it. He was willing to bet there was beer in the kid’s car or a joint in his pocket, or maybe both. They were minors, but they also didn’t seem inebriated, so he figured he didn’t have a dog in this fight. After picking up their food, they hurried out.




Seated near the waiting area was a family with two kids, an older boy and a younger girl. The dad reached for a dish of string beans just as the teenage son, grinning mischievously, put out his hand and spun the lazy Susan built into the middle of the table, rotating the beans out of reach. Smiling, the dad lifted the serving spoon mock-threateningly.




When Charlie looked over to see if Mia had caught the scene, she wasn’t smiling. Instead, she looked on the verge of tears.




“How’s Gabe?” Charlie asked, guessing she was thinking of the family she used to have. The family she might still have if Scott hadn’t decided to cheat her and the government.




“I definitely know I’m living with a teenager. He’s gotten so moody. I never quite know what’s going to upset him.”




“I can remember being so embarrassed by my mom when I was his age. Once she took me shopping for school clothes, and I insisted she stay a minimum of fifty feet away from me at all times.” His face got hot, remembering. Poor woman had complied too.




Mia shook her head. “I don’t know if that would be easier or harder to take, but that’s not it. He just gets angry over the littlest things. He’s definitely going through puberty. Suddenly he’s got all these muscles. And acne. He must be a stew of hormones.”




“Testosterone can make guys do some crazy things.” Not that he knew anything about that.




“Table for two for Charlie?” the manager called out in accented English. When they nodded, he took them to a booth and set down two menus and two sets of silver wrapped in salmon-colored cloth napkins.




Charlie and Mia had eaten here once before, when they were trying to unravel what Scott, who had been Kenny Zhong’s accountant, might have done to get himself killed. Today Charlie observed again that all the workers, from the waitresses to the bus boys, looked Chinese. Kenny Zhong had talked about how supportive the Chinese community was of each other. Maybe only hiring other Chinese immigrants was Kenny’s way of giving back.




Charlie looked over the menu. Lo mien, spare ribs, pork-fried rice, beef with broccoli, General Tso’s chicken. All of it, according to Kenny, modified for American tastes. He had spoken enthusiastically of the rat and snake they served back home, which had made Charlie glad the dishes here were something less than authentic.




“What do you think the healthiest thing on the menu is?” Mia asked with a frown.



Charlie rolled his eyes. “A—we’re in a Chinese restaurant where every dish has been tweaked to appeal to American tastes, which probably means more salt, more fat, and more breading. And B—you’re seriously asking me? You’ve seen me eat.” Life was too short to diet, Charlie figured. And while he did have a gym membership, he had not seen the inside of the place for several months.



When the waitress came back, he ordered sweet-and-sour chicken while Mia got egg flower soup and a vegetable stir-fry.



“What’s your name?” Charlie asked the waitress.



“Chun.”



“Your accent is beautiful. Where are you from?”



She looked down. “China,” she murmured shyly.



“And how do you like Seattle?”



“It is hard to say.” She shrugged one slender shoulder. “I work many hours.”



“What about Lihong?” Mia asked. Charlie wished she had been a little more subtle, hadn’t jumped in with both feet. “Is he working tonight?”



An expression crossed the girl’s face at the sound of Lihong’s name, there and gone so fast that Charlie couldn’t identify it. Confusion? Anxiety? Or had it been something more primitive, like fear?



She shook her head without saying anything. Underneath her black bangs, her face was once again impassive. But Charlie could tell that Mia’s words had rocked her.




“Lihong.” Mia pointed. “He works in the back? As a dishwasher or a cook? He smokes?” She put an imaginary cigarette to her lips and took a drag.




“Sorry!”




As Chun started to turn away, Mia reached out and caught her wrist. The girl winced and Mia quickly pulled her hand back.




Charlie saw why she had grimaced. An oval bruise, the size of the thumbprint, had been been pressed onto the inside of her wrist. When she saw Charlie noticing, the girl pushed the sleeve of her silver blouse down, but not before he saw a line of oval bruises less than an inch away from the bigger bruise.




Someone had grabbed her. Hard. Just like they had grabbed Lihong.






CHAPTER 24




From across the room, the manager barked something in Chinese at Chun.




She flinched and then nodded rapidly. “I will request your food now.” Before Mia could say another word, the girl hurried back to the kitchen. She was sure Chun had not only understood what she was asking but that the mention of Lihong’s name had startled her.




“Did you see the bruises on her arm?” Charlie asked.




Mia nodded, feeling grim.




“The body you looked at yesterday had bruises like that too. But I guess that doesn’t prove anything. They both got grabbed, but human beings like to grab each other’s arms. It could be whoever killed our floater grabbed him before shooting him. It could be that our waitress is in a domestic violence situation. She could even have gotten the bruises from practicing wrist grabs in kung fu. Bruises don’t tell you how they came to be there.”




When a young man came to pour tea, Mia tried again. “Is Lihong working tonight? In the back?”




His eyes widened at the mention of Lihong’s name, but she wasn’t sure if he understood more than that. He shook his head and left, not making eye contact.




When Chun brought their food, Mia looked over her shoulder for the guy with the bow tie. He had his back to them, talking to some diners on the other side of the room, but she still kept her voice low. “Could we talk to you during your break?”




The girl hesitated and then finally said, “No break.”




Mia would not be deterred. “How about after work?”




“Too late.”




Her eyes cut to one side. She stiffened. The manager had turned back around and was now watching them, his face stony.




“Here is your order,” she said in a louder voice. “Sweet-and-sour chicken and vegetable stir-fry with egg flower soup. Please to enjoy.”




Even when Chun had left, the manager was still eyeing them. Mia picked up her fork. The food, which had smelled so delicious before, now just reminded her of the rotting reek behind the restaurant. Which was true and which was illusion? Or was it all just a matter of perception?




“Do you think they don’t understand or they don’t want to say?” she asked Charlie.




Charlie’s mouth twisted. “If you don’t want to talk about something, pretending not to understand goes a long way. Either way, it’s clear they’re not comfortable talking about Lihong.”




They were just finishing their food—Charlie appeared to be having no trouble polishing off his—when a small Chinese man came in the front door.




Kenny Zhong. Charlie and Mia exchanged a look.




Kenny came up to their table. “Mia, Charlie,” he said, inclining his head. “How nice to see you here again.”




“The food’s always good,” Charlie said, putting the last forkful into his mouth.




“I understand you have been asking questions about one of my employees,” he said with disconcerting directness. “Or should I say, my ex-employee. Would you like to speak in my office?”




Ex-employee. Mia exchanged a look with Charlie as they both got to their feet. As Charlie reached for his wallet, Kenny waved his hand. “No, no, it is my pleasure.”




“I insist.” Charlie’s voice had enough steel in it that Kenny didn’t persist.




Mia caught a glimpse of the bills as Charlie laid them on the table. It was enough to pay for their meal twice over. Maybe it would be a start on helping Chun get out of whatever situation she was in.




Kenny took Mia’s elbow and steered her through a narrow hallway, with Charlie following. They went past a kitchen where cooks tended woks nestled in flames, down a short hall, and into his small office. Mia and Charlie sat in two chairs that looked like they had been retired from the dining room after they had gotten too battered. The only thing that wasn’t utilitarian was the large fish tank behind him, filled with a half dozen silver fish that swam in sync with one another.




“So why were you asking about Lihong?”




Kenny’s expression was mild, but she remembered the way he had yelled at the young man, not knowing he was being observed, and then dealt him a stinging slap.




Mia had spoken with Lihong twice. He had called her Mrs. Scott. And he had tried to tell her something about Scott, saying, “He help.”




His words had lit a tiny wavering flame of hope in Mia. Sure, Scott had cheated on her, and he had helped many of his clients avoid taxes, but he had also drawn the line at assisting a drug dealer with money laundering—a decision that had ultimately cost him his life. However Scott had helped Lihong, it had made it possible for Mia not to be so angry at him.



Mia answered Kenny Zhong’s question with a question. “You said Lihong no longer works here?” She did not want to get him into trouble.



Kenny shook his head. “I had to let him go two weeks ago.”



“The last time I was here, I happened to talk to him. He said that Scott had been helping him.”



Kenny’s brows drew together. “Helping him? Did Scott tell you about it?”



“No,” Mia admitted. But by that time Scott hadn’t really been talking to her. Not about anything that mattered. “And then Lihong asked if I could help him.”



“But help him with what?”



“That’s just the thing. He seemed to know only a few words of English. And he seemed frightened. He left before I could figure out what he wanted.” She skipped over the part about how Kenny had yelled at him and then slapped him.



Kenny’s face smoothed out. “I am too soft. People come to me with very low-level language skills. They do not realize that in America you must speak English to get a job. But I still try to help out people from my homeland. Lihong was one of those people.” He shook his head, his expression changing to one of disgust. “And how did he repay me? Every time I came looking for him, he was out in the back taking a cigarette break. We have a saying. ‘When a lazy donkey is turning a grindstone, it will take a lot of breaks to pee and poop.’ I told him again and again that it wasn’t acceptable, but he wouldn’t listen.”




Mia nodded, remembering the flare of Lihong’s lighter, how it had revealed how thin his face was, how drawn.



“But it turns out he had taken advantage of me in other ways as well,” Kenny continued. “And that was probably how he wanted Scott to help him. With something illegal.”



Mia blinked. “Illegal?”



“Two weeks ago, I learned that Lihong’s papers were false. Of course I fired him on the spot. He may have asked Scott to help him get a better set of documents.”



It felt like she had swallowed a boulder. She hadn’t even considered that possibility when Lihong had said Scott was helping him. To Lihong, a better set of false papers would have been a good thing, allowing him the flexibility to find employment somewhere else without the risk of being deported.



“Do you look at the papers for all your restaurant workers?” Charlie asked.



“Certainly. But I’m not an expert. If it looks right to me, how am I to know it’s wrong?”



“Then how did you figure out it was wrong?”



Did Kenny hesitate? “Another worker told me.”



And what had Lihong said to her, at least what had her phone translation app said he said? He pay, so they will look the other way. Your husband is trying to help. Was Kenny bribing someone to look the other way about people’s immigration status? Maybe he had decided, for whatever reason, that it wasn’t worth keeping Lihong.




“Why didn’t you report his immigration status to the authorities?” Mia asked.




He leaned across his desk. “We all have problems within our family.” He looked at her for a long moment. “But we don’t talk about them outside our family.”




Mia heard the subtext. As far as the wider world was concerned, Scott had died in an accident. Scott’s mistakes had died along with him. They hadn’t been paraded before the public.




“Do you have an address for Lihong?” Charlie asked.




Kenny shrugged. “I do not know where he is.”




“Are any of the staff here friends with him?” Mia asked.




“No.” A decisive shake of the head. “He worked here for less than a year and he kept to himself.”




“A man’s body was found in Puget Sound two days ago,” Charlie said. “Mia thought it looked like Lihong. I have a photo of the man’s face on my cell phone. Would you mind looking at it?”




He stiffened. “I am not sure I could be of help, but of course I will look.”




Mia didn’t say anything. Officially, Charlie should be showing Kenny a sketch made by a forensic artist, not a snapshot of an actual corpse, especially one that wasn’t in the best shape. But Charlie had never been one to play by the rules, and clearly there had been no love lost between Kenny and Lihong.




Charlie pulled his cell phone from his pocket, found the photo, and handed it over.




Kenny looked at it for a long moment. He pressed his lips together. Then he handed it back. “It could be him. But with the condition of his face, I am not certain. I am sorry.” He tilted his head. “Did this man kill himself?” The thought did not seem to particularly bother him.




“The cause of death is still being determined.” Charlie scrolled forward. “Let me show you another photo. There were some marks on his wrists. They looked like burns.”




When he saw the second photo, Kenny nodded. “Those are burns from the edge of a wok. I do not know if it is Lihong, but I believe whoever it is worked at a Chinese restaurant.”











CHAPTER 25




Mia sat slumped in the car, the side of her forehead resting against the cold window. Charlie had moved the car down the block, where it was half hidden by a Dumpster. She squinted at the clock on Charlie’s dash. “I can’t believe it’s after eleven and they’re all still working.”




Charlie was watching the Jade Kitchen with a small pair of binoculars he had taken from his glove compartment. Kenny had driven away hours ago. When Chun finally left, their plan was to follow her home to see if she would be more willing to talk when she wasn’t surrounded by witnesses.




With a sigh, Mia pulled out her cell phone and called home.




“Hey, Kali,” she said after the other woman answered. “I hope I didn’t wake you up.”




“I was still awake.”




“I’m afraid I’m not going to get home until pretty late. Probably not until well after midnight.”




“Oh. Okay.” Kali’s voice was flat. She sounded exhausted.




“Is everything all right? Are you having problems?”




Kali had had chemo two days before, as she did every Wednesday. It seemed like each treatment left her weaker. She had lost all interest in food, and there were days Mia feared she had lost interest in life as well.




Now she sounded like even the simple act of talking required too much of an effort. Had she been throwing up again? Was she dehydrated? She had had to go to the emergency room once before for IV fluids.




Mia calculated how long it would take her to get home. Her car was still at the parking structure, but if it was really bad, Charlie could just drop her off and she would take Kali’s car.




Charlie had taken his binoculars away from his face and was now watching Mia.




“No, no, I’m fine.” Kali’s tone was unconvincing.




“Well, something’s wrong. I can tell.”




“Eldon and Gabe got into a little bit of a fight.”




“A fight?” Mia thoughts flashed to Eldon’s fists, as big as hams. “Was anyone hurt?”




“Not really, expect maybe bruised feelings. There was some shoving and name calling. I’m not sure who started it, but I sent Eldon to my room. I didn’t feel right disciplining Gabe so I didn’t tell him to do anything. He went to his room anyway.” The two women had talked about how Kali could deal with Brooke if Mia wasn’t there, but Mia had assumed Gabe was too big to be concerned about. Obviously erroneously.




“Could you do me a favor and give the phone to him?”




Kali’s breathing grew labored as she climbed the stairs. “Gabe,” she called, “your mom’s on the phone and she wants to talk to you.”




After a moment Gabe said, “Yeah?”




Just the way he grunted that one word made Mia grit her teeth. “Kali says you and Eldon got into a fight. What the heck happened, young man?”




“I just lost my temper.” A long pause, as if he were calculating what he could get away with. “Sorry. And I already said sorry to Eldon.”




Probably with the same lack of enthusiasm. “You’ve been losing your temper a lot lately.”




An exasperated sigh. Mia didn’t need a video feed to know that Gabe was rolling his eyes.




“Please don’t start talking to me about puberty. Because if you do, I’m going to hang up right now.”




“Gabe!” She fisted her free hand and knocked it against her lips. What should she do? What was her priority? Her kid? Her job?




She remembered something Anne, who worked down the hall, had once told her.




“My rule is, wherever my feet are, that’s where my heart is,” Anne had said, looking down at her flats. “So now when my feet are at work, my heart stays at work. And when I’m at home, my heart stays at home. I don’t split my attention anymore.”




Easy enough for Anne to say. While she did have four kids, she also had a husband who could backstop her. Still, Mia decided to put her advice into practice. Her feet were in Charlie’s car, so that’s where her attention would be.




“We’re going to have to talk about this more tomorrow morning. For right now, I expect you to behave yourself. Don’t start any arguments and don’t respond to any. When I come home, I don’t want to hear there were any more problems tonight. Okay?”




“Okay.”




He still sounded sullen. But she would deal with him when her feet were in the same room as he was. She tapped the button to disconnect.




“Everything all right?” Charlie asked. He must have figured it wasn’t too bad because he had put the binoculars back up to his eyes.




“You probably heard the high points. Eldon and Gabe got in a fight. Nobody was hurt. I don’t even know what it was about. Maybe it’s partly my fault. I didn’t ask Gabe before I moved another kid into his room. And not just any kid. You’ve seen Eldon. He must weigh like two hundred twenty, two hundred forty pounds? He takes up a lot of space.”




“He’s two forty, easy,” Charlie agreed. “But he’s also so mellow he always looks half asleep.”




“I wish some of that would rub off on Gabe. It seems like lately he’s got a hair-trigger temper. Last week I had to ground him because he threw his glass against the wall.” Mia remembered how they had all stared at the milk trickling down the wall, the curved pieces of glass gleaming on the floor. Even Gabe had looked surprised.




She remembered her feet and where they were. “I guess I’ll worry about it when I get home.” Bringing herself back to the matter at hand, Mia asked, “Do you think Kenny was telling the truth?”




“About what? Since Scott was his accountant, it’s pretty likely there’s a lot Kenny doesn’t tell the truth about, starting with the IRS and probably moving out from there.”




Mia had found a note to Kenny that Scott had written shortly before he died. He had warned him that, when compared to his credit transactions, Kenny seemed to be underreporting his cash and that the IRS was going to notice. Scott hadn’t spelled out any remedy. At least not in writing. But she had since learned that he had helped other clients hide money from the IRS.




“I think Scott probably helped him get better at hiding things.”



“And didn’t you tell me Scott had to warn Kenny about—what was that term?”



“Guan-xi.” Mia pronounced it gwan-she. “I guess in China they say, ‘No guan xi? No good!’ Kenny tried to spin it as being all about building relationships.”



“In America, otherwise known as bribes and kickbacks.” Charlie shook his head. “I think the guy in the morgue is Lihong, and I think Kenny knows it. He probably figured it was safer to hedge his bets. And you also can’t tell me he believes that all his workers are here legally. Financially, it probably makes more sense for him to look the other way. That way you can pay people below the market rate, because where else are they going to go? But maybe Lihong’s papers were so bad he decided he had to turn him loose. Or I guess it could even be like he said—that Lihong spent all his time out back smoking.”



“Or maybe Kenny fired him because he was complaining about the way they were being treated. Remember what Lihong told me? He said something about Kenny hurting them. In fact, I saw Kenny hit him.” Mia remembered the shock of it, Lihong cowering, his hand raised. Kenny hadn’t known he had a witness.



“Was he physically hurt?”



Mia didn’t know. “It was an open-handed slap.”



Charlie’s mouth twisted. “That would certainly sting, but would it leave a permanent mark? There were plenty of bruises on that body. Even if it does belong to Lihong, who’s to say the bruises were from Kenny? Maybe he got them after he was fired.”



“Didn’t you say they were in different stages of healing? Maybe they were accidental, like those wok burns.” Thinking of what Kenny had said, she asked, “Do you think Lihong could have killed himself? No job, no money, no papers, no English. He must have felt pretty hopeless.”




Charlie made a raspberry sound. “So how would that have worked? He stood naked in the Sound, fired the gun at his own back at what would have to be near point-blank range, yet somehow managed to make it so that the bullet didn’t punch through him and it didn’t leave any powder burns on his skin? I don’t think so. So please stop beating yourself up.”



Mia remembered Lihong’s face, the desperation warring with hope as he beckoned to her. “He was looking at me like I was going to save him. And instead, I just forgot about him.”



“You were in the middle of a big case, remember? In fact, you almost got killed. And it’s not like Lihong gave you a lot to go on. Besides, if Kenny’s right, and he was looking for help with illegal papers, there’s no way you could have helped him.”



“He got fired, he came looking for me, and he didn’t find me. Maybe he wasn’t desperate enough to commit suicide, but he could have been desperate enough to do something illegal. He wouldn’t have had a lot of other options for making money.”



It was irrational—she hadn’t even known Lihong had been looking for her—but Mia couldn’t help feeling she had let him down. Twice.



As Mia was speaking, Charlie lifted his head to stare at the restaurant. The back door had opened and the bow-tied manager walked out. He got into a small, dark Honda just as a white fifteen-passenger van pulled up at the back door. The rest of the restaurant workers—and certainly there were more than the fifteen the van should hold—shuffled out of the restaurant and started filing on. Even from this distance, their slumped shoulders and dragging footsteps made it clear just how tired everyone was.




Charlie started the car. “I’m starting to get the feeling Chun doesn’t live alone,” he said.









CHAPTER 26




Charlie followed the white van, hanging far enough back not to arouse suspicion but not so far that he might lose it. When it turned to get on the freeway, he got closer, leaving only one car in between. Even so he almost missed the van when it suddenly took an exit without signaling.




Was the driver trying to lose him? But as they started driving through a run-down area that paralleled the freeway, the van didn’t take any more evasive maneuvers. Used car lots and small, worn-out-looking houses were interspersed with strip clubs and restaurants offering pho or tacos. A car pulled up to a girl standing on the corner, and she leaned in to bargain.




Finally the van stopped in front of a shabby two-story house that had once been white. To the right was a windowless tavern. To the left stood a house with boarded-up windows and a listing FOR RENT sign in the yard.




“Home sweet home,” Mia said as Charlie drove past the workers who were beginning to climb out of the van. He circled the block and pulled into the trash-strewn 7-Eleven parking lot kitty-corner from the house.




“You still want to try to talk to Chun?” he asked. Thin seams of light showed on the edges of the windows, which appeared to be covered with newspapers. “’Cause there’s gonna be an audience.”




“At least the manager won’t be there.” She waved one slender hand at their surroundings: the cracked asphalt, the shabby buildings, the tags on any blank surface. “I’m sure when people dream about coming to America, this is not what they picture.”




“Maybe living in this neighborhood gives them the incentive to work hard so they can climb the ladder and get to someplace better.” Charlie didn’t really believe that, and judging by the look Mia gave him, she didn’t either.




The white van passed, empty now except for the driver. That meant a minimum of fifteen people were living in what looked like a two- or three-bedroom house.




Mia was tapping on her phone. “This is the app I was telling you about.” She held it out in landscape mode. On one side it said English and on the other Chinese. In the middle was the illustration of a button. “You press that before you start talking and then again when you’re done. It listens to you, figures out whether you’re speaking English or Chinese, and then translates it into the other language.”




Charlie was impressed. “How the heck does it work? Are there real people sitting in a room someplace on the other side of the world, translating away?”




“Not for a five-dollar app. I think it just uses some database to make its best guess. And sometimes what it guesses doesn’t make much sense.”




They got out of the car and walked up the now-empty driveway. The lawn was nothing but calf-high weeds. As they went up the chipped concrete of the front steps, Charlie could hear people moving inside, a few quiet conversations. Then he knocked on the door, and all sound ceased.




He knocked again. “Chun?” Mia called out.




On the far side of the house, a door banged open. A figure barreled through the side yard and then down the street. It was a man, shirtless and barefoot. And flat-out panicked.




“We’re not with ICE. Not ICE! Tell them.” Charlie turned to Mia. “Have your phone tell them we’re not ICE.” ICE was US Immigration and Customs Enforcement.




She hit the speaker button on her phone. “We’re not with immigration. We just want to speak with Chun. We are friends of Lihong.”




After she pressed the button to translate, a mechanical-sounding voice began to speak, presumably repeating her words in Chinese while Mia held the phone up toward the door.




Finally it creaked open an inch. Two. A frightened eye peeked out.




“What do you want?” A young woman’s voice. Charlie thought it sounded like Chun.




“We don’t care about your status, or anyone’s status,” he said. “We just want to talk to Chun. We want to talk about Lihong.”




Farther back in the house, people were arguing. They sounded panicked, angry. Charlie didn’t have to understand Chinese to guess what they were arguing about. Their voices were overlaid by a steady chirping. It was the sound of a smoke detector with a dying battery.




Finally the girl opened the door. It was Chun. She was biting her lip.




Charlie went in first and almost fell. Mia grabbed his elbow. He had tripped on one of several dozen pairs of shoes parked next to the front door.




The carpeting was a dirty gray, worn to the backing in places. Laundry hung from a rope strung on their right. To their left was what should have been the living room. Instead, it held a set of bunk beds and an air mattress.



The people they had seen working at the restaurant tonight—plus several more who must have been laboring out of sight—were huddled together at the edge of the kitchen, staring at them. One middle-aged woman was weeping silently, tears sliding down her face. A skinny old man was drinking something from a bowl, his face impassive. His yellow T-shirt said Sarah Goldberg’s Big Fat Bat Mitzvah! None of them paid the slightest attention to the beeps of the smoke alarm.



Charlie took Mia’s phone from her and spoke into it. “Don’t worry. I’m not with immigration. I’m with the police.” He pressed the button to translate. After a few seconds, characters showed up on the Chinese side and the phone began to speak.



Their expressions changed, but not in the way he had thought. At the news that he was a cop, they wailed and hid their faces, or cowered with their arms wrapped around their heads. They looked, Charlie realized, like they thought he was going to hurt them. It was one thing to be feared because someone felt guilty when they looked at you because of something they had done. This was something else entirely.



He tried again. “I don’t care about your immigration status. We just want to ask you some questions about Lihong.”



“No!” said a man in English. Charlie recognized him as one of the waiters. He shook his finger at Chun. “They should not be here. You should not have let them in.”




“But, Feng—” she started to say.




He cut her off with a wave of his hand and stomped out of the room.




“So Lihong talk to you?” Chun’s expression trembled between hope and fear. “You help us?”




“Help with what?” Mia asked.




“We work every day. But no money. The boss, he takes our tips.”




“You be quiet,” the older man said. He had burn marks on his wrists and hands that looked like the ones on the body. “The bosses will know you talked.”




The girl lifted her chin. “They come here because of Lihong. They help us.”




Charlie was counting in his head. With the addition of the guy who had run out and the waiter who had stormed out, nineteen people were living in this small house. Split that many ways, the rent on this dump of a place had to be next to nothing.




“Can we talk to you alone for a minute?” Mia asked Chun.




After a moment, she nodded. “We can go up.” She started up the narrow stairs, and they followed.




At the top there was a short hall with four doors, two on either side. Three were padlocked. The fourth belonged to a small bathroom with a peeling linoleum floor. Chun hooked a string from around her neck. At the end was a key, which she put into the nearest door on the right-hand side.




The room was crammed with two sets of bunk beds as well as clothing, food, battered suitcases, and old shopping bags now stuffed with belongings. A white ten-gallon Kikkoman soy sauce bucket had been balanced on one top bunk to catch water that was leaking through the ceiling.




“This place is a death trap,” Charlie whispered in Mia’s ear. The sole outlet bristled with cords, and old smoke marks streaked the wallpaper above it. The window looked like it had been painted shut.




Since there wasn’t really any place to sit, they all stayed on their feet.




“So Lihong told you?” Chun asked again. This close, Charlie could see her lips were trembling. “You help us?”




“Kenny told us he fired Lihong,” Mia said. “Why did he do that?”




“Kenny always say Lihong lo sow.” Her face scrunched up as she sought the English word, smoothed out when she found it. “Trouble.”




“What kind of trouble?”




“He talk back to the bosses. He break things.”




“When was the last time you saw him?”




“Maybe . . . ten days? No one hear him go, but we know why. To get help. He always saying we not treated right. That this is America.”




“Not treated right,” Charlie repeated. “Are you paid minimum wage?”




Her eyebrows drew together. “What is this?”




“You should be making something like ten dollars an hour.”




Chun looked at him for a long second and then laughed as if he had told a joke. Charlie realized she hadn’t been asking him for the amount she should be paid. Instead, she was unfamiliar with the idea of minimum wage altogether.




Charlie and Mia exchanged a glance, then she said softly, “Are any of you in this house legal immigrants?”




Chun didn’t answer. She didn’t have to. Her expression was answer enough.




It was clear that Kenny could pay them whatever he wanted. After all, who were they going to complain to?




“What about the bruises on your wrist, Chun?” Mia asked. “Where did those come from?”




She looked from Mia to Charlie. “My skin is tender.”




Did she mean she was an easy bruiser, or was she saying her skin was sore from being bruised? Meanwhile, Chun clearly had other things on her mind.




“So Lihong talk to you? You help us?” she asked again. “We need help. Help to be legal. Help to be free.”




Mia sighed. “I talked with Lihong at the restaurant once, but it wasn’t for very long. Then about two weeks ago, I guess he tried to come to my office. But I never saw him.”




Her eyes went wide. “Then where is he?”




“The thing is, Chun, a body has been found,” Mia said softly. “It might be Lihong’s.”




“You mean he is dead?” The girl put her hand to her mouth.




“We don’t know whose body it is for sure,” Charlie said.




“How is he dead?”




“A gunshot wound.”




“A gun?” Her eyes darted around the room as if she were trapped and seeking an exit. Her whole body was shaking now.




“Yes,” Mia said. “If it was Lihong, do you know anyone who would want to kill him?”




She clamped her lips together and stiffened her body, as if trying to force herself to be still. She stared at her hands, which were squeezing each other so tightly that her knuckles had turned white. “We do not know America well. He must have met the wrong people.”




Charlie said, “Does Lihong have any family here?” If he did, maybe they could identify his body.




Chun shook her head.




“Is there a hairbrush or comb of his here? A toothbrush? Clothes, even?” With luck, they could match DNA. But Chun just shook her head again.




“Who is his closest friend?”




“No friends.” Seeing their expressions, she hastened to explain. “In China, we did not know one another. And here we just work. Work and sleep. No time for friends.”




Mia’s expression softened. “Didn’t you come here wanting more than that? Didn’t you come here with a dream?”




“We have no dreams now.” She lifted her head to look at them. Her face was drawn, her eyes empty of hope. “Now we know what we are. We are so low.”




And when he showed her the picture of the dead man’s face, she said she did not recognize it.




The thing was, Charlie was pretty sure she was lying.






CHAPTER 27




SATURDAY


Kenny fisted his fingers in the hair on top of Chun’s head. He yanked up until she was looking into his dark, dead eyes. Then he raised his free hand and drew it back over his shoulder. The movement was slow and deliberate. Almost theatrical. As if he were enjoying himself. And judging by his smile, he was.




Chun twisted her head to one side, ignoring the sharp pain as her hair began to rip free from her scalp. There was no way she could run or hide or even protect her face because she was handcuffed to a pipe. The same pipe Ying had been shackled to before she had finally been taken away.




Chun knew that Ying’s fate would soon be her own.




No matter how much she tried to tuck her head, to turn her face away, she couldn’t avoid Kenny’s slap. She had lost count of how many times he had hit her. This blow was so hard that for a moment she saw sparkling white dots of light floating through the air. Her mouth filled with a sharp, salty taste of blood. Her tongue probed the sharpest source of pain. One of her teeth was loose.




The rest of her housemates were watching in silence, clustered on the stairs or standing farther back in the basement. Kenny had insisted they gather around, serve as the audience for her punishment. She was the lesson they were supposed to learn. This was what happened when you talked to outsiders.



Through the one eye that could still see, Chun looked from one face to the next. Feng pressed his lips together and slowly shook his head as if to say, I told you so. Most of the others adjusted their heads a few millimeters so they would not meet her gaze. A few were biting their lips or twisting their hands, but she knew none of them would interfere.



At this moment, all they wanted was to not be her. They would do whatever was required to avoid her fate. The only one who might have been willing to stand up to Kenny was Lihong. And now he was a cold body in a metal refrigerator drawer in a country far from home.



“You knew the rules,” Kenny said. “But you talked to the police. You talked to that woman.” He used the term that meant old barbarian or foreign Westerner.



“I did not tell them anything,” Chun said. “They asked about Lihong and I told them he left. That’s all.” When the cop and the woman had shown her the photo and told her Lihong was dead, she had realized that they could offer her no protection. That the hope that had led her to open the door to them had been a false one. But by then it was too late to undo what she had done. “They showed me a photo of his dead face and I said I had no idea who it was.”




“Lihong is dead because he defied me.” Kenny looked at the ring of faces. “But there are things worse than death.” He turned back to Chun. “You are a fool.” His tone was conversational. “You will soon know how good your life was here, but it will be too late to get it back.” With his free hand, he grabbed one of her ears and twisted, squeezing it like a lemon. It felt like it was ripping right off her head.




She screamed then. Blood flew from her open mouth and freckled his face. Letting her head drop, he stepped back, his features drawing together in disgust.




“Look at her! Let this be a lesson to you all. If you try something stupid, you’ll be punished.”




Chun saw that there was no point in trying to placate him. She might as well tell the truth. Maybe one of the others would take her words to heart and find a way to get free. “We are not slaves,” she said with her broken mouth.




“Ha! Don’t tell me what you are and what you are not. I brought you here. I treated you like my own daughter. But no more. No more. You are a fool. You know the saying. ‘Wait to butcher the donkey until after it has finished its job on the mill.’ ” Kenny let out a sound that was somewhere between a grunt and a laugh. “Now you are the donkey. And you haven’t finished your job. You still owe me money, and you’ll still be paying me back. Just in different ways from before.” He voiced another Chinese proverb: “You’ll be like the freshly bought horse. The only way to break it in is by constantly mounting it and continually beating it.”




He took a deep breath. “And I promise you this: you will be broken in.”




He turned to the rest of them. “Let Chun be a lesson to you. You take what I give you and you are grateful for it. And you pay what you owe.”






CHAPTER 28




Bo’s feet ached. How did so many women manage to spend entire days walking around on their tiptoes? The saleswoman had told her that the high-heeled shoes she had bought were specially engineered to be more comfortable. More comfortable than what, was the question. Instruments of torture? Bo lived in sneakers, both on the floor of the tea factory and off it.




Now she shifted from foot to throbbing foot, a cement wall cold against her back. For over an hour she had been stationed across the street from Warren Paczkowski’s apartment building. She was pretending to check her phone, randomly scrolling up and down. Not making eye contact with the men who walked by and took second and sometimes even third glances. Her new glasses with the thick black frames made her look studious, or at least like someone trying to look studious. She had purchased the clear-lensed glasses at the Spy Shop. Their thick side pieces hid a video/audio recorder. But it was her clothes that drew men’s eyes. This morning she had pulled on the tight jeans, the padded bra, and the low-cut sweater. The heels made her stand with her bottom back and her chest forward. Her coat was styled to look like a snug-fitting motorcycle jacket, only it was made of black vinyl, not leather. It was not nearly warm enough, but she hadn’t wanted to bundle up. Her body was the lure.




And Paczkowski was the fly.



She had prayed and prayed for justice, and she had been rewarded with nothing. Maybe eventually there would be justice in heaven, but she could not wait. Dandan deserved justice on this earth. And it wasn’t like Bo was going behind God’s back. He could watch for all she cared.



She was willing to do whatever it took to get this man with the unpronounceable name to admit the truth. To admit that even in America, justice had gone to the highest bidder. How different were things here, really? In China, the authorities had beaten Bo and killed her baby. In America, the authorities had let the killer of her firstborn walk free.



She closed her eyes for a second, remembering how Charlie Carlson had brought her the terrible news, knocking on her door just before nine on a Tuesday evening.



“Are you Bo Yee?” he had asked when she peeped out.



“Yes?” Even though she was here legally, her heart still sped up.



“I’m with the Seattle Police Department. May I come in?”



As he took a seat on the edge of her gold brocade chair, she realized she had never before had a man visit her apartment. She was still married, even if she had been separated from her husband for sixteen years. China would not let Bo’s family leave, and there was no more money for smugglers. It had all been spent on Bo.




The policeman looked around her apartment, furnished with other people’s castoffs. Even her electronic keyboard, her most prized possession, had once belonged to someone else in her church.




When Bo was lonely (and she was often, so achingly lonely), music soothed her soul. It connected her to something bigger, to something beyond words. She had found the connection by accident, when she had bought a cassette player and a half dozen tapes of classical music at a garage sale.




Eventually she had also found a church here, one where a good number of the congregants were Chinese. Back home she had not been religious, but just like music, the sermons and the fellowship had filled some of the empty spaces inside her. She had made a few friends, people who told her about places to eat, grocery stores that sold food she recognized.




On Sundays she had started slipping into a front pew early just so she could hear the pianist, Abigail Endicott. Watch her fingers dance over the keys, her feet move on the pedals. When Abigail saw her interest, she had offered to teach her, taken her on as a private student for free. Since Bo couldn’t afford to buy a piano, she practiced at home on the electronic keyboard Abigail gave her. After the older woman began to find it too tiring to play for both services, Bo took her seat at the piano for Sunday’s second service. Her life was a quiet round of work and church and work again.




Now the detective asked, “Do you have a daughter named Dandan?”




“Yes?” A tiny seed of hope sprouted within her. For a moment, she thought he was here to tell her that the Chinese government had relented, that they could be reunited.




His expression didn’t change. “When was the last time you saw her?”




“Sixteen years ago.” A gulf of time. An eternity.




“In China?”




She nodded. It was impossible to find words, to form them with her tongue.




“Any chance she could be here in Seattle?”




Bo started to smile, but then something about his unsmiling face and shadowed eyes made the smile fall from her face like a plate from the shelf.




“The thing is, the body of a young Asian woman has been found. And she had your address and this photo in her possession.” He took the tattered photo from his jacket pocket. It had been slipped inside a plastic sleeve. It was Bo’s family, the three of them, in a park, all of them smiling. All of them young. Taken when Bo was pregnant, although she hadn’t known it then. She held the photo and her fingertip touched her old self’s belly, then her daughter’s tiny face. Everything inside her was still. Holding its breath.




“Could I show you a drawing of the girl’s face?”




Bo didn’t think she had moved, but she must have nodded, because he was handing her a second plastic sleeve. Over the years her husband had managed to send her a few letters. About a year ago, the letter had been accompanied by a photo of the two of them. Even without that photo, Bo would have known her only living child’s face. In the drawing the girl’s eyes were closed, her cheekbones high, her face slim and somehow elfin.




“That is my daughter,” she said. The words felt like she was hearing someone else say them. “That is Dandan.” This couldn’t be real. It must be a dream. Or a mistake. A terrible mistake. “How can my daughter be here? She is in China.” The words sounded as if someone else were saying them.




“Somehow she made it over here, but we don’t think she’s been here long. She was working in a massage parlor when a client stabbed her.”




In China her daughter worked in a roadside stand that sold soup. “But she doesn’t know how to give massages,” Bo said. A pulse of hope raced through her.



“I’m afraid it wasn’t that kind of place. Only men went there. Do you understand what I am talking about?”



She understood then. Through church, Bo had met other women from China, women who had been forced to pay back the human smugglers who had brought them here, pay with the only thing they had of value.



At the funeral home, Bo asked the man who worked there if she could have some time with her daughter. He looked at her, his pouchy eyes sad and tired, and finally nodded.



Then he opened the door to a small room where her daughter lay on a metal table. A white sheet had been pulled up to her chin. After the man left, Bo clambered up and tried to gather Dandan in her arms. Her daughter’s body was as cold and firm as the table. Like a doll. A perfect, life-sized doll, clumsily stitched in places. Bo had howled then, pressing one hand against her mouth so that only the faintest sounds leaked out.



After she composed herself, she had cleaned her daughter’s body with a damp towel she had brought with her. She had dressed her body in the new white clothes she had purchased for her, including a long white dress. She had slipped shoes on her feet. They were too big, and for a moment she had caught herself worrying that they would blister her daughter’s feet. As if Dandan would again walk on this earth.



Several months later, she had sat in the courtroom only a few feet from the man who had killed her daughter. Behind her tinted glasses, she had stared at him. Sweaty and red-faced and overweight. Older even than Bo. She had imagined Dandan under his weight. Listened to the lies told about her daughter and that pig of a man. Watched as Warren Paczkowski chose to ignore all the evidence of Leacham’s guilt. Paczkowski and Paczkowski alone.




And here he was. Stepping out of his apartment building. Bo unzipped her jacket until it flapped open, pushed it back. Then she started walking, too fast, her face still tilted toward her phone, her thumbs moving as if she were texting, her hands slick on the plastic. Watching Paczkowski out of the top of her vision.



Running into him so hard her face bounced off his chest. Her hand flew up to pin her glasses in place. She needed them for this to work.



“Hey, watch it!” Instinctively he reached out to grab her as she teetered on her heels and started to fall.



“Sorry.” She thrust her chest toward him. This was the man. The man who had chosen to let the killer go free. Freed the killer who felt her daughter’s life was worth less than a tissue.



“You almost knocked me over.” The anger left his face as he looked down at her. Not at her face, but at her cleavage.



“Sorry!” She smiled up at him through the thick layer of lashes she had painstakingly glued on top of her own this morning. It had been much harder than when the girl at the makeup counter had done it.



He snorted a laugh. “For a little thing, you pack a pretty powerful punch.”



“Sorry!” she repeated, toying with her hair. “It was an accident.”



“That’s okay. I know you didn’t mean to.”



She tilted her head. “Can I buy you a cup of coffee to apologize for my carelessness?”




“Oh.” He blinked. “Um, I guess so.”




“My name is Song,” she said. She put out her hand, but instead of fully shaking his, she just briefly pressed his fingertips.




“Song,” he repeated. “That’s a pretty name. My name is Warren.” He gestured. “There’s a coffee shop down the street?”




They started walking. She was freezing. She rubbed her hands up and down her arms. “I guess I didn’t dress right for the weather.” She made no move to zip her jacket.




Bo had hoped for his arm, but instead he shrugged out of his own coat and put it around her shoulders, his hands lingering for a moment.




“Thank you,” she said as it sagged heavily across her shoulders, smelling of cigarettes and sweat. It came down to her knees.




Now Paczkowski was the one who walked with his arms folded against the cold. “You’re a tiny little thing, aren’t you? If you took off those shoes, you wouldn’t even come up to my chin.”




“I’m little, but I’m strong.” Stronger than he knew.




At the entrance he held the door for her, and she rewarded him with a smile.




As they reached the counter, he said, “Even though I know you’re the one who almost knocked me over, why don’t you let me buy you a coffee? After all, it’s not every day I’m lucky enough to literally run into a beautiful woman.”




She forced a smile while she looked down at her toes. “Thank you.” She ordered a house coffee, even when he encouraged her to order whatever elaborate drink she wanted. Bo normally only drank tea, but for now, she wasn’t Bo. She was Song. The former juror—she had to think of him as Warren now, instead of Paczkowski—got a mocha for himself.




“Sorry if I was kind of rude back there,” he said as they waited for his mocha. “I work with just all guys. I forget what it means to be polite.”




“No problem!” Bo giggled, trying to ignore how it stuck in her throat. The last time she had flirted had been before Dandan was born. “Here, let me give you back your coat.”



“Are you sure you’re warm enough?”



“I am now.” She gave the word now a special emphasis, as if offering him credit.



After they got their drinks, he sat down at a booth. When she sat on the same side, his eyes widened. Bo kept her face blankly smiling, her face turned toward him.



“So what do you do that you work with all guys? I’m a student.” She had prepared an entire back story if he asked her which college, what she was majoring in, etc. But he didn’t.



“I’m an electrician. But I haven’t been at work recently. In fact”—he took a deep breath, his chest rising—“I might not go back.”



“Why not?” She moved a little closer.



“I came into some money.” Warren shrugged, but his face was proud.



“An inheritance?”



“In a way. Now I’m thinking of getting my own business.”



“Really? How will you do that?” She kept her face—and her glasses—turned toward him like she was a flower and he was the sun.



Under the table, she adjusted her shirt, pulling it a little tighter, then leaned even closer to him. Weaving her web.





CHAPTER 29




The thought of how Lihong had tried again and again to turn to her for help haunted Mia. In the headlong tumble that was her life, she had forgotten him, but he had not forgotten her.




Was his the body in the morgue? Or was it possible that he still might be out there someplace?




Even though it was a Saturday morning, Mia and Charlie were trying again to find out by going to the last place they knew for sure Lihong had been: Perk Up.




“No rest for the wicked,” Charlie said as Mia got into his car. They pulled away from her house, where everyone was still sleeping.




“Weekends are for the weak,” Mia answered in her best imitation of Charlie’s growl.




At the coffee shop there was just one girl at the counter, a blue-eyed blonde with a diamond stud in her nose that Mia presumed was fake. A family was already ahead of them: a mom and dad and a daughter. The girl looked ten or eleven. Her brown hair straggled down her back in long wet snakes. She was sagging against her mom.




“We need a twenty-ounce coffee,” the mom told the barista.



“Room for cream?”



The mom looked down at her daughter. “Do you want any milk in it, honey?”



The girl nodded, and the mom turned back to the barista. “Yeah, leave an inch or two at the top. Sophie had a swim meet this morning, and we don’t want her to be too tired for her basketball game this afternoon.”



Mia bit her lip to stop herself from saying anything. Were the parents even thinking about the kind of message they were sending little Sophie? That you should ignore what your body was telling you loud and clear? That you did whatever you could to win the meet, be awarded the scholarship, get on the news highlights reel? Lance Armstrong hadn’t come out of nowhere.



When it was their turn, Mia said, “I’m looking for another barista who works the early-morning shift during the week. I talked to her a few days ago. She’s Asian American and has blond hair.”



“Laura,” the girl said. “She’s on break. Should I get her?”



“Maybe I need my coffee first,” Charlie said. “I’ll have a twenty-four-ounce Mindsweeper to go. With an extra shot and whipped cream.”



“That already comes with four shots,” the girl told him.



“I know.”



Maybe wrinkled, rumpled Charlie should be the cautionary example for the parents, Mia thought, not Lance Armstrong. Look, Sophie, if you drink all your coffee like a good girl, maybe you can grow up to be a homicide detective who doesn’t know the meaning of the term day off.




“I’ll just have a sixteen-ounce nonfat latte.” Next to Charlie, Mia felt a little prim and proper. After the girl went to the espresso machine to make their drinks, she turned to Charlie. “Don’t you ever worry about your heart exploding?”




“I’m just training it to work harder and faster.” He thumped a fist over his chest. “Besides, if I’m going to be working on a Saturday, I need a boost.”




Sophie and her parents had just left, so Mia said, “At least you have a hundred pounds on that poor girl. Those parents were basically blood-doping their kid.”




He shrugged. “We live in a quick-fix culture.”




She pressed her lips together. “Maybe not everything needs to be fixed.”




After the barista handed over their drinks, she went in search of the girl Mia had talked to earlier in the week. Laura was tying her apron when she came out but stopped when she saw Mia. “Are you here about that guy who was asking for you?”




Mia nodded, and Charlie stuck out his hand. “I’m Charlie Carlson, Seattle Homicide.”




Her face stilled. “Homicide? You mean like murder?”




“I’m afraid so. A body washed up on the shore of Puget Sound. We’re wondering if it’s the same guy you talked to.”




Laura’s mouth twisted and her eyes narrowed until her expression became a combination of fascination and fear. “So do you want me to go down to the morgue?”




“That won’t be necessary. I’ve got a photo on my phone of his face.” Charlie scrolled back, then handed it over. “Tell me if it’s the same guy.”




“Okay.” Cradling Charlie’s phone in her palms, she sucked in a breath. “Oh no!” She shook her head.




Mia’s heart sank. “Is it him?”




“It’s hard to say for sure because his face isn’t in the best shape, but I think it is.” Laura pressed her fingers to her lips for a moment.




Why had Kenny—who had known Lihong well—not been able to identify him? Had he been hedging his bets, hoping the body would stay unidentified? Hoping that no one would show up asking awkward questions about Lihong’s papers, his provenance?




Or was it that they had primed Laura so well that she was already well on her way to “identifying” Lihong before Charlie even handed over his phone?




“Got any surveillance cameras in this place?” Charlie asked, scanning the walls.




Laura shook her head.




“I know you already told the story to Mia, but could you tell me everything you remember, starting from when you first noticed him?”




“He came in before we get really busy. It was still full dark outside.” Laura looked up, remembering. “He was walking toward me, but he kept turning and looking behind him. I thought maybe he was meeting a friend here. Then, when he focused on my face, his face lit up, and he started rattling off a bunch of stuff in Mandarin. Even if I knew how to speak it, I think he would have been hard to understand, he was talking so fast. I told him the only phrase I really know, other than food words, which is ‘I don’t speak Mandarin.’ ” She bit her lip. “Then he said something like, ‘You know Mrs. Scott?’ and I said I had no idea who he was talking about. I said that in English. That’s not that complicated of a sentence, but he didn’t even understand that. So I simplified it and just said no. He took out your business card”—she pointed at Mia with her chin—“put it down on the counter, and started trying to ask me about you. I think he wanted directions to your office. I don’t think he understood that you wouldn’t even be there at that time of day.”




“And his friends came in while you were talking?” Charlie asked.



“Yeah. One white and one Chinese.”



Mia saw this story in a new light. Where had Lihong made these so-called friends? According to Kenny and Chun, he didn’t have friends. “Why did you think they were his friends?” she asked.



“The Chinese one was talking to him in Mandarin. The white guy slung his arm around his shoulders. I thought they were buddies, like maybe they had been out all night drinking.” She rolled her eyes. “You see that a lot when you work the opening shift. Sometimes it’s people who didn’t even know each other but just spent six hours together at a strip club or something. Then the Chinese guy said something to me in Chinese, but I told him I only spoke English. Then all three of them walked out the door. And after that the morning rush started and I stopped thinking about them.”



“There wasn’t one word of Chinese they said that you understood?” Mia asked.



“The second Chinese guy did say one thing to the guy who was looking for you that I understood, because my mom used to say it to me when she was really mad. It was ‘Don’t be so troublesome!’ Lo sow—that’s troublesome. And the guy who’s dead now, he did say this other word I knew. A couple of times. It was bù. Basically, it means no.”



Charlie and Mia exchanged a look.



“What was his expression like?” Mia asked. “Did he look happy to see them?”



“He was kind of, I don’t know, grinning. But looking back, it was a weird grin.” She stretched her mouth wide, baring her teeth. More rictus than smile.




Any hope Mia had had died. “What did these men look like?” she asked.



“Like I said, one was white, one Chinese. The white guy, he had a shaved head, and I’d say he was in his thirties. He was built like a square. About my height, but really muscular. The Chinese guy was skinny and younger.” She looked from Mia to Charlie. “I guess they really weren’t his friends, were they?”



“Probably not.” Mia felt queasy. She wished she hadn’t ordered coffee.



“I should have noticed that.” Laura bit her lip. “I should have done something. Asked him if he was okay.”



“It sounds like you were all alone here when it happened,” Charlie said. “If you had said anything, it could have been both of you dead. They would have opened your till, made it look like a robbery gone bad.”



“What about my business card?” Mia asked suddenly. “You said it was lying on the counter. Did either of the men notice that?”



“I sure hope not.” Laura put her hand to her mouth. “Only the thing is, I don’t remember what happened to it afterward. I could have put it in the recycling, but I don’t remember picking it up. It’s possible—it’s possible that one of them took it.”





CHAPTER 30




Charlie pulled up at Mia’s house, put his foot on the brake, and waited for her to get out.




Only she didn’t.




“Do you want to come in?” she said, surprising him. “Maybe we can keep brainstorming.”




Was there a hidden message in what she was saying? Mia played her cards close to her vest, and Charlie never knew quite what she was thinking.




He liked that.




“Sure.” He threw the car into park and told himself not to get his hopes up. They were working on a case together, that was all.




When they came in, Kali and Brooke were in the living room, around which were scattered dozens of pink toys, from a doll’s convertible to a shopping cart that was the right size for Brooke. Kali was sitting on the couch, but she was fast asleep. In her lap was a plate and in her loose hand was a bagel with a bite gone. Sitting inches from the TV and wearing a pink tutu, Brooke was engrossed in some kind of cartoon about superheroes.




Mia turned off the TV, then swung Brooke up on her hip. “Hey, baby girl, where’re your brother and Eldon?”



“Gabe took the bus to the mall . . . but he wouldn’t take me with him. Eldon”—she screwed up her face, remembering—“Eldon is at Danny’s house.”



With a snort, Kali woke up. When she saw Charlie her expression changed to one of embarrassment. “Oh, uh, hello.”



“Hey.” Charlie nodded, suddenly wondering what he was doing here in a room filled with females and pink plastic toys.



“I guess I’d better go officially lie down.” Kali levered herself off the couch. She was still a big woman, but she had lost a lot of weight. She gave them a nod and left the room.



Brooke pushed Mia’s nose and made a beeping sound, then laughed, delighted with herself.



Mia set her down. “Brooke, honey, could you go upstairs to your room for a little while so I can talk to Mr. Carlson?”



She tilted her head. “Can’t I stay down here with you?”



“It’s grown-up talk.”



Charlie braced himself for an argument, but instead Brooke just said, “Okay.”



He sat on the couch and something jabbed his thigh. A naked Barbie was stuck between the cushions. A shoestring was tied around her middle. Maybe he had been in his line of work too long, because looking at the doll made him think of a crime scene.



“I think Brooke’s been twirling her Barbie around, pretending she can fly,” Mia said by way of explanation.



“Naked?”




“Maybe it’s more aerodynamic.” Mia shrugged, then went to a desk in the corner and started digging through it. “I know you don’t need to make notes, but I do.” She took out a pen and then kept digging. Every piece of paper she pulled out had already been enthusiastically scribbled on with crayon. “We’ve got to have some paper in this house,” she said in an exasperated tone, straightening up and scanning the room. She walked over to a backpack that had been shrugged off next to the TV.




She opened it up. “Why does Gabe have a Dopp kit?” she said to herself. She took out the small brown leather bag and pulled the zipper. And then went so silent, so still, that Charlie knew she had found something terrible.




He got up and looked over her shoulder. Inside the bag were a bottle of pills and three small glass vials. And two needles.




“It’s heroin, isn’t it?” She grabbed Charlie’s arm so tightly that her fingernails were poking holes in his skin.




Charlie picked it up. The label read Decagen. “It’s not heroin, Mia. It’s steroids.”




He watched as the emotions washed across her face. First she went pale with relief. Then red with anger.




A voice from behind them made them both jump. “What are you doing in my stuff?”




For a long beat, Mia was quiet. “I don’t think that’s the real question, Gabe.” She turned around. In one hand was the Dopp kit and in the other, one of the needles.




The last time Charlie had seen Gabe, a month or two earlier, he’d still looked like a kid. Scrawny, gangly. Now his shirt strained across his thick arms and wide chest. Football season was over, but if Gabe was going to suit up today for a game, he would probably need a new, bigger uniform.




“It’s like a supplement—” he started, but Mia cut him off.




“It’s not a supplement, Gabe. It’s steroids. That’s an illegal drug.”




“But it’s not like cocaine or anything like that. It’s not like heroin.” Gabe glared at them. “I’m not an idiot. I researched it pretty good before I started.” He looked from Mia’s face to Charlie’s. “Two months ago, I could still wear T-shirts I’ve had since sixth grade. I was doing everything they say to do. I lifted weights all the time. I tried all those stupid shakes, the protein shakes, the weight-gainer shakes. I ate eggs and peanut butter. I tried. You saw how I tried. But I still didn’t have any more muscles than Brooke. I still looked like a little kid, not a man. There’s something biologically wrong with me.” He nodded at the vials. “And that fixes it.”




Kids these days were expected to look like models and play like all-stars. There were certain areas in Seattle, awash in Boeing and Microsoft and Amazon money, that were hypercompetitive. Snobbish. Charlie was pretty certain this was one of them. Areas where both parents and kids tried to one-up each other with their expensive houses, cars, and clothes. And now, he guessed, their chiseled physiques.




Charlie had always been only an observer of that world. On a homicide detective’s pay, there was no way he could compete. So he drove a car with stains on the seats and his shoes were down at the heels and he needed a haircut—and he didn’t care.




And maybe Gabe’s family had once been part of that world, but then Scott had died and the house of cards, or rather credit cards, had tumbled down. The expensive Suburban had turned out to be leased. And from what Mia had told him, she was just barely hanging on to the house.




So if Gabe couldn’t compete by boasting about going helicopter skiing in Canada or snorkeling off Kauii’s North Coast, then he had to have something. And Charlie guessed that something was his body.




“What about Eldon?” Mia asked. “Does he use steroids too?”



“No, he’s big because he’s Samoan.” Gabe’s voice was bitter. “You guys really don’t understand. It’s not like bad kids take this stuff. It’s for kids who want to do better. Kids who want to improve themselves. It’s for the good kids. And older guys on the team told me I needed to get bigger, faster, stronger.”



Mia shook her head. “You are way more than what you look like on the outside.”



The kid rolled his eyes. Charlie tried to repress his irritation at his insolence.



“People can’t see my insides,” Gabe said. “They can only see what’s outside.” He flicked a hand from his biceps to his flat belly. “And judge me on that.”



“If that’s all people judge on,” Charlie said, “then you don’t need them as friends. You think just because you work out with weights and now thanks to steroids you’ve got big muscles, that makes you a man? That you’re an adult now? You know what makes you a man?” He tapped his thick index finger right between his own eyebrows. “It’s what’s up here. It’s how you think. How you act. What you decide is important.”



“You’re not my dad!” Gabe shouted. He turned to Mia. “He’s not my dad! Why is he even here?”



“Can I talk to Gabe alone for a minute, Mia?” Charlie asked in a reasonable tone of voice.



“Why?” mother and son asked at the same time.



“Because part of what I want to say to him is a conversation that should really be between guys.”



She looked from Gabe to Charlie. “Okay.”




“But, Mom—” Gabe started.




She leaned forward until she was only an inch or two from his face. “Don’t start with me, young man. You are on thin ice right now.” Her face was a mask of anger, but Charlie guessed that inside she was close to crumbling.




“So you decided to take a shortcut,” Charlie said mildly after Mia had left the room.




The kid puffed out his chest. “It’s not a shortcut. I was doing everything right but I wasn’t getting any bigger.”




“That’s because you’re only fifteen. It takes awhile for guys to reach their full height and weight. And you don’t want to mess around with Mother Nature.”




Gabe shrugged, still glowering.




How could Charlie get through to this kid? It might be twenty-five years ago, but he still remembered what had worried him as a teen. He had wanted to be accepted. He had wanted to look his best. Had wanted to get the girls. He had wanted the other guys to admire him.




“Gabe,” he started, but then stopped, uncertain of what direction to go. Kids’ desires hadn’t changed since Charlie was fifteen. Only everyone wanted things right now. Charlie was no better than anyone else, impatiently waiting for the microwave to bing because three minutes was too long to wait.




The difference was that in today’s instant gratification world, kids had access to drugs that could make things happen now. Steroids could build your self-esteem at the same time as they built your muscles. The problem was, all that growth came at a price.




After a long silence, Gabe said, “What.” Not making it a question. Still, Charlie chalked it up as progress.




“Steroids aren’t like taking baby aspirin. These are freakin’ hormones. And at some point your body will start thinking it has plenty of testosterone and it doesn’t need to bother making it anymore. So that makes your”—Charlie had to pause for a minute before he came up with the polite word—“your testicles shrink. Maybe makes them decide to stop working all together. It does other stuff too. Do you really not want to be any taller than you are now? Do you really want to end up with breasts? To go bald? You could be damaging your liver. Screwing up your blood pressure.”




Gabe didn’t answer. His expression was blank.



Charlie could imagine what was going through the kid’s mind. In his eyes, any problems were a long way away. When you were fifteen, all that mattered was now. And right now, Gabe had the muscles he had always dreamed of.



“Look, man, I understand. Who doesn’t want to be big? But these drugs can affect your mind, not just your muscles. They can make you depressed. There’re guys your age who have killed themselves after they started taking steroids. Sometimes they hurt other people. Just snap for no real reason.” He thought of what Mia had told him in the car last night about how Gabe had been acting lately. “It’s call ’roid rage. I’ll bet there’ve been times lately when you’ve gotten really angry at something and then later you couldn’t even think of why.”



“I can control my temper.”



“You don’t even know how pure this stuff is. It could be cut with just about anything. This kind of thing gets made in someone’s bathtub or in a Chinese factory someplace, and they don’t care what they put in it. All they care about is making money. It could not even have any anabolic steroid in it. It could have poison. Your dealer doesn’t care if you get muscles. They don’t even care if you die. Not when there are other customers lining up right behind you.”




“I don’t have a dealer!” Gabe spit out the word like he was swearing. “It’s just some guy. When I first called him, he was in an SAT prep class. We meet at a restaurant.”




“Well, you’re not going to be meeting anymore. Because as of right now, you’re done. Your mom’s going to be watching you like a hawk and so am I.”




Gabe kicked the coffee table so hard it skidded forward two feet. “Great. Everything sucks. I’m going to shrink down to nothing again. My dad’s dead, and now you seem to think you get to take his place. I don’t even have my own room anymore.”




Everything the kid said was true. So what was Charlie supposed to say?




In the end, he just said nothing.






CHAPTER 31




As he stood half dressed in front of the bathroom mirror, Warren generously sprayed Axe cologne over his chest. But what if he put his arm around Song tonight? She was so petite that her nose would be right next to his armpit. Just to be safe, he sprayed his pits as well. Then fanned his hands in front of his chest to make sure it was completely dry before he put on his shirt. He had last worn it to a wedding, and for the past six months it had hung in his closet, white and pristine and shrouded in plastic.




Now maybe he would have the kind of life where he wore dry-cleaned cotton shirts every day. Instead of a polyester blue shirt with his name embroidered over the breast pocket.




Thinking about the money made him a little anxious. He had been warned not to put it in a bank, that the IRS kept track of deposits over ten thousand dollars. He had split it up and hidden it in various places in his apartment: inside a DVD case, in a plastic bag in the freezer, in a water bottle in the toilet tank, in an envelope taped to the bottom of a drawer, and inside an old sock in his sock drawer. Now he was afraid he would forget where it all was.




Still, he was beyond lucky. He had more money than he had ever seen in his life and tonight he would have a beautiful woman by his side. And it wasn’t like Song had come onto him because she knew about the money. No, it was because she had genuinely been attracted to him. For a second he imagined how he would tell their kids someday, “Yeah, your mom and I met when she literally ran into me!”



Tonight they were going to go out dancing. He wasn’t even sure how that had happened. They had been talking at the coffee shop, and she had asked him what he liked to do in his free time. He had started to stutter, trying to think of something besides “play video games,” and then he had remembered that tonight there was going to be a band in the bar down the block. And then somehow Song was agreeing to meet him there without his being exactly sure how it had happened.



Always he had watched and wondered how other guys did it. How did they get dates? How did they get girlfriends? And lately, how did other guys get wives? Everyone else had gotten the girl, gone to college, taken exciting jobs.



Even though she didn’t know about the money, Song must have picked up on the confidence it had given him. His life was finally beginning to change.



And tonight it wouldn’t be like the other times he went to bars. Always standing on the edge with a beer, bobbing his head in time to the music, trying to look like he was having fun. Going home by himself at the end of the night. The only time he didn’t feel totally alone was when he went outside for a cig break. At least when you had a cigarette you could nod companionably to your fellow smokers. You could ask for a light. You could complain about the jerks who glared at you. You could let people who claimed they were quitting bum a smoke.




Sometimes a local band was playing at one of the neighborhood bars, usually with guys his own age, only they actually knew how to play a guitar. They probably knew how to read music, even. Warren could read a blueprint, but music had always been beyond him. In sixth grade he had struggled through weekly lessons, trying to learn how to play the guitar his mom had bought at Sears, until finally he gave up, both he and the teacher relieved when it was over.



Song would never know that he had failed even at that.



There was one thing that bothered Warren. That made him feel a little guilty when he thought about Song. It was that she looked a little like the dead girl. Like Dandan. Could they have known each other?



But Song had said she had come over here when she was a baby, and Dandan had only been in the US for a few weeks before she was killed.



His last day at work—which he hadn’t known was going to be his last day at work—had been like any other. He had gone to the main office. Drunk coffee with the guys. Finished up paperwork from the day before. Got in the service van to go out on calls. Spent his day installing outlets, switches, and garbage disposals. He had solved one customer’s problem in ten minutes. But because Stirling Electric billed by the hour, she had insisted on getting her money’s worth. She had actually handed him a broom and made him sweep the dining room and kitchen before she let him leave. And he had done it!




The last call was for some people who wanted a light fixture moved from one side of the front door to the other. It was already a complicated job, but this home was made of brick, a rarity in Seattle. He spent a big chunk of the afternoon figuring out which bit of Romex wire went to the front-door light fixture, then finding the breaker and disconnecting the wire, cutting the wire in the attic, jumpering to new wiring inside a junction box, securing it to the rafters, then running the new wire for the new fixture down. Hammer drilling and then chiseling out the bricks and then installing the new metal box. Figuring out there was a bit of dead space, scooping away insulation, and fishing down his new Romex cable.




Being happy with how everything had gone until it turned out that the owner expected Warren to not only have on hand some mortar and bricks, but also to have bricks that exactly matched the ones used in the house, like he was a brick mason as well as an electrician. The owner had ended up cursing Warren out in the driveway.




The next day it had been a relief to go to jury duty, even though he knew it was just trading one kind of hassle for another.




After he had been picked for a jury, he had gone out to lunch. He had been sitting at a table by himself in the corner, looking at his phone, when this guy appeared at his table. Just materialized, like a ghost or something.




“Warren?”




He jumped, then tried to cover it. “Yeah?”




If he was a ghost, he was a very solid-looking ghost. No more than five foot nine, but two hundred twenty pounds. Easy. A shaved head, a round face, a big neck, heavily muscled shoulders.




There was no one else around, but even so, the guy sat down and leaned close, pitched his voice low, just for Warren’s ears. “Warren Paczkowski? The electrician who is twenty-eight years old? Who lives at 4927 Terrace Drive, apartment 15?”




Warren’s eyes had widened at that.



“Yes?”



“We have a deal we want to talk to you about.”



“I don’t work off the books.” Well, he did, occasionally, but not for some guy who just came up to him in a restaurant.



“It’s not about your electrical skills.”



“Oh?”



“It’s about your jury duty.”



“What about it?” Warren was suddenly aware of how close the guy was. Too close.



“We want to make you a deal. We want you to vote not guilty.”



“But the case hasn’t even started yet. And you want me to vote that the guy is innocent?”



“I didn’t say that.” The man’s voice was calm, but with a flick of menace. “I said not guilty.”



“Why should I do that?” Warren wasn’t fishing. He genuinely wanted to know.



“Because we can make it worth your while.” A pause. A smile. “Very much worth your while.”



Sometimes being an electrician was like being a detective. If a neutral wire was loose, it could cause crazy problems in the rest of the house. The trick was finding it—it could be in the switch box, an outlet, a light fixture, the attic, the panel, at the meter, or even out by the city. You had to think logically and test your assumptions. And working with electricity could be dangerous. Even deadly, if you didn’t know what you were doing.



So why was this guy here? Why did he already know so much about Warren? He must be the mob or something. All right, Warren knew the mob was Italian, and this guy didn’t look Italian. But still, he looked dangerous.




“And if I don’t?”



“I don’t think we want to go there, do we, Warren?”



“But what if everyone else votes guilty?”



“That doesn’t matter. Just keep saying you don’t think he’s guilty. If you stick to your guns, they can’t force you to say anything different.” He slid over a paperback. It was a thriller about a hit man. “And here’s a little food for thought.”



After he left, Warren found ten one-hundred dollar bills tucked in the middle of a scene where the hit man took out a juror who refused to cooperate. He got the message.



It hadn’t been easy. In the jury room, they had all yelled at him. Warren had just gone to that place he had started going to when he was a kid and his parents were fighting. Or when they were mad at him over something he had broken. Turned their voices into white noise, like an ocean. When the real Warren was tucked away inside, safe. It had only hurt a little when that pretty girl, Naomi, had gotten so mad at him.



He wasn’t a dummy. Had Leacham killed that girl? No doubt. But she was dead. There was nothing Warren could do to bring her back. He had looked up online what would happen next. If Warren stuck to his guns, there would be a hung jury, and the prosecutor could refile the charges. Meanwhile, Leacham wouldn’t dare do something like that again. Not when he would go to prison. A man like that—how long would he last in prison? He was soft.



Warren finished buttoning his shirt, then tried to fluff his hair just the right amount. He checked his phone for the time and swore. Song might already be there. She had wanted to meet him there, which he guessed was smart. Someone who looked like she did had to be careful. He slipped on his coat and hurried out of his apartment.




He saw her as soon as he walked in the door, as pretty as he remembered and even more petite, despite the high, high heels. She had already ordered a pitcher of beer, and as he slid in across from her, she handed him a glass. She kept pouring, and soon she was ordering another pitcher.



With every sip, Warren let himself relax. He bounced his feet, more or less in time to the music. Finally he coaxed her out onto the floor and started swiveling his hips. For as pretty as she was, she wasn’t that good of a dancer. Jerking her limbs, her face a mask behind those plain black glasses that just made her look sexier. It made him feel protective. She was clearly as nervous as he was. Had been. Because with every glass of beer he felt a little more sure of himself.



Finally during a slow song, she leaned closer. And closer. Until he felt her lips grazing his ear.



“Tell me a secret,” she whispered. “Tell me a secret nobody knows.”





CHAPTER 32




SUNDAY


Bo drifted up from sleep. Where was she? She was lying in a warm bed, her breath slow and rhythmic. She sniffed. Why did the sheets stink of cigarettes?




She jerked fully awake. With difficulty, she pushed herself up on one elbow. Her left hand, which had been curled under her cheek, was asleep, as dead as a fish. She flexed her fingers, trying to get the blood flowing, then pushed herself up a few inches farther.




Warren was behind her, his body spooning hers, fast asleep with his face half mashed into his pillow. He didn’t stir.




It came back to her now, how they had ended up back here, at Warren’s apartment. Warren had been so drunk he was stumbling. Bo, on the other hand, had been clear-eyed and clear-minded. Willing to do whatever it took to get Warren to confide in her.




He had wanted more than kissing and fumbling, but he had also been so intoxicated he could barely walk, let alone get his thoughts straight enough to try to persuade her to have sex. In the end they had fallen asleep on his bed, cuddling.




In her sleep, Bo’s body had forgotten who he was. What he had done. Betrayed her. She had a sense memory of curling into the sheer animal warmth of another body in bed. They had slept entangled, as innocent as two puppies, but she should have been watchful. Awake. While he was sleeping, she should have slipped out of bed and searched for evidence.




The sheets were pale blue. They seemed clean, and she was grateful for that. Only partially covered by the top sheet, Warren was wearing a wrinkled white shirt, blue plaid boxers, and socks that were both black but of different lengths.




Bo was still fully clothed except for her shoes and coat. But what had barely covered her when she was standing upright and tugging it all down or up into place was now doing a less than adequate job. Her special glasses were on the bedside table.




Last night Bo had thought Warren would confess. “Tell me a secret,” she had whispered in his ear on the bar’s dance floor. Waiting until he was so drunk he could barely keep to his feet. He was swaying from side to side, nodding his head, shuffling in place and letting his arms swing in what she guessed he thought passed for dancing. Bo hadn’t gone out dancing since she was young. And she hadn’t been young for years and years. “A secret no one else knows.”




“You want to know?” he slurred. “You really want to know?” A musky perfume surrounded him like a cloud. Sickeningly sweet, but not quite enough to mask the smell of his cigarettes. And underneath, the sharp, earthy scent of his anxious sweat.




“Yes.” She only had eyes for him, for this man with the ugly hair and the sad eyes. It was only later that she realized that if he had told her something, the recording device hidden in her glasses would probably not have worked. Not with the din of the band playing and the other patrons’ shouted conversations.




“I like you.” He grabbed her wrist and looked deeply into her eyes, his own eyes almost comically wide. “I really like you.”




And then Warren planted a wet, slobbery kiss on her mouth. Beer and cigarettes and cologne, all right under her nose.




She had had to bite her tongue to keep from heaving.




The thing was, she had thought he might really have been on the verge of saying something. That he had considered it, but he hadn’t been quite drunk enough to think it was a good idea.




Now she slipped her glasses back on.




“Hey, Song,” he said softly from behind her. “So you’re awake? Good morning, gorgeous.” He patted the top of her hip and then let his hand rest there.




She forced what she hoped was an appropriate smile on her face and rolled over to face him.




“Hi,” she said softly and reached out to push his ridiculous two-tone, two-length hair out of his eyes. She should be grateful he hadn’t tried anything while she slept. Although watching him wake up, smacking gummy lips, softly groaning as he put a hand to his head, it was clear that he might not have been capable of anything.




“It’s been a long time since I’ve had anyone up here,” he said. “And never anyone so beautiful.”




That wasn’t much of a surprise. For an answer, she giggled. Bo had done that a lot last night. A giggle bought her time to think, to craft the right answer. Sometimes it distracted Warren enough that she didn’t have to answer.




He rolled away from her and grabbed a pack of cigarettes and a lighter from the night table. The table was a giant wooden spool that must have once held wire.




“Do you mind not smoking?” She hated the smell.




Warren put them down. “Sure, babe.” She could see his desire for a smoke warring with his desire for her. “If it bothers you.”




“After I met you yesterday, I googled you, you know,” she said.




“What? You did?” He looked pleased. And also nervous. “What did you find?”




“Your Facebook page, for one thing.” Warren had sixty-seven friends. “But mostly I found articles about a trial that just ended. You were on the jury.”




He looked away from her, running a thumb over one eyebrow. “Yeah, that was a tough case.”




“What was it about? I don’t really follow the news.” What would she reply if he asked what she did follow? But Warren kept silent, so Bo added, “I didn’t really understand it.”




“The case was about a girl who died. She worked in a massage parlor. But she did a lot more than give massages, if you know what I mean.”




He was looking at her with his head tilted, so Bo nodded to show that she did understand. Her heart was a stone.




“She got into a fight with a customer. He said she tried to rob him, that she held a knife to his throat. The prosecutor said the customer was the one who brought the knife and that he was the one who attacked her, not the other way around. Both of them pretty much agreed that there had been a struggle and the girl ended up getting stabbed. She died. The customer said it was self-defense and the prosecutor said it was murder.”




“According to the article, you thought he was innocent.” Bo tried not to let any heat show in her voice. Inside, she was crackling with anger, but she kept her voice soft. “You were the only one.”




“No. I voted that he was not guilty. There’s a difference.” He took a deep breath. “I don’t want to talk about that now. Not when I’ve got such a pretty girl in my bed.” He moved closer. “Here, let’s take off those glasses. We don’t need them getting in the way.”



He reached out before she could stop him, his fingers pinching the hinges as he pulled them free. “Hey, these things are heavy!”



Her heart stilled, a bird trapped in the cage of her bones.



“Why in the world do they weigh so much?” His eyes narrowed.



The words came to her, saving her. “Because I have a strong prescription.”



He turned the glasses around and put them on his own nose. He squinted as he scanned the room. Then he turned to Bo, his features bunching together. “How come if you have such a strong prescription, everything looks exactly the same when I put them on?”



Bo opened her mouth to explain.



She just didn’t know what she would say.





CHAPTER 33




It was a Sunday morning like any Sunday morning. That’s what Marvella Lott would later tell the homicide detectives. At least it was until the stranger walked in.




When he came in, Marvella was still standing outside the doors to the chapel, holding her stack of programs. Church was about to start, and no one had come in from the street for the last couple of minutes. Richard, the other greeter, had already gone in, complaining that his hip was killing him today. On the other side of the swinging doors, Abigail Endicott started playing the melody of the choir’s first hymn.




Marvella was just about to slip into the chapel when the visitor walked in the church’s main doors.




She didn’t recognize him. His bald head reminded her of a peeled potato. It was topped with a wide-brimmed white knit cap. He was a big man, more muscular than anyone she had ever seen. A chest as broad as a tree trunk. Not young, not old. Dressed in an open jacket that didn’t look warm enough for the weather.




In the chapel, the choir started into “Our God Is a Great God.”



“Would you like a program?” Smiling, she held one out to him.



The man didn’t put out his hand. Didn’t even really look at her. He just kept walking forward, looking almost mechanical. Had she not spoken loudly enough? Marvella’s smile wobbled a bit.



“They’re free,” she said. Sometimes new immigrants or people who had never been to church were reluctant to take one, afraid there would be some kind of quid pro quo.



She glanced down at his hands as she waited for him to reach out for one of the programs. His gloved right hand began to reach inside his jacket as he walked past her. But what was that under the jacket? Tan, leather—it looked like a shoulder holster. A snake uncoiled in her belly.



Marvella’s eyes flashed up to the stranger’s face just as he swiped his left hand down from his forehead to his chin, flipping the brim of his hat inside out. The hat had now become a white balaclava mask, covering everything but his eyes. The nose was marked with two dark dots of yarn, and more black yarn had been used to make it look like the mouth had been stitched shut. The stranger now looked like a ghost or a skeleton. Something dead and reanimated.



And what was he now holding in his right hand? It was small and black. No, she thought. No, please, God, I’m not seeing this. It wasn’t a Bible, like so many of the other congregants carried. It was a—



 “Gun!” Marvella screamed from behind the stranger as he shouldered open one of the swinging doors. She felt her heart unzip. “He’s got a gun! He’s got a gun!”



Instead of running outside to the relative safety of the street, or at least barricading herself in the office, Marvella let her pamphlets fall to the floor and followed him inside. Later some of her grandchildren would lecture her for her foolhardiness, and others would praise her bravery. When it hadn’t been either. It just had been the desire to see.




What happened next passed with a curious, dreamlike slowness, even though it was over in an instant.



At the sound of Marvella’s shout, some congregants hunched their shoulders and froze in their pews. As if they thought if they stayed absolutely still, no one would notice them. Others began screaming and running toward the other exits, scrambling over people who were too slow or too stuck.



In a nearly empty row, Derron Phillips scuttled forward on hands and knees, the pew back providing him with a partial shield. Gayle Oliver tried to climb right over John Kim, but when the toe of her high heel got hooked on his thigh, she fell headlong, tumbling in between the pews. Meanwhile John never moved from his customary seat in the third row on the far left, never even blinked as Gayle fell over him. He only had eyes for the gun. Not the man holding it. Not Marvella, scurrying in his wake.



Marvella was praying now, mixing snatches of the 23rd Psalm with bits of the Lord’s Prayer and other half-remembered verses. “Lord Jesus, protect us, save us from violence, even though we walk through the valley of the shadow of death, we fear no evil, O Lord, deliver us, you are our refuge, you are our present help in times of trouble.” Her mouth was dry and chalky, her thoughts as disjointed as her prayer. A little girl, Hannah Lee, had appeared by her side. Marvella had no idea where Hannah had come from, but she put her arm around her, steadying herself as much as she steadied the girl.




Toward the front of the room, Abigail was taking shelter in the overhang of the keys. In the first pew, Hu Shen was on her feet but not moving, her hands pressed against her mouth, her head turning from side to side as she tried to figure out the best course of action. Brett Rockwell, who was always talking about new fad diets, had gotten stuck half under a pew, his feet madly paddling as he tried to scoot his bulk underneath. Chrissie Proulx was stabbing at her cell phone, but Marvella knew in her bones that whatever was going to happen would be long over by the time 911 was able to send cops here.




As he walked, the stranger began to raise the gun.




“What do you want?” Pastor Bob managed to say. Because of his microphone, he had an advantage, and his words rang out even over the screams and shouts and panic. His voice caught only a little. Afterward, they would all agree about how brave he had been.




The man didn’t answer. He just kept moving forward, as inexorable as a tsunami.




Pastor Bob stepped out from behind the lectern. His arms were open, his hands empty. To Marvella, he looked like Jesus in one of the stained glass panels that was set in the wall, the one where he welcomed the little children to come to him.




Pastor Bob slowly stepped down the blue carpeted stairs. One, two.




“Whatever is wrong, we can talk about it. We can work this out. Let’s just go someplace quiet.” He spoke as if there weren’t bedlam and chaos around them.




The man veered off. Away from Pastor Bob and toward the choir.




There was a mad scramble among the few people left in the choir stall. Sheet music flew in the air. Metal stands were knocked over with a clang. Jennie Wood whimpered and raised her hands as if in surrender. A man—Marvella thought it was Steward Steele—shouted.




The stranger stopped, then raised his left hand and wrapped it around his right to steady it. He braced himself.



His first shot took out the flower arrangement on top of the piano. It shattered into dozens of shards of vase, water spraying out, the flowers scattering in all directions. The sound roared and faded.



The second shot hit Abigail, who was still cowering underneath the keys. Her body jerked, then uncurled itself. Slowly, slowly, she sprawled back on the carpet. Her dark wig came off, exposing the vulnerable bones of her skull topped with thinning white hair. Blood, red and shiny as paint, spread from the point where the bullet had entered her skull.



The stranger froze as if he himself was shocked by what he had done. He turned on his heel, unleashing a fresh round of screams. Marvella pushed Hannah behind her. But he paid no attention to any of them. As he strode quickly toward the door, he let the hand with the gun drop to his side.



As he was leaving, Pastor Bob ran to Abigail and fell to his knees. He leaned over her, speaking quietly into her ear, holding her hand, gently stroking her bloody head.



But Marvella could see that it was too late for Abigail to hear him. Too late for Abigail to hear anything.





CHAPTER 34




Hey, Mia,” her dad said as she slipped in beside him on the pew. “I didn’t expect to see you here.” From his other side, Luciana leaned forward and offered a shy smile.




Mia answered with nothing more than her own smile, not sure how much of the truth, if any, she wanted to offer. Last night she had been unable to sleep. What was going to become of Gabe? Would he really stop using? How much of a price would he end up paying for those muscles of his?




Clearly, the apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree. In the years before he died, Scott had gotten in the habit of taking shortcuts. From the outside, their life had still looked picture perfect: a big house, a new Suburban, vacations to tropical beaches. After he was gone, Mia had realized their life had actually been an illusion, bought but not paid for.




Scott had always liked to look good, secretly delighted in making people jealous. And now it seemed that Gabe was following in his father’s footsteps.




Or maybe it was Mia’s fault for sticking by Scott for far too long. For letting him expose their children to the wrong lessons. And for not having taught Gabe anything herself that had stayed with him.



The church service began, and along with the rest of the congregation, Mia got to her feet to sing a hymn—barely aware of her dad’s slightly off-key bass and Luciana’s soft soprano—then sat back down for announcements and scripture readings. Obediently, she closed her eyes for the prayers.



But her thoughts continued to spin in tighter and tighter circles.



What would happen to Gabe now? Was this the point where, when Mia looked back, she would realize things had already gone too far? That there would be no turn-around? Could he become a drug addict? A thief? Or just the kind of guy who could aim no higher than a minimum wage job?



Remembering how she had praised Gabe for how his hard work was finally paying off, Mia flushed. She had been a fool. A fool.



How could she have been so blind? Willfully blind, just as she had been with Scott. And like Scott, learning the truth too late. Oh, dear God, she thought, please make it not be too late.



As a prosecutor, Mia accepted no nonsense. But she tried to have a softer side at home. Tried not to cross-examine, not to suspect, not to trick Gabe or Brooke into admitting the truth. Tried to believe they already were being truthful. Because these people were her family, darn it. Not strangers. Not people who did bad things.



Only maybe Gabe was both. Family. Who did bad things.



As the pastor launched into his sermon, Mia barely heard him. Instead, she kept second-guessing how she had handled things yesterday. Should she have hidden her discovery from Gabe until she had more time to research steroids? Had it been a mistake to let Charlie talk to him?




She didn’t know what he had said, just that he had left as soon as he was done. Before he did, Charlie had taken Mia out on the porch and talked to her in a low voice.



“Just because he says he’s quitting doesn’t mean that he is, or that he’s going to stay quit. He knows you’re watching him now, though. So he’ll either stop using or he’ll try to get better at hiding it. You just better hope he keeps feeling guilty. But if I were you, I wouldn’t assume anything.”



“Okay.” Mia wished she could just go into her room and close the door, pull the covers over her head and not get out of bed for a year or two. Maybe not until Gabe was twenty-five. “Thanks. Thanks for everything.”



“I can remember what it was like to be a teenage boy.” His mouth twisted, and he looked down at his shoes. “Sort of.” He raised his head, and his eyes met hers. “I think he’ll probably be okay. His brain just needs to catch up with his impulses.”



Did Charlie think she was a terrible mom not to have noticed anything? Did he think she had been hiding her head in the sand? She didn’t really want to know.



“I sure hope so.” Mia sighed. “See you Monday.” Then she took a deep breath and went back inside and up to Gabe’s room, the place to which he had retreated after talking to Charlie. She opened the door without knocking. Gabe was sprawled on his bed, tiny white earbuds screwed into his ears.



“This probably comes as no surprise,” she said in a voice designed to penetrate, “but you’re grounded.”




He yanked out one earpiece and pushed himself up on one elbow. “For how long?”




Mia pinched the bridge of her nose between finger and thumb. “I don’t know for how long. In the interim, I want you to research and write a four-page, double-spaced report on the drawbacks of steroids. A minimum of a thousand words. I want you to cover not only the medical aspects but also people whose lives got messed up. Who lost their sports careers or even their lives.”




Then she had spent the next half hour playing dolls with Brooke, wishing life were as simple for her as it was for a four-year-old.




Now Mia tuned into the sermon and realized it was about the prodigal son. Either God had a sense of humor or he was taunting her. Gabe had squandered his gifts, come close to throwing them away. Would he ever return to the fold? She couldn’t pray for herself, could barely pray for Gabe. She realized it was because she lacked any certainty that it would turn out okay. But maybe that was what prayers were for, to make you realize you had no control, to make you let go of the notion that you controlled your destiny.




Maybe the future was best approached on your knees.




“Mia?” Her dad touched her arm. “Church is over.”




With a start she realized everyone was getting to their feet and gathering their things.




“Sorry!”




“Would you like to go to lunch with Luciana and me?”




“I would love that.” She was in no hurry to return home. Gabe had still been in bed when she left. Kali was looking after Brooke.




They met at a diner a half mile from the church, the kind that served breakfast all day. The food looked basic, and probably most of it started out frozen in some kind of industrial-size packaging, but how badly could you mess up breakfast? Remembering her vow to eat better, Mia ordered her toast dry.




Her dad leaned forward. “So how are things going with the kids?”



Mia opened her mouth, but no words came out. To buy time, she took a sip of her coffee. It was scalding, burning her tongue. She waved her hand in front of her mouth, hoping her dad would think that the coffee explained the tears that had flooded her eyes. “Let’s just say it’s been . . . interesting.”



“I remember your brother when he was Gabe’s age. You know what they say. When you’re fourteen or fifteen, your parents don’t know anything, but by the time you’re twenty-five, it’s amazing how much they’ve learned.”



“I hope you’re right.” She stopped herself from sighing.



“And work? How’s that going?”



“I’ve been helping a homicide detective with a case. We’re pretty sure that the victim is the same guy who asked for my help outside the Chinese restaurant where he worked. He didn’t speak very much English, so we couldn’t really communicate. He came to America illegally.” She paused while the waitress set down their plates. “I would guess that everyone who works at that restaurant is undocumented. And probably as a result, the people who work there have never even heard of the minimum wage. And they all live in a run-down house where four or five people share a room.”



Her food forgotten, Luciana was listening with interest. “Maybe they are more than just illegal,” she said carefully. “Maybe they are slaves.”



“What?” Clearly, Luciana did not have a good grasp of English. “There aren’t any slaves anymore. Not in America.”



“There are slaves in America,” Luciana insisted. “Even slaves in Seattle.”




Mia remembered a story she had seen on the news, a couple from Indonesia who had brought over a servant and then never let her go outside, never paid her, made her sleep on the floor.




“I guess I’ve heard of maids being treated like slaves.”




“It is not like slaves,” Luciana insisted. “It is. And there are slaves in factories and on farms. In restaurants. Anyplace you need a lot of people and they don’t need to speak much English.”




“The people from the restaurant that we talked to live in a house in a regular neighborhood. They talk to the public every day. They’re free to go wherever they want. They’re not being sold at an auction. I mean, it’s not like they’re chained up or anything.” But as Mia spoke, she wondered. How free were the people they had talked to, really?




“They don’t need to be chained up.” Luciana’s words were an urgent hiss. “They chain themselves. The bosses take their papers. The bosses say, if you go to the police, you will be beaten, raped, maybe even killed. You will be jailed. You will be deported.” She nodded, agreeing with herself. “That’s what the police do to people in their home countries, so it makes sense. So there’s no point in asking anyone for help. Plus, these people are told they owe money to the smugglers and they have to work to pay it back. Only when you are paid a dollar or two an hour, you will never pay it back. It is called”—she looked up, trying to recall the correct term—“debt bondage. But what it means is that you are a slave.” Her lips pursed. “Even if they aren’t sold at auction.”




“How do you know all this?” Mia asked.




“Because that’s what happened to me.”




Mia looked at her dad. Food forgotten, he was listening to Luciana with one hand across his mouth. She could still make out his expression. Pain, sadness.




“When I was offered a job in America,” she continued in her soft voice, “I felt like I had won the lottery. I was living in a little town in Mexico with my family, but there was no work. When a woman said she had a job for me, I thought, I can earn money and send it back to my family. I can help my parents. Everyone knows you make good money in America. I felt so lucky. This lady told me, ‘You help me, and I will help you.’ She said I was like a daughter to her. But then when I was brought here, she told me I owed her twelve thousand dollars for passage. And she charged me for every bit of food I put in my mouth, the bed I slept on. Everything.”




Luciana sighed and was quiet for a long moment. Neither Mia nor her dad moved.




“To pay her back, I had to be with men. Man after man after man. The people who ran the whole thing were from Mexico, like me. So were the other girls. The only Americans I met were my clients. You are told you have to earn back the money you owe before you can leave. Not that you know where you are. Even if you’ve been there for months. Maybe you know the area code. Or the state. But not the city. And you get passed around, you get traded. Like a slave. You can still be bought and sold. Even in 2015. Even in America.” Her eyes shone with unshed tears. “One time I tried to tell a man who seemed nice what was happening. But he told the madam. I was beaten until I almost died. Then they put me in a locked closet for eleven days. And then I was put back to work. If a neighbor hadn’t eventually called the police, I think I would have died. One way or the other.”




Luciana blinked and a single tear ran from her eye.




Mia’s dad reached out his thumb and wiped it away.






CHAPTER 35




Gabe’s fist throbbed, the pain flashing red with every beat of his heart. Crimson blood seeped from his knuckles. A fist-shaped dent cratered the wall right next to where he was lying on his back on the upper bunk.




Staring at the hole, Gabe put his knuckles to his mouth and licked them. His mom hardly ever came in here anymore, not since Eldon had moved in. With luck, it would be a long time before she even noticed it. Still, that had been pretty stupid, punching the wall. He hadn’t even decided to do it. He had just done it.




It felt like there was a pit inside his chest, and it was getting wider and deeper. Or maybe he was already inside the pit, having fallen in.




Eldon had gone down a little earlier to fix himself breakfast, so for once Gabe was alone in the room. The room that was supposed to be his. Now the only thing in this room that was his and his alone was this upper bunk. A three-by-six-foot piece of real estate.




The rest of his room was now shared with Eldon. Eldon who had fifty pounds on him, easy. Even now, even after the steroids had given Gabe the body he always wanted. Pretty soon it would disappear, and it would be back to being more like an eighty-pound difference between them.



Once that happened, how would it look when they walked down the halls at school? Probably like Gabe was some little dwarf capering in a giant’s shadow.



People had remarked on his weight gain, his new muscles. They would surely comment when he dwindled back to nothing. Back to being the boy who wasn’t much bigger than a sixth grader. Girls would roll their eyes when he tried to talk to him, the way they had before.



But that’s what his mom and Charlie were dooming him to. They wanted him to go back to looking like the little kid they treated him like. His thoughts circled and looped the way they had all morning.



Five minutes ago, when Gabe thought about what had happened yesterday, about how his mom had snooped through his things, hot anger had surged up in him. Before he realized what he was doing, he had hit the wall with his fist. Now he flexed his hand, hoping he hadn’t broken anything. The way his mom had looked at him, her mouth twisted as if he had just betrayed her. He had wanted to curl up so tight that he would just disappear.



Last night she had told him that she loved him, that she would always love him, but the words had sounded rote. Stripped of all pride, of all joy. It was pretty clear she figured that she had to love him. Love as a burden. Love as shame.




He blinked away the sudden spark of tears and tried to find the anger again. His mom was always after him, saying that he was the man of the house. But now that he looked like a man, she wasn’t happy. But wasn’t that what she had wanted? Wasn’t it?




And what did Charlie think about him now? Did he think he was a loser? An idiot? A jerk? A few weeks back, Charlie had been talking about the two of them taking in a Seahawks game. Clearly, that would no longer be part of the picture.




Was Charlie right about what steroids could do to you? His mom could be counted on to get freaked out, to go all worst-case-scenario, but Charlie not so much. So if Charlie had said those things, maybe they were true. Or true-ish. Rolling over, Gabe slid off the bunk and headed into the bathroom, hoping that for once he would be left in peace for a few minutes. His mom had a bathroom all to herself, but between him, Eldon, and Brooke, it felt like someone was always waiting.




In the bathroom, he locked the door, then took off his shirt. His pecs were so much bigger now. But could some of it be because he was actually developing breasts? He poked at them, and they seemed firm. But did that mean anything?




He picked up a hand mirror and tried to see the back of his head. It took a lot of contorting and working the angles to get it right. Did he have less hair? Maybe? Yes? No? Between spiky brown strands, he could see tiny spots of white skin, but it was hard to know if that was new, since he couldn’t remember ever looking at the back of his head before.




Still, even if his body was changing in a few hardly noticeable ways, it was a small price to pay, wasn’t it? Not when he could see the respect in people’s eyes when he walked down the halls at school. Not when he could challenge himself to do nearly anything physically, and his body would respond like a machine, only one made of muscles and tendons.




He slid his T-shirt back on. When his head popped out of the hole, for a disorienting second Gabe thought he saw his dad staring back at him from the mirror. Like he was back from the dead.



Was it wrong that a big part of him still loved his dad, given that he had been such a jerk? Gabe wasn’t supposed to know what his dad had done, but he did anyway. How many of the commandments had his dad broken? Nearly every one except for “Thou shalt not kill.”



Instead, his father was the one who had been killed.



When he was little, Gabe had wanted to be his dad. His mom had an old scrapbook, and in it was a photo of Gabe wearing nothing but a diaper, his dad’s big shoes, and a grin.



He had his own memories from when he was a little older. His dad showing him how to build a birdhouse. Teaching him how to play guitar. Playing catch with baseballs and footballs and Frisbees. Pride had flooded his chest when his dad nodded or smiled at some achievement or accomplishment. His mom was all about words, while his dad hadn’t been big on talking. Still, you could tell when he approved.



The last year before his dad died, his parents had fought a lot. Even though Gabe hadn’t really known what it was about, he had been angry at his mom. She was such a nag.



Now he realized she had been desperately trying to turn his dad around before he crashed. And it hadn’t worked.



Was that what she was trying to do with Gabe? Turn him around before he crashed?



With a sigh, he unlocked the bathroom door. When he opened the door, he started back. Eldon was hanging out in the hall, clearly waiting for him to leave, although he hadn’t made a sound to let Gabe know he was there.



Gabe just hoped he hadn’t been muttering to himself. He went back to their room and sat at the desk. He wasn’t planning on doing any homework until this evening, not until the last possible minute, but he still didn’t want Eldon taking up one more spot that was actually supposed to be his.



When Eldon came into the room, Gabe blurted out, “My mom found my supplies yesterday.”



Eldon’s eyes went wide and he swore under his breath. “What happened? How did she find them?”



“She was going through my stuff and she found my kit. She threw away the needles and flushed the drugs down the drain.”



“Are you serious, man?” Eldon winced. “Does she think I was taking them too?”



Gabe’s face got hot. Guilt by association. The idea made him feel even lower. “No worries. She knows you’re just naturally a big dude.”



“You must be in a lot of trouble.”



“She even had that cop she works with, Charlie Carlson, yell at me.”



Eldon’s eyes got even bigger. “Did he arrest you?”



“No. I wouldn’t be sitting here if he had.” Gabe’s sarcastic tone covered up a sudden jab of fear. He hadn’t even thought about that, about how Charlie was a cop. Taking steroids had never seemed illegal, exactly. More like a secret.



“So what are you going to do?”



Gabe started to say that he had promised his mom that he wouldn’t take them, but then he realized that didn’t mean much. After all, he had been using them before, knowing full well that his mother wouldn’t approve.




“I’m thinking about stopping.” As he said the words, he realized he might mean them. Maybe. “At least for now. Mom will be giving the evil eye, so I won’t be able to get away with anything.”




Eldon bit his lip, then said in a rush, “Maybe that’s a good idea. Since you started taking them, you’ve changed.”




“Of course I’ve changed. I can do stuff I never did before.”




Eldon gave him a look. “I mean, you seem like you’re angry all the time.”




“No, I’m not. That’s ridiculous.”




And then Gabe followed Eldon’s gaze to his hands, which had become fists again without his even noticing.






CHAPTER 36




Do you know why my business works?” Kenny was so angry the tops of his ears felt hot. He was in his office, along with the idiot he had made the mistake of counting on. “It is because I am careful not to make mistakes.” He sliced one hand through the air. “It is definitely not, how do they say it, because I shoot first and ask questions later.”




“I was taking care of your problem,” Chris Atkinson said sullenly. “And she was just where you said she would be. Ten forty-five to noon every Sunday, playing piano at the front of the church.” His lower lip jutted out like a spoiled child’s. And with his shaved head, his face did look something like a baby’s. Not the rest of him, though. He was nearly as wide as he was tall, muscled in places no one who didn’t use steroids even had muscles. “It’s not my fault it wasn’t her.”




Three years ago, Atkinson had been a security guard. A wannabe cop who wasn’t even allowed to carry a gun on the job. Then he had started buying steroids from Kenny. That had allowed him to gain fifty pounds of muscle on his five-foot-nine frame, leaving him so brawny he looked like a cartoon caricature. He started selling to guys at his gym, got a concealed carry permit, and eventually left his job and started working for Kenny on a freelance basis.




Kenny had enforcers, yes, Chinese men who made sure that those he smuggled over paid their debts. But Atkinson also had his uses. He had tapped into markets Kenny had only guessed at, gym rats and ex-cops and even boys in high school. And it was amazing how much better certain meetings went when you had someone standing behind you, someone menacing and muscled and with a gun openly displayed in a shoulder holster. It was only a bonus that he did not understand a single word of Chinese. No plans or pleas ever entered his ears.



And there were times when it was necessary to have someone get his hands dirty. Kenny preferred it if those hands did not belong to him. Kenny made the threats, and his enforcers or Atkinson carried them out. It was Atkinson who had shot Lihong.



But there were more fish in the sea. Atkinson could be replaced by another American looking for an opportunity to flex his new muscles. To be asked to act on his new aggression.



“You shot an old white woman. Not Bo Yee.”



“She was wearing a black wig and she had her head bent over the keys when I came in. Anyone could have made the same mistake.”



“Maybe anyone could, but you are the one who did. You were supposed to kill Bo Yee. Half that congregation is Chinese. They would understand the lesson and they would know to be quiet. They would know not to cross me in the future.” It was like the parable: “Once bitten by a snake, a person is scared all his life at the mere sight of a rope.” “Only it’s a lesson no one is ever going to understand.” Kenny made a sound of disgust. “Because the wrong woman is dead.”




“But you’re the one who told me she was going to be there. Basically, I did what you wanted me to do.” Atkinson stared right back at him with a sullen expression. Stupid and sullen. But something about his tiny eyes—even the man’s face appeared too bulky—looked sly.



And stupid, sullen, and sly could become a bad combination. What if one day Atkinson had what he thought was a bright idea? A bright idea that might end with Kenny lying on the floor, a bullet through his heart.



“The police may not be able to figure out why that old white lady died. The congregation might not either. But you can be sure that Bo Yee will.” Kenny gritted his teeth in frustration. “And now she will go into hiding. Now she will be a lot harder to kill.”



“All right, all right. Give me another chance and I’ll make sure I get her. And I’ll even do another job at no charge.”



Kenny heaved a sigh, massaging his temple. “Spilt water cannot be retrieved. Let Bo Yee go, for now. With luck, she will leave Seattle and never come back.”



Should he take Atkinson up on his offer? He did not know Mia Quinn well, but well enough to know that she would not stop. She wanted David Leacham in prison. And now that she was wondering and worrying about Lihong, now that Chun had given her some more pieces of the puzzle, maybe she would start putting them together. Having Mia Quinn taken care of would put a stop to that.



It would have to look like an accident. A tragic accident.



But he wouldn’t use this fool to do it. He had to find another way. First he had to get rid of Atkinson. Before he talked. Or before he decided that the best way to solve Kenny’s having a problem was to kill Kenny.




He could hire another killer to take care of Atkinson, but where would that end? Anyone he hired might be reasonably afraid that they would be next.



He had decided it would be better if no one else was involved. Luckily, there was a way to have the man solve the problem himself.



“Give me a day or two,” Kenny said. “Let me think about the best course of action.”



“Whatever it is, I’ll do it. Just tell me what you want.” The big man nodded his head.



“Understood.” Kenny reached into his desk drawer and snagged a small blue-topped vial with his fingernails. He tossed it to Atkinson, who caught it with one meaty paw.



“What’s this?”



“I received something new this week from China. It’s supposed to be especially effective, but with no acne or hair loss. It’s not even available in the States yet.”



Atkinson held up the vial to the light. It was filled with clear liquid. Aside from the blue top, it looked like all the other ones he had sold.



“No hair loss?” he asked, running his hand over his shaved head. By the stubble, Kenny could see how his hairline had receded, one of the typical side effects of steroids.



“It’s even supposed to reverse any previous problems.” He shrugged, as if it didn’t matter to him. “That’s what they told me, anyway. Why don’t you see what your customers think?” With the back of his hand, he nudged forward a white paper takeout bag filled with a couple dozen vials.



The truth was that they didn’t contain steroids, but an animal tranquilizer. Some animal tranquilizers were used as club drugs. People said they liked how far away and blurry the drug made things. How uninhibited and full of love they felt.




Only this tranquilizer wasn’t made for just any animal. It was used to sedate elephants. Injected into a human vein, it would stop the heart.



Wearing gloves, Kenny had carefully wiped down the surface of the vials with antiseptic wipes before he put them in the paper bag. He wanted to leave no trace of himself. No partial fingerprint. No DNA.



Atkinson would want to be the first to sample this new wonder drug. He would be found with the needle still in his arm and with old track marks on his elbows and ankles. The authorities would wonder, but in the end, it would be chalked up to an accidental overdose.



And now all Kenny had to do was to take care of Bo and Mia himself.





CHAPTER 37




As he waited for the church’s pastor, Bob Ho, to get off the phone, Charlie’s thoughts went in circles. He believed that the key to solving a murder was to start with the victim. Why had the killer chosen that particular person? If you could pick out that first thread, you could start pulling it until it led back to the murderer.




Whoever had killed Abigail Endicott this morning had clearly sought her out. The killer had walked past dozens of other potential victims, ignored the people who fled screaming at the sight of his gun. Paid no attention to Marvella Lott, the greeter who had followed on his heels and shouted out a warning to the congregation. In other circumstances, Charlie might have said her actions had saved dozens of lives, but the more he heard, the more he was certain this man had come with only one purpose: to kill Abigail Endicott. He had been a man on a mission. And once he had succeeded, he had fled without trying to harm anyone else or even uttering a single word.




Confronted by chaos, the first responders had radioed for additional units to help question witnesses and search the area. A lot of the congregants had already fled in a mad panic, resulting in sprained ankles and even a few broken bones. They had run down the street until they could run no more, or piled into their cars and peeled out of the parking lot.



The first officers on the scene had herded those who remained into the social room, the place where coffee and cookies were normally served after the service. Officers had questioned each person briefly, getting names and addresses and a quick description of what they had observed. Unfortunately, no one seemed to have witnessed the killer leaving.



Their best lead was Marvella, the only one who had seen the killer before he pulled down his ski mask. The rest had focused on the eerily embroidered white balaclava with the black stitches across the lips. What else they remembered: about his height, weight, and even ethnicity varied dramatically from person to person. Marvella was working with a sketch artist, but Charlie was afraid that her fixation on the gun had pushed aside anything else.



They had no suspects, Charlie thought as he shifted on the hard bench. No leads. There was no video camera in the foyer, and none in any nearby business that focused on the street. The little information they had on the suspect was being broadcast. But you couldn’t get very far putting out a BOLO for a white male in his thirties or forties, about five foot nine, wearing a black winter coat and dark pants, and who was believed to have fled in an unknown vehicle in an unknown direction of travel.




Marvella had said he was white and had a stocky build. She also thought his head was shaved, but Charlie didn’t know whether that was true, because the balaclava he had worn like a hat had covered his head. The lady had paged through mug shots, but so far not a one had been familiar. And the spectacular MO certainly did not match any other recent crimes in Seattle or even in surrounding states. Charlie had checked.




The only clues the guy had left behind were the spent brass from his gun and the bullet in Abigail’s head. The best Charlie could hope for was that the guy had ditched the balaclava—and his DNA along with it.




So Charlie’s first job was to start with the victim and learn everything he could about her. It was like a spiral, the beginning of the yellow brick road. It was here at the church that she had died—and also where she had spent a big chunk of her life.




On the other side of his office window, the pastor raised one finger to indicate to Charlie that he was almost done. Charlie nodded in return, his thoughts still consumed with Abigail.




The problem was that the road seemed more of a dead-end. Why would someone want to kill a seventy-two-year-old widow? She had no history with the criminal justice system. Not even a parking ticket. She had lived in the same house for thirty years and seemed to have had no disputes with the neighbors. Abigail had a forty-three-year-old married daughter who lived in Missouri, a daughter who loved her and who was bewildered.




She was a retired piano teacher. It was hard to imagine that the killer was a former student, come back to wreak revenge for being forced to spend their formative years playing “Fur Elise.”




Her social life revolved around her church. So it seemed the most likely suspects would be found here, at the very place where she had been killed. A rival Sunday school teacher? A jealous spouse? But then why hadn’t Marvella recognized the killer?




Charlie’s mind circled around the problem and tried a different angle. If you wanted to kill someone, the last place you would do it would be in front of hundreds of witnesses. Unless you wanted to be showy. What if this was a murder for hire, designed to send a message to someone else in the congregation?



The door to Bob Ho’s office opened, and the pastor stuck his head out. Ho was in his midforties, stocky, with black hair parted on one side and the hint of a double chin. “Sorry that took so long. I don’t think my insurance company is used to claims arising from a murder and its investigation. In fact, none of us is used to any part of this. Not like you must be.”



“Every case is different,” Charlie said as he went into the pastor’s office and took a seat. “And even I’ve never had one like this.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Why don’t you tell me more about your church.”



The man had said to call him Pastor Bob, but Charlie was trying to avoid calling him anything.



“We’ve been around for over a hundred years. When we first started, we mostly served Chinese people who had been brought over to work on the railroads and in the coal mines. Men like my grandfather. The Chinese still come to this area of town for herbs, for advice, or for jobs. They like to go someplace where people will speak their language, where they can buy bok choi and roast duck.”



Charlie nodded.



“But over time Chinatown became the International District, and something similar has been happening with the church. We’ve branched out. Now we have members who are Filipino, Japanese, Vietnamese, Korean, and Thai. And there are a lot of people who just live in the neighborhood who come to services here, people who like a dynamic church. We’re growing, and not a lot of churches can say that. Two services on Sunday, Bible study classes, men’s and ladies’ groups, a youth group, even a food pantry and clothes closet.”




“And how long has Abigail been a member?”



“As long as I can remember. She and her late husband lived a few miles away. Jack had a heart attack when he was sixty. Died before he even got a chance to retire.” Bob let out a shuddering sigh. “I guess it’s good he wasn’t alive to see this. If he weren’t already dead, it would have killed him.” The sound the pastor made wasn’t quite a laugh. “And she’s got a daughter who lives in Missouri or Mississippi.”



“Missouri,” Charlie supplied. “St. Louis.”



“That sounds right. They get along well. And that girl has a daughter of her own, a three-year-old. Abigail’s always showing off new photos of her.” He shook his head. “The whole thing just seems senseless. And so wrong. The Bible says that where two or three are gathered in Jesus’ name, he is there. It’s a terrible sin, taking a life, and it was committed here in front of God.”



Charlie went off script. “Do you believe God should have protected her?”



After a moment’s hesitation, the pastor said, “Maybe he did, by taking her in the place where she would feel closest to him. And it was fast. By the time I got to her, she was already gone.”



After he was done with his questions, Charlie thanked Bob for his time and then kicked the man out of his own office, which he had temporarily commandeered. As he left, Charlie asked him to send in Gwen Lin.



While he was waiting for the woman everyone agreed was Abigail’s best friend, Mia called.




“Hey,” Charlie said, “I’m afraid I don’t have time to talk. I’m in the middle of another murder investigation.”




“Another one?” Mia sounded surprised. It was unusual for Seattle to get two murders in a single week.




“And this one really doesn’t make any sense. Retired piano teacher gunned down playing piano at church. It’s so public I’m starting to wonder if it was murder for hire.” There was a soft knock on the door. “Sorry, gotta go.”




Gwen Lin wore her too-black hair pulled back in a tight bun. “We talked every morning at seven,” she told Charlie. “Two widow ladies, living on their own. It was nice to check in with someone, to have someone to talk about the news with, or who knew if you had a cold, or if your son was coming to visit. I guess I won’t have that anymore.” Her eyes, caught in a net of wrinkles, shone with tears.




“Can you think of anything she was worried about? Anyone she was angry with or who was angry with her?”




“You obviously never met Abby. She was all about giving. Helping people. Even though she was retired, she gave free lessons to anyone who loved music. She said it gave her joy.”




“Did she ever have trouble making ends meet?”




“Abby had her savings, she had her Social Security, but that was about it. So not a lot.” Gwen managed a half smile. “If you wanted to get together for lunch, it had to be a place that had coupons in the Sunday paper.”




“Do you think she was in any debt?” Charlie asked.




“Abby? No way. Besides, even if she did owe someone some money, what good would it do to kill her? She’s certainly not going to be paying anyone back now.”




After Gwen left, Charlie scrubbed his face with hands. He was not getting anywhere.





How big of a risk had the killer actually taken? Even though he had done it in front of dozens of witnesses, he had been the only one who was armed. And the only one who had seen his face was Marvella. Charlie was more and more convinced that this hadn’t been a murder. It had been an execution.




Charlie read back over the witness statements that had been gathered the day before. And then he realized the one thing that was missing.




He thought back to Abigail’s body, vulnerable and small in death. He had seen only one entrance wound in the victim, the one just above her ear. But many of the witnesses had described hearing two shots. Some had talked about seeing a flower vase on top of the piano explode.




He went back out into the main part of the church. The wall behind the piano was papered with a small blue-and-white geometric print, the kind of thing that was designed not to show dirt if people rubbed against it in passing.




Moving his head back and forth, he scanned the wall. And finally he spotted it. A hole in the drywall. Charlie took out his phone to call the crime scene tech back.




He would make sure the guy didn’t get his saw anywhere near the bullet.




And then he would tell Bob Ho that the insurance adjustor had one more thing to adjust.






CHAPTER 38




What the heck kind of glasses are these, anyway?” Warren had stopped looking around the bedroom and was now staring directly at Bo with a puzzled expression. Looking at her through her spy glasses that pretty obviously only held clear glass. How long until he noticed that the part over the bridge of the nose was oddly springy? That was the spot where the recording unit could be toggled on and off.




“It’s just that . . .” Bo let her voice trail off. She had run out of lies, and a giggle would not serve her.




The lines between Warren’s brows smoothed out. “It’s because guys don’t take you serious, right? I mean, you’ve got that rocking body, but nobody pays attention to your mind!”




Understanding dawned. He thought the glasses were a kind of cover, that the carefree girl in heels and a too-tight sweater was the real her.




“Exactly right.” She plucked the glasses from his face and slid them on. “How about if I go to the store and pick up a few things while you sleep in a little? Then I can come back and make you breakfast in bed.”




The corners of his mouth turned down. “Are you just saying that because you want to get out of here? That’s okay. You can go. You don’t have to lie.”




“I swear to you, I’m not lying, Warren.”




He smiled, but his eyes were wary. “Then sure. And if you really want to make me breakfast, I would love it.”




“See you in a bit,” she said as she pushed her feet into her high heels, ignoring the way they protested. She leaned down and picked up her coat.




“I sure hope so, Song. And maybe while you’re out, you can get them to turn the sun down. It’s hurting my eyes.” Warren pulled the pillow over his head.




Before she left, she checked out his kitchen. It was surprisingly neat, but maybe that was because he owned so few dishes, cooking utensils, or pantry items. He had the sad, half-empty kitchen shelves of a man who had no idea how to cook.




After making sure it wouldn’t lock behind her, she pulled the apartment door closed. She had to get Warren talking again. And the best way to do that, it seemed, was to get him drunk. At the store, she got coffee, tomato juice, celery, Bisquick, maple-flavored syrup, a bottle of cheap vodka, and a bottle of Everclear. Warren shouldn’t be able to taste the Everclear, but the vodka would hide any lingering taste—and explain why he was going to start feeling drunk. As she walked back to his apartment, she rehearsed explanations if he saw the Everclear and asked why she had bought it. But he was still snoring gently when Bo let herself in.




She filled one glass with tomato juice and the second with half Everclear, a splash of vodka, then the rest tomato juice, and stuck a stalk of celery in each. She mixed up the pancakes and cooked them in a frying pan she unearthed. In lieu of a breakfast tray, she set everything on a cookie sheet. Before she carried it in, she pressed the glasses at the bridge of her nose to start the recording.




Warren woke up as she was setting the cookie sheet down next to his cigarettes. He smiled sleepily at her. He looked as happy as an American child might look on Christmas morning.




“You came back,” he said simply.




She handed him his glass. “O ye of little faith.”




He smiled uncertainly, and she guessed he didn’t know the Bible verse. “What’s this?” He took a sip before she even answered.




“Bloody Mary.”




Groaning, he started to put it back on the cookie sheet. “Not for me.”




“Oh, please, Warren.” She fake-pouted, leaning over to give him another glimpse of her cleavage. “A little hair of the dog, isn’t that what they say?”




He grunted, but he did hold on to his glass and take a sip. And then another. While she waited for the alcohol to take effect, Bo asked him easy questions in between bites of pancake. About his job. About the giant spool that served as a table, which Warren told her had come from an industrial job site. He grew more animated, more red-faced, and Bo returned twice to the kitchen to pour them new drinks, upping the proportion of Everclear each time. And slowly she brought the topic back around to the trial.




“The articles said that no one understood why you voted no.” She tilted her head. “So why did you?”




He licked his lips, looked from side to side, then set down his plate so he could learn closer to her. “Here’s the thing.” He slurred the word thing so it stretched out forever. “If I tell you, you can’t tell anyone, okay?”




“I won’t,” she lied. “I promise.”



“As the trial was beginning, a man came to me. Big guy. Built like . . . like a mountain. He threatened me. He said I had to vote that that guy who was on trial, that David Leacham, was not guilty. He said no matter what the other jurors said, I could never change my mind. I would have to keep voting that he was not guilty.” Warren took a shaky breath. He looked around as if someone might be listening and then lowered his voice. “And he said that if I didn’t do what he said, he would have me killed.”



Bo got to her feet. She was exhilarated, as if she were the one who was drunk. “You need to go to the police.” Now she had the proof. Now Mia would be able to persuade her boss to reopen the case.



“No, Song.” He caught her wrist. “I need to be honest with you. There’s something else that he said.”



“What’s that?” Her eyes didn’t leave his face.



“He said that if I voted the way he wanted, he would also give me money. More money than I’d ever seen in my life. But if I tell anyone what happened, they’ll take that back. And then they’ll kill me.”



“But you can’t really believe that guy was innocent!”



“I didn’t say innocent. I said I voted not guilty.” Warren emphasized this as if it were an important distinction. “I mean, it is possible Leacham didn’t mean to do it, that it really was an accident. And besides, I was the only one who voted not guilty. There were eleven other people on the jury. Before I decided whether to do what that guy wanted me to, I looked up what would happen. If the jurors can’t all agree, it’s called a hung jury, and it goes back to trial. Basically, they just start over again. Which means that in the end, Leachman will be convicted. So no blood, no foul. Only now I’ve got more money than I know what to do with.” He managed a sick sort of grin. “I’m hoping you can help me spend it.”




“But he’s free.” Bo crossed her arms, making sure she covered her chest in the process. “He could even be killing other girls right now!”



“He won’t be out for long. Besides, they’ve got him on an ankle monitor. And I’m sure that wife of his is not going to let him out of her sight.”



“But what if they don’t try that man again? They don’t have to. In fact, I’ve heard they’re not going to.”



Warren looked stricken. “What do you mean?”



“It is optional. It is not like the rules say they have to put him on trial. They could choose not to re-try him. And I heard that was what the prosecutor was going to do. I heard she was going to let him go free.”



Warren was so drunk it took a long time for the information to sink in. When it did, he buried his face in his hands. “Oh no. What have I done?”



“You can go to the authorities.” One way or the other, she would make sure the police learned what Warren had done. If he was the one who told, he would probably get in less trouble than if she did. “Tell them what you told me.”



“I can’t do that! If I do, I’ll be the one on trial. I’ll be the one going to prison.”



“Not if you explain that he threatened you,” she said, not knowing if it were true or not. “Not if you give the money back.”



“Maybe,” Warren said, but she could tell he didn’t believe her. “But this guy also promised to have me killed if I told. And I’m pretty sure he meant that.”




“Together, we can figure out what to do.” She squeezed his hands, then released them. “But first I’m going to stop by my place, change clothes, and then come back here.” She leaned in and kissed his cheek. “I’ll see you in a bit. And then we’ll sit down together and figure out what to do.”




“What?” He stared at her blearily. “No! Let me take you.”




“I’ll be back soon,” she lied.




“It’s just that I still can’t quite believe that you’re real.” For some reason, his words stung.




“I promise I am real, silly. But I think you should take a nap and I should take a cab. My apartment is kind of a mess.” She couldn’t let him see her photos of Dandan.




“Let me pay for it, then.” She tried to argue, but he wouldn’t listen. Instead, he got to his feet with a groan, went into the bathroom, and emerged a second later with a hundred-dollar bill. Bo took it and kissed his cheek, feeling a bit like Judas. Once she was home, she would download the recording, then call Mia and tell her what had really happened at the trial.






CHAPTER 39




Gabe wanted to put it off forever, but he knew that once his mom came home from church with his grandfather she would ask him if he had started researching that stupid report she wanted him to write. Telling her no was not going to help his chances of getting un-grounded.




Only once he started to research the report, it turned out not to be so stupid.




Since his mom told him he had to cite his sources, Gabe went to different websites from the ones he had used to research exactly what steroids to take, how much, and when. Those had painted steroids as miracle drugs that piled on muscles, with few if any side effects.




The new websites might as well have been discussing a different drug. They talked about liver damage, heart disease, impotence, sterility, breast enlargement, premature baldness, acne, benign tumors, and violent behavior. They sounded like Charlie, only scarier. The new websites made it sound as if steroids ruined your body and destroyed your mind.




Gabe read for a long while, then went back to the original sites and message boards he had first looked at. Only now he imagined what his mom would say if he showed them to her.




On one board dedicated to taking steroids, a guy complained about how everyone around him was acting. “My gf and my parents keep saying I get more angry now, and claiming I didn’t used to be like that.” His response was to rant and swear about them online while other people on the boards urged him to ignore them and called them names.




Gabe saw posts from other guys saying any side effects were worth it. Talking nonchalantly about taking testosterone or having to rely on Viagra. Even about having cosmetic surgery to get breast tissue removed.




Next he checked out news websites. The pro-steroid boards all said the mainstream media exaggerated things, especially the link between extreme emotional disturbance and steroids. But it was hard to be nonchalant when he read about a guy his own age who had come home from school and told his mom he was going upstairs. Only he never came down again because he had hung himself from his closet rod with a belt. Then Gabe read about a pro wrestler who killed his four-year-old, his wife, and then, after sitting with their bodies for a while, himself. He read about men who beat people unconscious for doing things like cutting them off in traffic.




Could Charlie be right? Could the steroids have changed more than Gabe’s muscles? Could they have changed not only his body but his mind? His mom and Eldon had said he was more angry now. Was it true?




From where Gabe sat, he could just see the shallow, fist-shaped crater he had left in the wall. He looked from the dent to his still-swollen knuckles to the big muscles in his arms. Were they really worth it? Worth risking his own life—and maybe the lives of more people? What if he snapped again like he had when he hit the wall, only when he had something more dangerous than his own fists available to him?




Gabe had a sickening image of himself arguing with his mom in the kitchen, the knives in the butcher block within easy reach. But he would never do that. Would he? He remembered how before he hit the wall it had been like a red mist descending. How he had gone blind and deaf and dumb to anything but the urge to do some damage. And it didn’t sound like those people who killed themselves or killed other people had been depressed or angry before steroids.




When he made the decision to start taking steroids, he had acted just like a kid. Like a stupid kid. Wanting something for nothing. If left to her own devices, Brooke would have Doritos for breakfast and follow that up with a candy bar. Was he any more mature?




But he wasn’t a stupid kid. He was nearly an adult. Maybe he should act like the adult he now nearly was. The adult he already looked like, at least for a while.




It wasn’t enough to say he was sorry. It wasn’t even enough to stop using. But maybe, Gabe thought, feeling something unfurl in his chest, maybe there was a way to redeem himself. Maybe even to become a hero.









CHAPTER 40




In the cab, Bo leaned back against the black faux leather seat and closed her eyes against the weak late-afternoon sun. She wanted to hate Warren, but found she couldn’t. Why hate the puppet? It made much more sense to hate the man who had pulled the strings. Who had made the puppet dance. And clearly, that was David Leacham.




After the cab let her out, she pushed open the door to the apartment lobby with a sigh. She went up the shallow stairs to the second floor, her feet screaming at every step. At the top of the stairs, her elderly neighbor, Georgina Frye, shot her a suspicious glance and then darted back into her apartment. Bo was sure she was still staring at her through the peephole, probably judging the scantiness of her outfit.




Mrs. Frye lived to complain, to find fault. If she didn’t have anything mean to say, then she just avoided Bo altogether. She didn’t like the smell of the garlic and ginger that Bo cooked with—or, as she put it, “all those foreign spices.” Mrs. Frye had complained to the manager about Bo keeping her bicycle outside her apartment, even though the hallway was eight feet wide. So now Bo kept her bike in her living room, where it always seemed to be in front of something she needed to get to, like the bookcase or the closet.




The first thing Bo did after she walked in the door was to take off her shoes. As her feet tried to settle down into place, her arches began to cramp. Moaning a little at every step, she hobbled forward, her shoes dangling from her fingers. Before she called Mia, she needed to download the recording from her glasses into her computer, make sure it was clearly audible. And while she was doing that, she would try to massage some life back into her feet.



She paused at the door of her bedroom. Where was her laptop computer? She thought she had left it on the little desk, but she didn’t see any sign of it. In fact, she thought she had left the bags from Macy’s in the bathroom, but there they were on the bed. Now why would—



Without any warning, something pink and white dropped in front of her eyes. Bo blinked in surprise. Before her eyes even opened again, unseen fingers viciously yanked whatever it was straight back so that it bit into her neck.



She stumbled backward. One of her shoes fell from her hooked fingers. Her heavy glasses tumbled from her face and landed on the carpet. Then her bare foot came down on them and she felt them snap in half.



Her attention had narrowed to the thing wrapped around her neck. The thing that was killing her. It was, Bo realized, a scarf. In fact, she recognized it as her own long silk scarf, patterned with pink peonies. When she wore it, she liked to loop it loosely around her neck. Now someone had taken it from her bedroom drawer and was using it to strangle her.




With her right hand, she tried to claw the fabric away from her neck, but it had already sunk deep into her flesh, cutting a groove. The world began to spin around her like water swirling down a drain.



“Let go,” a voice hissed in her ear. A man’s voice. She didn’t recognize the voice, but she did the language. His words were in the Guandong dialect. “Go and join your daughter. Everyone will understand. Go join Dandan.”



In an instant, Bo saw what would happen next. First she would die. Then this man would drag her body to someplace where he could tie the scarf. From the ceiling fan in the living room, perhaps, or from the highest rail in her closet. He might take one of the chairs from the dining room and knock it over, as if Bo had stepped off into death.



In China, by far the most common method of suicide was hanging. And there, suicide was considered not just an act of grief but of revenge. The spirits of the dead were thought to torment the living. It would be easy for people to think that Bo had believed killing herself would make David Leacham suffer, or that she was striking back against the authorities for not avenging Dandan.



Everyone would shake their heads, not in confusion, but in sorrow. With Dandan dead and her daughter’s killer set free, why shouldn’t Bo Yee take her own life?



Years ago, Bo had taken a self-defense course offered by the church. The whole time she had pictured the enemy, not as some stranger in a dark alley, but instead as the people who had killed her baby. Now if this man killed her, then Dandan’s death would never be avenged.




Shifting her hips to the left, she made a fist with her right hand and thrust her elbow back as hard as she could into the man’s solar plexus. She was rewarded with an explosion of air. But the scarf did not loosen in the slightest. In fact, it tightened. Her vision was going fuzzy.



Then she remembered the single shoe she was still clutching in her left hand. Pressing it against her thigh, she shifted her grasp until the tall pointed heel was turned back. Then, summoning the last dregs of her strength, she hammered it back over her head. She heard it knock against her attacker’s skull, but his grip didn’t loosen.



“No. Let go,” he whispered. “Stop fighting.”



Bo’s knees began to sag and she let them. At the same time, she arched her back. Mouthing her daughter’s name to give her strength, she swung one more time, only this time she aimed farther back—



And was rewarded with the man’s high-pitched scream, right in her ear, as the heel met something soft and yet substantial. It stuck. And then it slid.



Finally, finally, the scarf loosened. She dropped the shoe, yanked off the scarf, and stumbled around to face her attacker. Her breath was coming in ragged gasps that hurt her throat. The man was slender and about her height, with his hands cupped over his eyes. Blood as red as paint was running between his fingers. But how soon until he straightened up? How soon until his pain turned to anger?



She had to get out of here. Were there more men out there? Waiting to make sure the deed was done?




Her bike was leaning against the wall. Bo yanked open the door, threw one leg over the seat, and began to pedal out the door and down the hall.




Heedless of the fact that in about ten feet she was going to come to a flight of stairs.






CHAPTER 41





MONDAY




What is that?” Gary Newman asked Charlie with a curled upper lip. Gary had recently been promoted to homicide detective, and he hadn’t quite acclimated to the squad room yet.




“It’s a sandwich.” Charlie didn’t look up. On a sheet of scratch paper he had written Abigail Endicott and circled it. Around it were other circled words and phrases with lines leading back to the dead woman’s name. One said Revenge? Another Money? A third read Jealousy? and a fourth To hide a secret?




“But there’s no bread,” Gary said.




Charlie shifted a mouthful to one side. “It doesn’t need bread. It’s got two chicken breasts instead.”




Gary leaned closer. Charlie had seen the guy regard spattered blood and brain with more enthusiasm. “With what in between? Cheese and bacon?”




Charlie took another bite. “And special sauce.” Which, like most special sauces, seemed to be some variation on Thousand Island dressing. The result was still delicious. His eyes went back to his paper. Picking up his pen, he added Shooter mentally ill?




Gary finally looked at the paper, which was the only really interesting thing on the desk, in Charlie’s opinion. “That’s the case of the lady killed in the church?”




“Yeah. My problem is that there doesn’t seem to be a good motive. No one generally goes around killing little old ladies.”




“Unless it’s a by-product of the real crime, like stealing their purses or their cars.”




“This guy gunned her down in front of dozens of witnesses and walked away empty-handed.”




“At least it’s interesting,” Gary said. “I keep getting the people who get drunk and do stupid things cases.”




“There’s something to be said for the simple things,” Charlie said, taking the last bite of his sandwich just as his phone rang. The caller ID showed that it came from the medical examiner’s office. This morning he had attended Abigail’s autopsy, but it had not revealed much. For someone in her early seventies, the victim had been in fairly good shape. Doug thought she might have lasted another fifteen or twenty years if the bullet had not gone ricocheting around in her skull.




“This is Carlson.” He swallowed the last chewy bite.




“You’re not going to believe it,” Doug said.




There was not a lot Charlie didn’t believe. “Try me.”




“It’s about our dead organist.”




“I think she actually played the piano,” Charlie said.




Doug was undeterred by this minor detail. “You saw that bullet I took out of her brain. Too mangled to be any good. Luckily drywall is a lot softer than bone. The bullet you got forensics to pull out of the wall was in excellent shape. She was definitely shot with a .22.”




So why did Doug sound so cheerful? Saying the gun was a .22 was about as useful as saying the shooter had been a white man. Hundreds of handguns and rifles were chambered for that round. Both .22 ammunition and the guns themselves were cheaper than guns that fired bigger rounds. Lots of shooters also liked them because both the noise and the recoil were less. The crime lab had already looked for fingerprints on the cartridges and found nothing.



“And?” Charlie prompted. The other man was clearly enjoying drawing out the suspense.



“The crime lab scanned the bullet into NIBIN, and it came up with a possible match to another crime. One of the techs just confirmed it.”



“To what crime?”



“That’s the crazy thing. It matches to the last murder you and I worked.” When Charlie didn’t rush to fill in the blank, Doug clarified, “The dead Chinese guy.”



Charlie’s mind was working overtime. What did a quiet retiree who basically only went to church and the grocery store have to do with a young Chinese illegal immigrant who worked twelve hours a day, seven days a week? He thought of how many immigrants attended the church. That had to be the connection. Lihong must have been one of the people who attended services there. Maybe he had managed to go to an early Sunday service and met Abigail there? Although even if they had known each other, why would someone have killed them both? For different reasons? For the same reason?



The moment Charlie had looked at the young man’s body, he had had the feeling that it was not a one-off. But he hadn’t expected this. It still felt to him like the two victims had little to nothing in common. The next step would be to show the pastor the photo of Lihong’s face. See if he could help him connect the dots.




He called Mia. “Want to take a field trip?”





CHAPTER 42




As soon as Mia got in the car, they both started talking. Mia let Charlie go first. It only took him a couple of minutes to drive to the church, which wasn’t enough time for them to update each other. They sat in his car parked at the curb so that he could tell her about the matching bullets and about how he could find no reason for Abigail’s murder. In turn, Mia told him what Luciana had said.




“I’m starting to think that Lihong and Chun and the others were trafficked,” she said. “What Luciana said got me thinking: Kenny Zhong’s only been here for seven years and yet he already has four restaurants. That would be a lot easier to do if you didn’t have to pay for labor. If your workers were paying you for the privilege of being here in the first place.”




After talking to Luciana, Mia had seen everything in a new light. The crowded, unsafe house Lihong had shared with Chun and the others was not the result of new immigrants seeking out a cheap place to live, but instead something closer to slaves’ quarters. The men who had taken Lihong from the coffee shop had been the modern version of slavers hunting down escaped property.




“Maybe Lihong has been coming to church here,” she said. “Maybe Abigail was trying to help him.” With a flush of shame, she imagined the older woman being more patient with his queries than she had been. She sighed and started to open her door. They were parked next to the reader board, and now she focused on the church’s name, which was printed on the top.



She turned back and clutched his arm. “Charlie?”



“What?”



She shivered. “I’m 99 percent certain this is the church Bo Yee attends.”



His brow furrowed. “Really?”



“And more than that—she told me once that she played the piano for services.”



The pieces in the kaleidoscope were falling into a different pattern, but Mia couldn’t quite see it yet.



“Abigail was wearing a black wig,” Charlie said slowly. “She’s got to have thirty years on Bo, but from a distance . . .”



Mia completed the thought for him. “The shooter might have seen what he had been told he would see. Bo Yee at the piano.”



“The witnesses said that after Abigail was shot, he stopped in his tracks and stared at her, then fled. I saw the body, and her wig came off when she collapsed. He must have realized he made a mistake.”



They hurried into the church, where they found Pastor Bob Ho in his office. He got to his feet to shake Mia’s hand while Charlie introduced her. He was wearing a turtleneck and jeans, the casualness undercut by the fact that the jeans had been ironed into sharp creases.




Before the pastor had even settled back behind his desk, Charlie asked, “Does Abigail normally play the piano for services?”




The pastor’s eyes widened as he grasped the meaning of Charlie’s sentence. “She always plays for the early service, but it’s another woman who plays for the second. Her name is Bo Yee.”




Before he even had time to ask why, Mia had turned away and was dialing Bo on her cell phone. It went straight to voice mail. “Bo,” she said. “It’s Mia. Mia Quinn with the King County Prosecutor’s Office. Please call me right away. You may be in danger.” Fear squeezed her heart.




“No,” she heard the pastor say. He looked bewildered and afraid. “Dear God, no.”




Next she tried the tea factory where Bo worked, but a woman in human resources told her Bo was still out on leave. As she listened, Mia pinched the bridge of her nose and hoped against hope that Bo was still okay.




“Do you think Bo was the real target?” the pastor asked after Mia left another message for her. Another message she feared Bo would never hear.




“It’s hard to say,” Charlie said, “but it’s definitely a possibility we need to explore. And there’s someone else we need to ask about.” He took out his phone and scrolled through his photos before selecting the one of Lihong’s face and handing the phone over. “Do you recognize this man?”




He looked at it for a long time. “No. I’ve never seen him before.”




“He worked at a restaurant called the Jade Kitchen,” Mia said.




The pastor’s expression changed.




“So you know that restaurant?” she asked.




“I’ve never eaten there.”




“That’s not exactly what I was asking.”




His mouth crimped. “One hears things.”




“And those things would be . . .,” she prompted.




“A lot of his workers might be undocumented. It’s not the kind of thing I concern myself with. But I hear rumors.”




“Could they be more than undocumented? Could they be trafficked? Enslaved?”




He pressed his lips together. “I don’t know about that.”




But Mia thought he did.




They excused themselves and left. “I know everything is connected,” Mia said. “I just don’t know how. All I know is that I’m really worried about Bo. We need to warn her.” If it wasn’t already too late.




Charlie was already on the phone with the phone company’s security division, asking what they could tell him about the location of Bo’s phone. Since this was an exigent circumstance, they didn’t need a warrant to get the information. Charlie listened to the answer and said thanks. He turned to Mia. “Her phone has been turned off. It’s been off since Saturday afternoon. The last recorded location was at her apartment.”




Bo lived in an apartment building that had seen its best days more than a century ago. An overhang sheltered the first-floor apartments and the stairs leading up. As they went up narrow, shallow steps, Charlie unbuttoned his jacket. He reached back and rested his hand on the butt of his gun. Once they got to Bo’s door, he motioned for Mia to stand on one side while he took the other. He rapped hard with his free hand. Mia held her breath but didn’t hear anyone. He knocked again. “Bo? It’s Charlie Carlton. Bo?”




“I don’t like this,” Mia whispered. “Not one little bit.”




As they were standing in front of the door, an old woman with a small, white dog on a leash walked past them, looking at them with narrowed eyes. She was putting her key into the lock of the apartment two doors down when Charlie flashed his badge.




“Excuse me, ma’am, can we talk to you?”



The woman walked back to them. Mia tried to ignore the dog’s small wet nose snuffling her ankles.



“What is this about, Officer?”



“Do you know your neighbor, Bo Yee?”



“Just by sight, I guess.” Judging by her expression, she didn’t even like looking at Bo. “I didn’t know her name until just now. Just that she’s one of them Chinese people.”



“When was the last time you saw her?”



She looked up, remembering. Her dog suddenly licked Mia’s ankle, causing her to let out an involuntary squeak as she jumped backward.



“Oh, Rascal, stop that!” The older woman jerked on his leash, but not enough to actually move him away from Mia. “Friday? The thing is, I saw someone going into her apartment a few hours ago, but it wasn’t her. Some young Chinese girl with lots of makeup and clothes that looked like they were spray-painted on, if you know what I mean. She wouldn’t even look me in the eye. In fact, she seemed to be in a real hurry.”



Mia and Charlie exchanged a look.



“What apartment number does the landlord live in?” Mia asked.



“Downstairs. 1F.”



“Thanks,” Charlie said. “We might need to talk to you again. Maybe have you work with a sketch artist to get a drawing of that girl you saw.”



“I’ll try to help if you need it.” The woman shrugged. “But I have trouble telling those Orientals apart.”



Mia waited until they were out of the woman’s earshot. “Bo’s already dead,” she hissed. “She’s already dead and someone came by to search her things.”




“Don’t borrow trouble,” Charlie said. “Maybe . . . maybe Bo has taken some girl under her wing, a girl forced into prostitution like her daughter was?”



For once it was Mia who was dubious and Charlie who was clutching at straws.



When he knocked on the door to 1F, a man with a long white ponytail and a white beard answered the door.



“I’m Charlie Carlson with the Seattle Police.” Charlie pulled his badge off his belt and passed it in front of the guy’s eyes. “This is Mia Quinn with the King County District Attorney. We need you to let us in so we can do a welfare check on one of your tenants, Bo Yee.” He pushed the badge back into place. “And your name is?”



“Nelson. And let me see that badge again.”



With a sigh, Charlie pulled it off and handed it over.



“This says ‘detective.’ What kind of detective are you?”



“Homicide.”



Nelson’s eyes widened, but he still said, “You’re not with immigration? Because she’s legal.”



“That would be ICE, Nelson, and it’s federal. I don’t care about anyone’s immigration status. I just want to make sure this lady is okay.”



Once they were upstairs, Nelson knocked and called several times before he finally put a key from his huge ring in the lock. He started to step in, but Charlie put up his arm, barring the door. “Step back and don’t touch anything else. This is a crime scene.”



Mia saw what he had seen. In the middle of the living room floor were two high-heeled shoes, a matched set, except they were twenty feet apart. And in between them were fat, round drops of blood. Someone had been bleeding—and bleeding hard.




“I’ll go in and see if Bo’s here,” Charlie said. Left unspoken was whether she might be dead or alive. “We need to minimize who goes in until after the techs have been here.”



He was back a few minutes later, shaking his head.



“Did you check the closets and cupboards?” Mia knew it was a dumb question, but she still asked it anyway. What if she had been injured and tried to hide?



“She’s not there, Mia. It’s kind of a mess, though. Makeup scattered all over the bathroom counter. And shopping bags with no clothes in them. And a silk scarf with blood on it. Soaked with it.”



Mia’s heart sank. In all the months she had known Bo, she had never seen her wear makeup.
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The crime scene techs had just arrived to process Bo’s apartment when Mia’s phone rang. It was Eli Hall. Before she could tell him it was a bad time to talk, he said something that changed her mind.




“I’ve got a client I think you might want to talk to,” he said. “Her name’s Jiao. She’s Chinese, and in the country illegally. She was picked up for prostitution. But the thing is, she says she used to work with your victim. The case where the jury hung?”




“Dandan Yee,” Mia supplied. For a moment she forgot her worry that she would never see Dandan’s mother again.




“Yeah. Dandan. Anyway, I think you need to talk to her. She says she was there the night Dandan died.”




The words jolted Mia. She tried to be cautious. “Is she looking to cut a deal?”




“Well, it’s starting to look like she might have been trafficked, so you putting in a word with ICE wouldn’t hurt. But she’s very anxious. Very afraid.”




Charlie decided to come with her. Uniformed officers had started going door to door in Bo’s neighborhood, asking if anyone had seen her. The crime scene techs were swarming over the scene. But until there were new leads, there wasn’t much that he could do.



Eli met them after they went through the metal director. He and Charlie exchanged a wordless look. It wasn’t particularly friendly.



“Dandan’s mother, Bo Yee, is missing,” Mia told Eli. “We just came from her apartment. There was blood on the floor and signs of a struggle, but no body. It’s possible that whatever happened to her is related to the trial. Bo’s been pretty adamant about wanting to see justice.”



“What about my client?” Eli looked from one to the other. “Will this mean she’s at risk?”



“It’s hard to say.” Mia was worried the girl might not talk. “I’d rather you didn’t mention it to her. And we won’t take any notes. That will give her some protection. If she ends up implicating someone and they are charged, then at some point any notes we made would have to be turned over to that person’s defense. If there’s no records, that won’t have to happen. If she ends up not making a deal, I don’t want to put her life at risk for nothing.”



“Hmm.” Eli gave her a half smile. “First of all, I appreciate you looking out for her. And second of all, I have to say that’s a pretty tricky way of doing it.”



“Don’t tell me that you don’t use the rules to your advantage,” Mia said. “Because we all do.”



The Chinese interpreter, a woman named Kwong, came hurrying down the hall toward them. She looked to be in her fifties, with a flat face and square bangs. They went into the interview room. A few minutes later, a deputy brought in the girl. Jiao couldn’t have been older than eighteen or nineteen. She was petite, with a high forehead, hunched shoulders, and nervous, heavily lidded eyes.




Kwong took a notebook and a ballpoint pen from her purse.



“Why do you have those?” Mia asked. “I don’t really want you taking notes about what we say here today.” As she spoke, Jiao’s eyes went back and forth between them.



“It’s just for me. If her sentence is complicated it helps me remember parts of it so I can translate it the right way in English.”



“Okay,” Mia said. “You just have to destroy whatever you write before you leave this room.” Then she turned to Jiao and focused solely on her. Over the years, she had learned the best way to work with interpreters. You looked at the person you were questioning, not the interpreter who provided the English words. That way you did not turn them into someone being talked about rather than someone being talked to. Just because they weren’t able to speak much English did not mean they didn’t understand some. Facing Jiao also meant that she and the girl were less likely to miss any nonverbal communication—expressions, tone of voice, or body language.



“How did you come to be here in the United States?” she asked and kept looking at Jiao even when it was Kwong who answered.



“On a plane. The snakehead gave me a fake Thai passport and told me to pretend to be a Thai citizen. Only I don’t even speak Thai. No information in it matched with me, except the photo only. When the plane landed, I called a phone number I had written on the inside band of my bra.” Jiao’s eyes welled with tears as Kwong spoke for her. “If I had known what would happen next, I would never have called that number.”




“And what happened?” Mia prompted.




Jiao’s tone was halting, while the interpreter kept speaking at a steady pace.




“A man picked me up. I was very excited. I was looking at all the cars and the houses and thinking that soon I would have those things for myself. He took me to a business. A massage parlor, only it was not really for massages. Do you understand?” A fine tremble washed over the girl.




Mia nodded.




Jiao’s words began to stumble and hesitate, but Kwong continued to speak evenly in a near monotone. “He took me in the back and he raped me. And then he threw a towel at me and told me to clean myself up. He said that this was to be my life now. That I owed them money, and I had to earn it back by letting men have sex with me.”




The trembling increased as Jiao slowly shook her head. “At first I said no. I said I would not do it. I was stupid”—Kwong corrected her own interpretation—“no, naive, naive to think that I had a choice. Because there was no choice. I had to do what the man said. Sooner or later. Now I wish I had done what he said sooner.”




Jiao held out her empty hands, and it took a second for Mia to see past the shaking fingers, to focus on the scars circling her wrists. “They handcuffed me and put me in a closet for six days. Finally I agreed.”




The girl’s next words were so low that Kwong had to lean forward to hear them. “Besides, where was I going to run to? I had no money, no papers. No English.” Mia heard the girl say the word English a half beat before Kwong. She thought of Lihong, desperately seeking her with only his handful of words.




Jiao hugged herself, but it didn’t stop her shivering. “I am in America, but all I’ve seen are a bunch of ugly white rooms. When we didn’t have customers, we slept on the massage tables. And sometimes the customers did not come there for us but to buy other things.”




“What things?” Charlie asked.



“Drugs.”



Charlie leaned forward. “What kind of drugs?”



The interpreter conferred with Jiao, making a few Chinese characters on the paper and pointing at them, then turned to Charlie. “Pills to make men able to have sex. It sounds like Viagra. And some kind of drug to make men strong. Not sexually. To give them muscles.”



“Steroids?” Charlie asked.



“I think so.” Kwong nodded.



Mia froze. Charlie had said that Gabe had gotten his steroids from someone he met at a restaurant. He couldn’t have really gone to a massage parlor to get them—could he? The palms of her hands were suddenly slick, and she rubbed them over her skirt.



“The men who come to those kind of places probably are looking for ways to feel more manly,” Eli said. “Viagra, steroids, prostitutes—it all makes a kind of sense.”



“How many times can you sell a pill?” Charlie answered his own question. “Once. But a human being? You can sell them over and over again.”



Mia imagined the head of this operation as a spider sitting in a web. Profiting from every base instinct. He had most of the seven deadly sins covered: lust, sloth, greed, anger, gluttony, envy, and even pride. He had found a way to make an enormous amount of money.



“What about Dandan Yee? How long did you know her?” Mia asked as Kwong translated. The girl’s story of how she had come here and what she had been forced to do would probably differ from Dandan’s in only a few details.




Jiao’s mouth drew down and she blinked away tears. “You are moved around. Every couple of months you are someplace new with new girls. I think it’s so you don’t make any friends. I’ve been in eleven or twelve different places. But I was working with Dandan the night she died. She was new. She was still in shock. She cried a lot. She said her mother lived in Seattle, had come to America years ago. But she was too ashamed to try to get word to her. Besides, she owed so much money she figured there was no way her mother would be able to buy her freedom.” Jiao paused, her hands twisting in her lap. Her eyes darted around the room.



“I know this is hard,” Mia said, “but by telling us what happened that night you can help us make sure this never happens again. And of course we will explain to ICE how helpful you have been to us.”



“It was early in the evening when the man came in. I recognized him, but I didn’t know his name until later.” Jiao then said the name, giving each syllable equal weight. “Da-vid Leach-am.” She put her own hands to her neck as the interpreter said, “Once he tied me up and put his hands around my throat until the world got dark. I thought I would die. When I woke up, he was smiling at me.”



To demonstrate, the girl pasted a dead grin on her face, and Mia shivered inwardly.



“So when I saw him come in that night I was just hoping he would not pick me. I think he liked girls who were sad. Who were afraid. Maybe that was why he picked Dandan. I do not know. I was just glad he did not choose me.” Jiao’s trembling was becoming more pronounced.




“The other girl and I, we were still waiting for customers. About fifteen minutes later, we heard Dandan shouting, ‘Help me! Help me!’ and then we heard a fight.




“The woman who was our boss ran in. The man was yelling that it was not his fault, that she shouldn’t have moved. That he hadn’t really planned to hurt her. The other girl there that night was too scared to look, but I looked. Dandan was still alive, or sort of alive. She was moving a little and making these bubbling sounds.” Jiao pressed her hands to her mouth, as if she were seeing it again and had to stop her own screams.




Out of the corner of her eye, Mia saw Eli wince. “What happened then?” she asked gently.




“The madam pulled the knife from her chest and wiped the handle clean on a towel, then wrapped Dandan’s hand around it before letting it fall on the floor.”




Mia didn’t let her expression reflect the elation she was feeling. David Leacham would certainly be going back on trial now, and this time she was sure he would be going to prison.




“What was David Leacham doing while she did this?”




“He ran outside. We could hear his car racing out of the parking lot.”




“What happened after that?”




“We had to gather up our things and leave in a hurry. All of us. We just left her there.” Jiao’s face was a mask of sadness and fear. “Then they put the other girl and me in different places. Told us if we ever talked about what had happened they would kill us. Because . . .”




Kwong stopped even though Jiao was still speaking. And in the welter of words, Mia thought she heard two she knew.




Kwong seemed to be asking the girl a question. Or maybe she was telling her something. All Mia knew was that there was now a torrent of words from both sides, so fast that Mia couldn’t pick out a syllable.




Moaning and whimpering, Jiao pressed her fists to the sides of her head.



“What’s the matter?” Mia asked, while Eli said, “What’s wrong?”



Suddenly one of Jiao’s hands shot out and grabbed the pen from Kwong’s hand. She threw her head back and without hesitation drove the pen into her own throat. Everyone was on their feet, yelling. Except for Jiao, who lay sprawled back in her chair, the pen buried deep in her neck as her body began to convulse.



“Don’t pull it out,” Charlie yelled.



Just as Kwong did.





CHAPTER 44




Yesterday, as she had careened down the sidewalk, peddling with bare feet, one knee throbbing from banging into the lobby wall after she bounced down the apartment stairs, Bo had frantically thought about where she could go. Who she could trust. After all their promises, the police and the prosecutor had let her daughter’s killer walk free. She was not confident that the police would do any better job of protecting her now.




If she went to friends from work or church, she would just be putting them in danger. And her purse with her money and her ID was still back at her apartment, so she couldn’t hide out in a hotel, even one that took cash and didn’t ask questions.




So she went to the last place they would look for her.




Outside the building, Bo’s hands were shaking so badly she barely managed to wedge her bike into a corral, and she completely forgot about the lock. All she could think about was whether people were driving down this street right now, looking for her, hoping to finish her off.




Inside, she took the stairs with legs almost too weak to hold her. One of her feet felt oddly wet. When she looked back down the stairs, she saw a red smear of blood on every other step. She must have cut her foot when she stepped on her spy glasses.



On the second floor, she pounded on the third door.



No answer.



Her heart was beating nearly as loudly as her fist. She tried again. What if there was no one there? Where would she go? Where could she be safe?



And this time Warren answered, mouth half open in a yawn. His eyes widened when he realized it was her and he started to smile. Then he took in her tearstained face, wild hair, and bare feet.



“What’s the matter, Song?” Warren put his hands on her shoulders.



His touch tore a sob from her chest. And then another. He tried to pull her toward him, but instead she doubled over. Reliving those terrible moments when she had been unable to think. Unable to breathe. Unable to do anything except realize that she was dying.



Warren put his arm under her elbow and steered her inside. The bolt thunked when he shot it home.



“What happened?” He began to stroke her hair. She was still bent over, her elbows braced on her knees, one hand on her hot, wet cheek, the other stroking her poor neck. “What’s wrong? Song, talk to me.” He tried to pull her upright, but she wouldn’t straighten up, wouldn’t take her hands away.



Finally she managed to choke out a few words. “When I walked into my apartment, a man was waiting for me. He tried to strangle me.”




“What?” Warren’s voice cracked. “Are you all right?” When she didn’t answer, couldn’t answer, he put his hand under her chin. This time she let him raise her head. “Let me see.” He sucked in his breath. A fingertip lightly brushed her throat’s skin right above the line that still throbbed. “That almost looks like a cut. That can’t have come from his hands.”




“He used a scarf. A silk scarf.” She made a sound like a laugh. “My silk scarf.”




He sucked in air with a hiss. “It looks deep. We need to get you to the hospital and get an X-ray or something. See if your throat is damaged.”




“No.” Bo shook her head. Now that she was in Warren’s apartment, she didn’t want to leave. The man who had tried to kill her could be anywhere. Anywhere but here.




“Then we have to call the police.” He started to pull his cell phone from his pocket.




She grabbed his wrist. “No. Don’t call. I don’t trust them. I don’t trust anyone. The only one I trust is you.”




“But Song, he needs to be arrested. He could have killed you.”




On legs that suddenly wouldn’t hold her, she stumbled over to his couch and nearly fell on it. “That was what he wanted. He wanted me to die. And he won’t stop until I do.”




Warren followed her to the couch, but he sat a half cushion away, as if giving her the space to collect herself. “Who? Who did this to you, Song?”




“I don’t know who he was. But he knew me. And I know he’ll hunt me down. He won’t rest until I’m really dead.”




“Song, you’re not making any sense.” Warren scrubbed his face with open hands. “If you don’t know this guy, then why will he hunt you down? If he’s like some serial killer or whatever, can’t he go out and find some other girl to kill? Some girl who will be easier? I mean, why would he come back for you?”




“Because he’s not a serial killer. And I’m not really Song.”



His brows drew together. “What do you mean?”



“Song’s not my real name.”



“Not your name?” His face cleared. “Do you mean that’s not your Chinese name?”



“No. My real name is Bo Yee. Do you understand? My name is Bo Yee.”



“Yee,” he repeated, leaning away from her and crossing his arms. “That’s the same name as the girl who was killed.”



“I am her mother.”



“That’s not possible.” He exhaled sharply. “You’re a student.”



“I lied. I’m not a student. I am her mother. I am Dandan’s mother.” She thumped a hand over her heart. Saying the words made her back straighten. Gave her strength.



“I heard that Dandan’s mother was the one who was always sitting right behind the prosecutor. She had long hair and she wore long dresses. She was a lot older than you.”



“Hair can be cut. Clothes can be changed.” Bo took a deep breath. “But I will always be my daughter’s mother. And I will do whatever I can to help her. It doesn’t matter that she’s dead.”



Warren’s expression changed, and she could tell he was starting to believe her. “How old are you, anyway?”



“Thirty-seven.”



“And is this about the money? Is that why you went out with me?”



“It has to do with David Leacham. I want him to pay for killing my daughter. I needed to get proof of what happened with the jury. How you voted not to convict him.”




He bit his lip. “And did you get that proof?”




She nodded. “You told me. And I recorded it.”




“Then why are you here now? Why did you come back now, knowing I was bribed to hang the jury?”




“Because this is the only place they won’t look. And what you did was bad, but you’re not evil. And David Leacham is. He is pure evil.” She took a shaky breath. “And I knew that you liked me. Really liked me.”




“I liked Song,” Warren said plaintively. “I don’t even know you.”




And that night, Warren insisted on sleeping on the couch, while Bo took the bed.




The next day they moved around each other like polite strangers. He told her when he needed to go out, what he needed to do, and how long he would be gone. He went to the grocery store, and when he came home, he found her in tears. She showed him the news story she had found online, about her friend Abigail.



“I asked her to play the piano in my place. And instead she was killed. They must have realized they made a mistake. And then they tried to fix it.” Wincing, she rubbed the line on her neck.




“You can’t hide here forever,” Warren said.




Bo knew he was only speaking the truth. But she didn’t know what else to do.






CHAPTER 45




If you wanted to learn how to do pretty much anything, Gabe knew what the first step was. Go to YouTube. There you could count on finding a video showing you exactly what to do, step by step.




How to do a kickflip on a skateboard.




How to fix a leaky faucet when it turned out your mom didn’t know how and your stupid dad had gotten himself killed before he could ever teach you.




How to videotape someone without their knowing.




How to secretly gather evidence for the police so they could bust a steroids ring.




Okay, so maybe there wasn’t a video about that, but Gabe figured the YouTube videos on making secret recordings he had watched last night fit the bill.




One of the ways involved putting your phone in a shirt pocket with the top edge, the part that held the tiny camera aperture, just peeking out.




Gabe didn’t actually own a shirt with a breast pocket, but his dad had had a bunch of them. Once he got home from school, he tiptoed down the upstairs hall as if someone might hear him, even though the house was empty. His mom was still at work and would be for hours. Normally Gabe would have already picked up Brooke from preschool, but today he had called and said he wouldn’t be there until late, maybe not until just before they closed at six.



Kali had a doctor’s appointment and Eldon had gone with her. Gabe hoped whatever the doctor had to tell them was good. Or at least not terrible.



He opened the door to his mom’s room, which he still thought of as his parents’ room. The covers were pulled up but still a little messy on his mom’s side. On the side where his dad had slept, the blue-and-white quilt was taut and smooth. His mom tried to pretend like she was over his dad’s death, but Gabe still saw a million clues that she wasn’t. Like always keeping to her side of the bed.



And, Gabe thought, as he pulled open their closet door, she still hadn’t gotten rid of his dad’s clothes. As he flipped through the shirts, a faint smell teased his nose. A shiver traced his spine. It almost felt like he would turn around and his dad would be standing there, maybe holding a towel around his waist, his hair still damp from the shower. Maybe this was why his mom held on to the clothes, so she could pretend.



“I’m trying to be a better man than you were, Dad,” Gabe said aloud to whatever ghost or memory was in the room with him. “I’m trying to be the man you should have been.”



He pulled out a dark-blue shirt. Some of his dad’s shirts were too nice for a kid to wear, made of silk or with contrasting cuffs, but this one was just plain sturdy cotton. He pulled off his T-shirt and slipped on his dad’s shirt. Just a few months ago, it would have hung on him. Now it was a little snug through the chest and biceps.




He was going to miss that feeling. But he was starting to think that Charlie was right, that what made him a man was what he thought, what he did. Not how he looked.



After buttoning the shirt and tucking it in, Gabe set the phone in his pocket, with the pinpoint of the camera pointing out at the world. In the mirror, he checked it out. Against the dark-blue shirt, the black phone was nearly invisible. And he himself looked almost unrecognizable. Like an adult.



And now he was going to act like one.



He took the bus to the Jade Kitchen, the same place he had met Tyler before, a meeting he had arranged after texting him this morning between classes. Every time the bus driver hit the brakes, his stomach lurched. His hands were starting to sweat. Even the bottoms of his feet. Gabe unzipped his down jacket and tried to blame it on the overheated bus. He hoped he wasn’t pitting out the shirt before he even got to the restaurant. At least it was a dark color. After he got off the bus, he turned on the video camera, then carefully slipped the phone back in his pocket and took off his jacket.



“Takeout order?” the hostess asked after he came in the front doors. It was too late for lunch and not yet time for dinner, so the restaurant was nearly empty.



“Um, no. Can I have a table for two? My friend will be coming soon.”



While Gabe waited, he tore tiny strips off his napkin. Despite his churning stomach, he ordered some pot stickers, but didn’t touch them when the waitress set them down.




Even though he had been waiting for him, Gabe still jumped when Tyler pushed open a swinging door in the back of the restaurant. In one hand was a white paper bag. He wore jeans and an open, blue down vest over a skin-tight, pale-gray knit shirt that showed off every muscle on his torso and arms. He pulled out a chair and sat down across from Gabe. The bag was out of sight now, in his lap under the table.




“You’re not done with your cycle yet, are you?” Tyler shifted his bulk. “Because it’s not a good idea to up your dosage when you’re just starting out.”




“Actually, what happened is that my mom found what you sold me before and flushed it down the toilet.”




Tyler swore as his eyes went wide. “What? Where did you tell her you got it?”




“Don’t worry, I didn’t tell her I got it from you. I didn’t tell her anything. I just need to replace what she flushed.”




Tyler was already pushing back his chair. “I’m sorry, man.” He got to his feet. “I can’t help you out. You’re on your own. Because I do not sell steroids. And I never have.”




He sounded like he was speaking for an audience. Which, Gabe realized, Tyler thought he was. He thought Gabe was wearing a wire. Which was more or less true.




“What are you talking about? I need you to help me. I’m going to get small, man.” At the thought, real emotion colored his voice. “I mean, what am I supposed to do?”




“You lift weights and eat protein. Like I said you should.”




Gabe lunged across the table and tried to grab for the bag, but Tyler clutched it to his chest and pivoted away from him. He made for the front door at something close to a run. The hostess stared after him as the door banged shut.




Now what was Gabe supposed to do? Had his plan just crashed and burned?




But Tyler, for all his muscles and swagger, was probably the end link in the chain. And every time Gabe had gotten steroids, Tyler had come out from the kitchen area holding a white takeout bag. Gabe was pretty sure this was where the drugs were coming from. Maybe he could still salvage things.




He got up and went toward the restaurant’s kitchen, pushed open the same swinging door Tyler had walked out of. If someone caught him, he could say he was trying to find the bathrooms, even though they were actually near the entrance.




The kitchen was straight ahead. Two Asian guys were tending huge blackened woks set over leaping flames that hissed and sputtered. Along the back wall, a third guy was using a hose to spray off dishes on a black rubber conveyor belt. All three men were engrossed in their work and didn’t appear to notice him. Gabe darted down the short hallway to his left. None of the doors were marked.




He opened the first door. An office. An empty office, with a desk, a computer, and even an abacus. But looks could be deceiving. He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. With shaking hands he started yanking open drawers in the desk and then the filing cabinet. All he found were papers. Papers, papers, papers. His heart felt like it would beat out of his chest. He slammed the last drawer closed.




Gabe went back to the door and peeped out. The hallway was still empty. He slipped out and tried the next door. It opened, revealing a very startled Chinese guy. He started yelling at Gabe, putting his hands on his shoulders to push him out. But not before Gabe had made sure that his torso—and his phone—had been pointed in the direction of the two plastic bins, one filled with blue pills, the other with tiny red-topped clear glass vials.




Suddenly an arm went tight around his neck, the elbow right underneath his chin. He felt another hand cup the back of his head, pressing him forward, ratcheting down on the space that was already too small for his neck.



And then everything went black.





CHAPTER 46




With every beat of his heart, Kenny’s eye throbbed, the pain sharp and red. All the fault of a stubborn woman who didn’t know when to let go, when to give up. When to admit that her stupid whore of a daughter was dead and nothing she could do would bring her back.




Instead of accepting her fate and dying quietly, Bo Yee had hammered back with her high heel, leaving a rapidly swelling dent on the top of Kenny’s head. The last strike caught his eyebrow, like a hook piercing a worm. A millisecond later, continuing its downward trajectory, the heel impacted his eye. The pain had been like a live electric current zapping his eyeball.




And then the heel had torn through.




“Follow my finger,” Guangli Lo said now, holding up his index finger and moving it back and forth.




After the attack, Kenny had balled up the scarf he’d planned to strangle Bo with and instead pressed it to his bloody eye. Unsure, at that moment, if he even had an eye. He had driven home with his one good eye and one free hand, then called Guangli.




Guangli had been a doctor back home in China, at least until he had been removed by the Health Ministry for accepting “red envelopes”—money and gifts given in exchange for treatment. By that point he had made enough that he could afford to pay up front to be smuggled to the US. Now he provided homesick Chinese immigrants, legal and not, with traditional Chinese medicine, especially herbs and acupuncture. He could also be counted on to deal with traumatic wounds and injuries without asking pesky questions. In addition to stitching the tear in his eyebrow closed, he had insisted on measuring Kenny’s pulse and looking at his tongue.



Now he was back to evaluating how badly damaged his eye was.



Kenny must have adapted to American ways. For this injury, he did not want traditional Chinese medicine, with its emphasis on balancing yin and yang. He wanted to go straight to the emergency room, he wanted to see an ophthalmologist, he wanted high tech scans. But he couldn’t take the chance of seeking out that type of care. He didn’t know where Bo Yee was, just that she had taken off. Even though she didn’t know his name and they had never met, what if the local hospitals had been alerted to be on the lookout for a Chinese man with unusual facial injuries? Injuries inflicted by a woman’s high heel?



With difficulty, Kenny tried to follow Guangli’s fat finger. Or was it fat? It was like trying to see through a red curtain.



Guangli stopped moving his finger from side to side and began to move it up and down. “Does it hurt to move your eye?”



“No more than it hurts to keep it still.” Kenny supposed he should be glad that he could still see something. At first he had been afraid that his eye was completely destroyed. With his good eye, he had stared in horror at the blood trickling through his fingers and willed himself not to scream again. Kenny had heard Bo get on her bicycle and bump down the stairs, followed by some sort of crash when she reached the bottom, but he hadn’t paid much attention.




“Cover your good eye and watch my finger again.”



Kenny did as he was told, and immediately the edges of everything went soft and dull.



“Is it blurry?” Guangli asked.



Kenny sought the right word. “Watery.”



Pressing his hand on Kenny’s forehead, Guangli tilted his head back underneath the light, peering so closely that Kenny could smell the fishy odor of the man’s dinner creeping into his nostrils.



“I believe you have a scratch on your cornea. It should heal, but you need to let it rest. If it begins to hurt more or if things get more watery or blurry, you may still need to go to a hospital emergency room.”



“Will I lose my sight?”



“Probably not. But it is hard to say. Again, this is not my area. You should go to the hospital—”



“No.” Kenny cut him off, even though it was what he wanted more than anything. “No hospitals.”



“Then let me see if I have a patch.”



Guangli dug into his bag of wonders—treatments and supplies that were half American and half Chinese—and came up with a black eye patch. He also left behind some herbs to swallow and others to make a poultice of, to be applied three times a day.



After he left, Kenny took stock of his situation. Bad things never walk alone. His eyesight compromised, maybe gone from his left eye for good. Bo Yee run off, who knew where? David Leacham out on bail, but how long would that last? Atkinson dead, or soon to be dead, leaving Kenny without anyone he could trust to solve his problems.




His musings were interrupted by a phone call. It was a woman named Kwong who worked as an interpreter. Whenever a policeman or a doctor or a lawyer hired an interpreter, they needed someone who spoke the right dialect. But that shared dialect meant they had grown up in the same region as the person whose words they were translating. Maybe in the same city. Maybe even on the same street.



Which meant that interpreters often knew a lot more than they might let on. Interpreters were supposed to be more machine than human, doing their jobs without favor or rancor. They weren’t supposed to gossip. They weren’t even supposed to acknowledge someone they had met through the job if they saw them again on the street.



Every month Kenny paid Kwong to report back on anything interesting she had learned. A lot of it wasn’t interesting, of course. But now and again there was a hidden gem.



As had happened a few hours ago, with an arrested prostitute named Jiao. Kwong had not realized whom Jiao was implicating until the girl had said Kenny’s name, at which point Kwong stopped translating. She had realized she had to put a stop to things before they got worse. So she had told the girl that if she kept talking to the police she was going to die, and die slowly, and so would all her relatives back home in China.



The girl had decided to end things then and there, and nearly succeeded, with a little help from Kwong. Without Jiao to testify, how far would they get, really?




“Do you think she will die?” Kenny asked.




“With luck.”




“Maybe there needs to be more than luck,” Kenny said carefully. “Maybe you should be very concerned about her. Concerned enough to visit her in the hospital. I would be most grateful.”




He pressed the button to turn off the phone, but it rang again in his hand. It was the manager at one of his restaurants.




“We’ve got a problem.”




“What kind of problem?”




“A guy burst into the back room. He saw the steroids. He was filming them on his phone. I thought he was a cop or something, and I panicked. I put him in a choke hold. Only it turns out he’s fifteen years old. A kid.”




“Did you kill him?”




“No. I’ve tied him up and gagged him. But now I don’t know what to do.”




The answer was clear. The manager just didn’t want to face it. It was too late to go back now.




It reminded Kenny of the first time he had killed someone. It had been before he had hired Atkinson to be his bodyguard. A man named Longwei had owned the original Jade Kitchen, but he hadn’t wanted to sell it, even though it had been in his best interests, the price more than fair. Kenny had simply meant to threaten Longwei, but somehow the gun had gone off, wounding him in the shoulder. They had looked at each other, both shocked by what had happened. The wound had not appeared to be life threatening. Except that it was. Looking at the blood pulsing out between the fingers Longwei was pressing against it, Kenny had seen what would happen. The hospital would call the police, and the police would not rest until they had answers. Once Longwei had been wounded, there was no way to go back to the moment before. And no path led to a good outcome for Kenny. In a split second, he had realized it was better to cut his losses, that there would be far fewer questions if the man simply disappeared.




So Kenny had taken one step closer, put the gun to Longwei’s temple, and pulled the trigger.



Now Kenny sighed. “I’ll come down and take care of it. What’s the kid’s name?”



“Gabe Quinn.”



A long pause, during which Kenny’s eye throbbed with every beat of his heart. “Did you say Quinn?”



“Yes.”



“Is he conscious?”



“More or less.”



“Ask him what his parents’ names are. I’ll wait.”



A minute later, the manager was back. “He said Mia and Scott Quinn.”



Well, well. This might have been useful information to have. Once. When he could have blackmailed her. Now it was too late. He could only hope that the disappearance of her son would throw her off her stride.



Only maybe it wasn’t too late.



Kenny began to see how he could solve his problems. Didn’t the Americans have a saying? “To kill two birds with one stone?”





CHAPTER 47




It was dark when Gabe woke up. His head ached and his neck felt weird.




Only he realized he hadn’t woken up. Not exactly.




He had come to.




With a rush of panic, he remembered bursting into that room at the Jade Kitchen. The feeling of the arm coming across his throat and squeezing. After that, everything had gone dark.




Now he tried to get to his feet, to run, but found he could barely move. His knees were jammed up against his chin. His arms were pinned behind his back, and his hands were locked together. He was in some sort of small, confined space that pressed in all around him. That reflected every panicked, snorted exhale right back into his face.




Gabe couldn’t scream. He couldn’t even breathe through his mouth. It was sealed shut with some type of tape.




He managed to turn one hand enough that he could run his fingers across the bond that linked one hand to the other. A metal chain. His hands were cuffed behind his back.




Another jolt of adrenaline surged through him. Had he been buried alive?




But wherever he was, it didn’t feel like dirt around him. It was hard and rubbery. And it didn’t smell like dirt. The air was sour and hot, reeking of rot and mold.




He was, he realized, in a garbage can. A big one. Like industrial-size. One they hadn’t bothered to clean before they handcuffed him and dumped him in here. It must belong to the Jade Kitchen.




But what if they had put him in here thinking he was dead? What if they never came back to get him out? How long would it take him to die? Overwhelmed by a fresh wave of panic, Gabe screamed twice, screams that left him shaky and sweating. Even though he had screamed as loudly as possible, he could tell it hadn’t left the inside of his head, let alone penetrated the garbage can and gone out into the world.




He felt a sudden surge of nausea. Closing his eyes in the darkness, he fought it back down. If he threw up now, with the duct tape across his mouth, he would choke and die. He couldn’t afford to cry either. Not if his nose might run and block his only way of breathing.




He had to calm down. He told himself that they wouldn’t have bothered with the duct tape or the handcuffs if they had thought he was dead. And if they had wanted to kill him, they would have done it right away, without bothering to restrain him.




So maybe he was okay. Maybe they were just going to hold him for ransom or something.




But Gabe didn’t really want to hang around to find out what that something was. So where was the garbage can? Was it outside? Was anyone watching him? But any observer would have known he was conscious by now, and no one had kicked the sides or yelled at him to shut up. No one had reacted at all. So maybe wherever he was, he was alone, at least for now. If he could manage to knock the can over, he might be able to crawl out, stand up, and escape. Run clumsily because of his bound hands and numb legs, but still run.




Gabe shifted on his deadened legs, rocking back and forth. He thumped one side with one shoulder, then the other. Each time the garbage can moved a fraction but settled right back into place. Then he tried to stand up, but his legs had gone to sleep and he was too crammed in to get any purchase.



Did he hear something? He held his breath and tried not to panic. Was someone coming? Someone good—or someone bad? Should he try to make noise or should he try to keep quiet?



Make noise, he decided. Because the bad guys were the ones who had put him here. They already knew about him.



He tried again to scream, tried to put power behind it.



And in answer the lid swung back.



Gabe stared up. But he had no idea who the man was looking down at him. Just that he didn’t look surprised.



Gabe realized he should have been ready. Tried to do something. Maybe he could have head-butted this guy. But instead he was just looking up at a short, slender Chinese man. Gabe could tell that he was taller than the man, and with his new physique, he had many pounds on him. Still, this guy was clearly a man, not a boy.



The man’s face was hard. Expressionless. He wore a black eye patch, but it didn’t look funny at all, not with the red divot running down his forehead and then disappearing under the patch. Gabe didn’t want to know what was—or wasn’t—under that eye patch. For a second he remembered the pirate party his mom had put on for his sixth birthday. The guests had all gotten foam swords and eye patches. Gabe had worn a pirate’s hat, and they had followed clues to find a pirate’s hoard of gold-foil-wrapped chocolate coins. Found them right here in the garage he was in now. The garage at his house. Because now he recognized where he was.




Behind the man was a white van with Jade Kitchen written on it. Why had they taken Gabe here?



He was still wondering when the man grabbed the handle of the garbage can and tilted it. Suddenly it went over. Hard. Gabe reflexively jerked his hands, trying to protect his head, but the back of his skull bounced off the side of the can as it hit the floor. While he was still lying there, stunned, the man put his hands under Gabe’s arms and hauled him out. Gabe tried to get his feet underneath him, but his legs were boneless and numb. He lay like a fish on the deck of a boat, his back arched awkwardly over his cuffed hands. He could only watch as the man slipped off Gabe’s Vans, toed off his own shoes, and slipped his feet in Gabe’s.



The man reached out one latex-gloved hand and ripped the tape from Gabe’s mouth. It should have been a relief, and it was, at least physically. He sucked in greedy gulps of air, knowing the man would only have done it if he had no worries about anyone hearing Gabe.



“Who are you?” Gabe said. “What do you want?” He wanted to sound strong, like a man, but his voice came out weak and hoarse. Were there other men here? Or was it just this one man?



“That does not matter. All that matters is that you caused a big mess and now I have to clean it up.”




“Just let me go and I won’t tell anyone what happened.” The man didn’t even bother to answer Gabe’s plea. He tried another tack. “Whatever you do, you shouldn’t try to kill me.”




One side of the other man’s mouth lifted at that. “And why not?”




“Because my mom is a King County prosecutor and her friend is a homicide detective. If you kill me, they won’t rest until you’re on death row.”




“Oh, I know your mother, Gabe. Her name is Mia Quinn.”




To hear his name in the other man’s mouth made him flinch. And why wasn’t this guy wearing a mask as well as those translucent latex gloves? Gabe could easily identify him. Especially with that eye patch.




At least he could if he were alive.




“Your mother has become a thorn in my side. That is what they say in America, right? She will not stop asking questions. Each time she takes away a little piece of information. Maybe the tiniest crumb. But she keeps coming back. Well, we have another saying in China. ‘An ant may well destroy a whole dam.’ ” His mouth twisted. “So who else lives here? And do not lie to me, or it will go very badly for them.”




Unable to work out if a lie was better, Gabe went with the truth. “Besides my mother, there’s my little sister, Brooke. She’s four. And my friend Eldon and his mom.” What was going to happen to them? He prayed that none of them came home now. Because he realized they couldn’t save him. And he couldn’t save them.




“And where are they all now?”




“My mom’s at work. My sister is at daycare. And Eldon and his mom are at the doctor’s.”




“How long until they are back?”




He still couldn’t see any point in lying. “An hour or too. Maybe less.” But not Brooke, he realized with relief. Because Gabe wouldn’t come to pick her up.




The man put his foot on Gabe’s hip and pushed him to one side. He leaned down and plucked Gabe’s phone from the back pocket of his jeans.




“What do you have on here?” He swiped sideways, looking at all of Gabe’s apps. “Facebook, Twitter, Instagram. And what kind of texts do you send?” He scrolled up and down. “Very good. Fully spelled-out words. I dislike the way Americans always have to have shortcuts.”




Gabe didn’t say anything. How could he get his hands on his phone? If he had it, he could try to dial it behind his back or press buttons with his nose. He was sure if he tried hard enough he would succeed.




“I think first we shall have you send a message to your mother.” The man spoke aloud as he continued to type. “ ‘Mom come home right away. Something bad happened.’ ” He hesitated. “No, if it ends there she might call the police when you do not answer your phone. So we shall make it”—he started typing again—“ ‘Something bad happened that I need to tell you about.’ Perfect. Just enough to make her curious. To make her hurry. To make her think it is something she will want to keep private.” He tapped the bottom of the screen, pressing the Send button.




“What are you going to do to her when she comes home?” Because the man was right, Gabe knew. His mom would hurry home. She would be distracted. Worried. What would she be imagining? That he had been suspended at school? That he had taken some kind of bad drug?




“It is a sad story, really. A story about a boy who becomes addicted to steroids. You know what steroids make people do? They can make them get angry. Very angry. And so one day this boy snaps. He lies in wait and kills his family members one by one as they come home. And finally he turns the gun on himself.




“Then I will go to all your applications. What shall I say? ‘I can’t take it anymore’? ‘It’s all over’? ‘They are better off now’? ‘I’m so sorry for what I have done’? Or maybe something that sounds more angry or crazy. Perhaps—‘I am the angel of death’? With a photo of your mother’s body?” He gave Gabe a cold smile, as if pleased with his cleverness.




“They will never figure out where you got the gun, but kids have a way of finding the things they really want, do they not? Just like you figured out how to get steroids even though they are illegal.” He stuck out one Vans-shod foot and regarded it. “And in case I go tracking blood, I am wearing your shoes. The story without words has to match the story I will use your phone to write. That is why you must die last. In case they can tell the order things happened in.”




He picked up a roll of duct tape. Before Gabe could react, the man duct-taped his legs together at the calf. Then he tore off two new strips, which he slapped against Gabe’s mouth.




With dawning horror, Gabe realized that it would work. Even if anyone tried to run, even if they fought back, even if they tried to hide—they would do all those things whether they were running from Gabe or Kenny. The evidence wouldn’t change.




His mom was going to die today. Maybe Eldon and Kali. And of course Gabe himself. And it would all be his fault.




But at least Brooke would be safe. His mom would think Gabe had already picked her up and she wouldn’t go by the daycare. So his little sister wouldn’t die today. He tried to hold on to that thought as the man turned off the light, closed the door, and left Gabe alone on the garage floor.






CHAPTER 48




Mia sat in the hospital waiting room with Charlie and Eli. As soon as the operation to repair the damage to Jiao’s throat was finished, the surgeon was supposed to come out and give them an update on her condition.




At the sound of a tinny chime, she started. It was her phone dinging, signaling a text. She pulled it from her purse.




MOM COME HOME RIGHT AWAY. SOMETHING BAD HAPPENED THAT I NEED TO TELL YOU ABOUT.




What little adrenaline Mia had left flared up. What kind of trouble had her son gotten himself in now? She took a deep breath and tried to tell herself it couldn’t be that bad. At least he wasn’t calling her from the police station. Or a hospital. The front of her suit jacket was still stiff with blood from when she had placed her hands on Jiao’s neck, tried to stop the girl from dying.




She must have made a sound because Charlie lifted his head from an old issue of Entertainment Weekly. “What’s wrong?”




She handed over her phone. Charlie read the message and grunted, then handed it back. “Something bad? He’s a teenager. It could mean that he asked a girl out and she said no.”




Eli was looking back and forth between the two of them. She knew he wouldn’t judge her, not after the troubles he had had with Rachel smoking pot. She handed the phone to him.




“Gabe just sent me this.”




Eli read it and then handed back the phone with a quizzical look.




“Things with Gabe have been kind of fraught in the last couple of days,” she explained. “Right now he’s grounded, big-time. Because on Saturday”—part of her still could not believe what she was about to say was true—“I found steroids in his backpack.”




Eli’s eyes widened. “Gabe is using steroids? Those can have some pretty serious side effects.”




Mia bit back on her impulse to snap at him. “Which is why I’m treating it seriously. As you know”—she underlined the word you with her tone of voice—“it’s impossible to police a kid twenty-four/seven.”




Deciding not to say anything more, Mia called Gabe’s phone. But there was no answer.




When it went to voice mail, she said, “Gabe—can you call me back? I need to know more about what’s going on.”




A million possibilities ran through her mind. Had he been expelled? What could be so bad he had to ask her to come home right away? And could it be that something he defined as bad was not nearly so bad after all? Had he gotten in another fight with Eldon? Her breath caught. Was it possible he had hurt Eldon? Mia called Kali, but again got nothing but voice mail. Then she remembered that Kali had had a doctor’s appointment late in the afternoon and that Eldon was going with her. She decided not to leave a message. Kali already had enough on her plate.




A new, even more terrifying thought seized her. Had something happened to Brooke? Was Gabe so young, so panicked, that he would text Mia rather than call 911? She pictured Brooke cart-wheeling down the stairs. Lying unmoving at the bottom. She knew she was assuming the worst, that she was conjuring nightmares from fifteen simple words. Then again, earlier today she had watched a girl try to kill herself with a pen.



Before she hit the speed dial for Rocking Horse Preschool, she relived what had happened. It still confused her. Jiao and Kwong had been talking fast, their words running over each other. The thing was, Mia had thought she heard Jiao say two words she knew. Kenny Zhong.



But she had checked with both Eli and Charlie afterward. They hadn’t heard it. And surely Charlie would have picked up on it.



Kwong/Kenny Zhong—said fast, one could sound like the other. Or Jiao could have said something else entirely.



“What did she say to you?” she had demanded of Kwong after the ambulance had taken Jiao away. “Right before she did it?”



Kwong was trembling. Blood freckled her broad face. She had screamed, “Sorry!” over and over as they scrambled to save Jiao’s life. She was still clutching the bloody pen she had plucked from the girl’s throat.



“She was saying that she was afraid and she did not want to testify. She was saying she should join Dandan.”



“And she did not say anything about Kenny Zhong?”



“Who?” Kwong’s expression didn’t change.



“Kenny Zhong.”




Kwong’s flat eyes met her gaze without wavering. “No. Who is that?”




Mia answered her question with a question. “Then what were you telling her?”




“That there was hope. That life was worth living.” The other woman sighed heavily. “That’s when she pulled the pen from my hand.”




Mia still wasn’t certain she believed her. But the conversation between Kwong and Jiao hadn’t been recorded by the jail because any conversation that involved Jiao’s lawyer was privileged. And she and Charlie hadn’t recorded it because they were trying to keep Jiao safe. They only had Kwong’s word for what had been said in the interview room. And maybe Jiao’s, once she regained consciousness.




Now she pressed the Call button beside the name of the preschool.




“Rocking Horse. This is Sarah.”




“Hey, this is Mia Quinn. I was just wondering if you were there earlier when Gabe picked up Brooke?” She would ask about his demeanor. If he had said anything.




“Actually, he hasn’t yet. He said he was going to be running late today and that he wouldn’t pick her up until close to close.” Sarah added pointedly, “Which is, like, only seventeen minutes from now.”




Rocking Horse charged a dollar a minute for any parent who was later than six. It didn’t matter if traffic was terrible or the car had broken down. The staff had heard all the excuses before. You could still say them, but sooner or later you would also be opening your wallet.




Why had Gabe said he would pick Brooke up late? And why hadn’t he? Stomach churning, Mia called his phone again. And left another message. “I guess I’m going to have to pick up your sister. I’ll be home as soon as I can. Please call me back and let me know what’s going on.” She hesitated and then said in a rush, “I’m really worried, Gabe.”




“Let me go with you,” Charlie said after she pressed the button to disconnect and started to put on her coat. Eli held the back of the collar so she could slip her arms into the sleeves.



“No, that’s okay, Charlie. This is probably something he wants to stay in the family. He already felt like you were taking on too big of a role on Saturday when you talked to him about the steroids. He kept telling me afterward that you’re not his dad.”



Charlie shrugged, seeming unruffled. “Gabe’s right about that, of course. But with Scott dead, your son probably needs a bunch of dads, not none. And if something is really wrong, Mia, you’ll want someone else there.”



She did not want to think about how bad it could be. “How about this?” She looked from Charlie to Eli. “I’ll call one or both of you if I get home and think it’s something I can’t handle. And meanwhile, can you two stay here and let me know what you hear about Jiao?”



“Deal,” Charlie said, and Eli nodded.



She got to Rocking Horse a minute before close. Brooke was the last child there. Saying hello and good-bye to Sarah, buttoning Brooke’s coat, and putting her in her car seat kept a tiny bit of Mia’s anxiety at bay.



But it all came roaring back once she was in the car again, her damp hands sliding on the wheel.








CHAPTER 49




After Mia left, Eli looked over at Charlie, trying not to let his distaste show. The guy had never been a parent. He had only been a husband, and he clearly hadn’t been any good even at that, since he had also been divorced three times.




“So Mia had you talk to Gabe after she found the steroids?” Eli felt a pinch of jealousy. Was she already trying Charlie out for the role of father to her kids?




Charlie shot him a look, and Eli guessed that the other man knew exactly how he felt. “I happened to be there when she found them. So I asked if I could talk to Gabe, man to man, about how they can affect you. I figured she wouldn’t know those kinds of details, and even if she looked that stuff up on the Internet, it would be pretty awkward talking to her kid about it.” He snorted. “Hey, it was awkward for me.”




And how exactly did Charlie know these details? Was it from personal experience? Eli only said, “How did he take it?”




Charlie’s mouth twisted. “Gabe was angry. Really angry. I just hope that underneath he was listening. You know what it’s like at that age. Everything’s a big deal. Everything’s life or death. It’s all the best of times, or the lowest, and there’s nothing in between.”




That was certainly true for Rachel, and she wasn’t taking steroids. “Steroids mess with your emotions, don’t they?” Eli asked.




“For sure. Mostly they can make you irrationally angry. They can also make you pretty depressed. Even suicidal.”




That gave Eli pause. It sounded like Mia was right to be worried. What if Gabe had overreacted to something small that still seemed overwhelming in the moment that it happened? Teens were so impulsive. Would Gabe kill himself rather than face it—or face his mom?




The shiny silver doors to the surgical area opened automatically, and an African American woman dressed in green scrubs walked between them. She came over to them. “Are you two the cop and the lawyer?” she asked. A surgical mask dangled around her neck.




This was the surgeon, Eli realized as Charlie nodded, not the scrub nurse. How often did he only see what he expected to see?




“How’s Jiao doing?” he asked.




“We had to give her five pints of blood, but she’ll make it.” The doctor touched her own throat. “She’s going to have some pretty significant scarring on her neck. And the pen nicked her vocal cords, so her voice will probably be affected, but hopefully not too much. She might end up sounding a little husky. We’re just lucky that she’s so young and that her underlying level of health is pretty good.”




“When will we be able to talk to her?” Charlie asked.




The surgeon pursed her lips. “Not for a while. We want her not only medically stable but psychologically stable. Which means it definitely won’t be tonight. She’s still sedated and won’t be waking up from the anesthesia for several hours. We’ll need to get an interpreter in tomorrow and assess her medical state.”




“Do me a favor,” Charlie said, “and make sure you don’t use the one we did. Her name was Kwong something. She freaked out when this happened. She was pretty useless. And I don’t want her around Jiao, reminding her that she almost died.”



“I can imagine it was pretty intense,” the surgeon said. “A girl shoving a pen in her own neck—hopefully that’s something you never see in your life, or you only see once and never again. But I’ll make a note of it. No interpreter or visitor named Kwong.”



Even before she disappeared back behind the doors, Eli was pulling his keys from his pocket and getting to his feet. He knew Charlie wasn’t going to like what he was about to do, but Eli didn’t care what he thought.



“Where are you going now?” Charlie asked.



“The same place you are. I’m going to see if everything’s okay with Mia. And if it’s not, I’m going to help in any way I can.”





CHAPTER 50




Ever since the man had left him lying on the floor of the garage, handcuffed, trussed, and gagged with duct tape, Gabe had been working on freeing his hands. He had been trying so long that now his hands were wet with either sweat or blood. Because they were behind his back, he didn’t know which and he didn’t much care. All he knew was that whatever it was, it was a lubricant. It might be just what he needed to slide one hand out of a cuff. Just one. And then he would be free.




Only neither hand would go. The metal rings refused to slide down any farther than the meaty part of his thumbs, despite how much he pulled and pushed. Finally he admitted defeat. He was going to have to find another way. If he could just get his cuffs in front, he could at least use his hands to get off the duct tape that bound his legs and sealed his mouth. He could at least open doors. He could walk out of here. Maybe even handle a weapon, like the rake that stood in one corner.




Moving like an inchworm, Gabe rolled and dragged and creeped until he reached the built-in cabinets at the back of the garage. He pressed his back against one and managed to scoot himself up until he could grab a cupboard door handle. He used that to lever himself to his feet. But the duct tape around his calves compromised his balance. For a long, terrifying moment he felt himself beginning to fall right onto his face. He staggered frantically forward in tiny steps until he managed to catch himself. Then he crouched, sliding his hands down behind him until they cleared his butt and were behind his thighs. His shoulders were already screaming before he half sat, half fell onto his back. Then it felt like they were being pulled from their sockets. A shriek was forced out of his lungs. He hoped the duct tape across his mouth had stifled it.




He had imagined that he could roll back and then kick his legs over his cuffs, but it turned out that wasn’t possible. Maybe he could do it if he could step over the cuffs one leg at a time, but his legs were still bound together. He grabbed the back of his pants at the thighs and yanked and pulled, snorting with exertion, his desperation giving him strength. Finally the button at his waist popped off and the pants began to slide down his butt. Inch by inch, Gabe wrangled his pants down, tugging with first one hand and then the other, until he finally managed to get them down his legs and over his stocking feet.




Now he just had to get his feet back over the cuffs one at the time. Gabe rolled himself up as tight as he could. He strained and stretched, trying not to grunt even as his shoulders felt like they were being twisted off as if he were one of Brooke’s Barbies.




If that man came back in the door and saw what Gabe was doing, he would surely shoot him. The one positive thing—if you could even look at it that way—was that Gabe had to be giving himself wounds that could not be explained away as injuries consistent with suicide.




Finally he got his right leg over. Now he was straddling the cuffs. But when he tried to do the same with his left leg, it did not seem able to bend as much. No, no, no. Any second the man was going to walk in and find him, awkward as a pill bug, squirming, the handcuffs still stuck behind his left knee. With a final burst of energy, Gabe pressed his right foot on the cabinet and rolled so far back his weight rested on the bones in the nape of his neck. He managed to get his left leg up and over, painfully scraping the back of his bare calf on the metal chain linking the cuffs.



Gabe was still lying on the floor, breathing hard through his nose and trying not to make any noise doing it, when he heard his mom’s car pull up in the driveway. No, he thought. No, please, God, no, I’m not hearing this. He heard the sound of his mom’s footsteps climbing the stairs to the porch. Fear pierced his chest like a needle.



And then, to his horror, he heard the high, piping sound of Brooke’s voice on the front porch.



“Where’s Gabe, Mommy?”



And Gabe’s heart broke.





CHAPTER 51




When Mia turned onto their block, the house was completely dark. Not even the porch light on. Her heart contracted. She turned off the car and pinched the house key between her fingers before she unbuckled Brooke from her booster seat. Should she have raced out of the hospital, let the charges pile up at Rocking Horse, and hurried home? What if her son was lying dead somewhere inside the house and these last few minutes could have made all the difference?




Brooke must have picked up on her anxiety. “Where’s Gabe, Mommy?” she asked as Mia carried her up the front porch.




“I’m not quite sure,” she said, hoping the answer wasn’t going to prove to be too awful to bear.




Unlocking the door, she went inside. “Gabe?” she called out, then held her breath. Did she hear a faint thumping noise? Or was it just the beating of her own heart? Before she turned on the light, she bent over to set Brooke down. Just as a shot split the darkness and sang just overhead.
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Charlie followed Eli out. There was no point in trying to argue him out of going. The man was stubborn. Stubborn as a mule.




He had to admit that maybe they had that in common. That and their affection for Mia. Once in the hospital’s parking structure, he lost sight of Eli when the other man kept climbing the stairs to a different level. Charlie hurried to his car, dialing Mia’s cell phone as he went. No answer.




It was against department policy, but that didn’t stop him from putting on lights and sirens as soon as he pulled out of the lot. Charlie flew down the highway, past all the other cars, which were forced to pull over to the shoulder. But then he picked up another vehicle, drafting in his wake.




He squinted at his rearview mirror. Eli Hall. Doing what he wasn’t supposed to be doing either.




Maybe they had more in common than Charlie thought.




Once he hit Mia’s neighborhood, he cut the sirens. Sometimes if a person was on the verge, the sound of sirens could make a bad situation infinitely worse.




Mia’s house was dark, without even the porch light on. But the front door gaped open, as wrong as a missing tooth in a mouth.




Charlie got out of his car and hurried to Eli’s. “I need you to stay back,” he whispered. His hand was on the butt of his gun. “You can’t just go running in there. You don’t know what you’ll find. And you’re not armed.”




From the house came the sound of a gunshot.




And then they both went running.
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Moving faster than thought, Mia put her mouth close to her daughter’s tiny ear. “Stay right here, baby. Don’t move. And don’t make a sound.” Then she half opened the hall closet door and shoved Brooke inside.




Her ears still roaring from the sound of the gun, Mia was reacting on pure instinct. On hands and knees, she scuttled toward the kitchen. She needed a weapon. Something to fight back with. She mentally rehearsed how she would lunge for the knife block while praying that the knives were actually in the block and not, say, scattered all over the counter.




She had just put one knee on the tiled floor when Eli, shouting her name, ran in the still-open front door. Mia turned to call out a warning.




A thousand things happened at once. The lights flared on overhead. Charlie was standing in the doorway in a half crouch, his gun drawn and held out before him in both hands. Kenny Zhong had one hand fisted in Eli’s dress shirt, yanking the taller man down to his level. And he was holding a gun to Eli’s head, pressing hard enough that Eli’s forehead had turned white where the barrel pressed against his skin.




Eli himself was standing very, very still.




Into the sudden silence, Brooke’s small voice came from the closet. “Can I come out now, Mama?”




And at that moment Gabe, pantless and silent in his stocking feet, slipped up behind Kenny Zhong, looped his handcuffed arms around the man’s neck, and jerked backward.






CHAPTER 52




TWO WEEKS LATER


Mia lit the cinnamon-scented candle in the holly centerpiece on the dining room’s sideboard. Shaking out the match, she stepped back, feeling satisfied. Everything looked perfect.




Well, maybe not perfect in the traditional sense of the word. There was a stain on the carpet in front of the TV where Brooke had once tipped over a glass of milk, and the furniture showed signs of being well used. She had gathered up all the unopened mail and shoved it into the junk drawer. But the house was still hers, and it was going to be filled with her friends and family, and that was all that mattered.




The Saturday before Christmas she always had an open house. But this was her first one without Scott.




So many things had changed in the past year. She had lost her husband. Gone back to work. Learned truths she would have said would be too hard to bear, would bring her to her knees and then smear her face in the dirt. But here she was, still standing.




Arranged on the sideboard, the kitchen counters, and the living room coffee table were trays of crackers and cheese, just as she always had. But this year there were also trays of cut vegetables. And some of the crackers were made of nutty whole grain. Some. But not all. Mia had realized it was impossible to eat perfectly, or for that matter to do anything perfectly. But it was possible to do better.



Better didn’t mean that Mia wouldn’t sample Kali’s contribution to the party: traditional Samoan panipopo—sweet coconut buns. The doctor had said Kali’s tumor was shrinking dramatically. Soon she would be done with chemo and have her mastectomy behind her. She would be able to start working again. Once Kali had more money, maybe she would want to move out. But for now she and Eldon were here, and part of Mia’s improvised family.



A hand reached past Mia and snatched a piece of Swiss cheese before she could swat it away. “Gabe!”



“It’s only one piece, Mom.” He stuffed it into his mouth. “And Coach says I need to eat a lot of protein.”



After stopping steroids, Gabe had gone to his old football coach and asked him for help designing a strength regimen. Coach Harper’s plan included a diet of real foods only, no supplements, no weight-gainer shakes. Gabe hadn’t told the coach what had happened, but Mia was sure he must have guessed. After all, how many kids would get smaller even as they lifted weights every day?



Smaller, but somehow happier. And Gabe had managed to hold on to some of his muscles. Yesterday he had told her, “Now if I get results, I’ll know it’s natural, that I did it myself. I don’t have to be one of those guys who need drugs to get big. Now it will really be me.”




Kenny Zhong’s empire—the smuggled steroids and Viagra, the restaurants and massage parlors staffed by illegal immigrants who were really slaves—had started to crumble the night he tried to kill everyone Mia loved and had been foiled by a fifteen-year-old boy. Now Kenny was facing dozens of felony charges, including the murder of his former hired gun, the man who had shot Abigail Endicott.



On the day Kenny was arraigned, a dozen television cameras had been waiting for him outside the courthouse. As soon as he spotted them, he lifted his head and straightened his shoulders. Even so, he barely reached the chins of the federal agents escorting him. His expression was proud and unapologetic, despite the fact that his hands were cuffed behind his back, despite the two agents who had their hands hooked in his elbows and were dragging him forward. In fact, if it were possible for a man to strut in such circumstances, Kenny had strutted.



Kenny was also facing charges for the assault and torture of Chun, the waitress who had talked to Charlie and Mia. Cops had discovered her, handcuffed to a pipe, in the basement of the house the workers from the Jade Kitchen shared. Beaten badly, but alive. Just.



The one thing Kenny hadn’t been guilty of was killing Sindy. He had tried to lure her through Atkinson, but she had gotten leery and then spent a few weeks hiding from everyone until news of Kenny’s arrest made it clear she was safe.



Facing retrial for Dandan’s murder, David Leacham had accepted a plea bargain. But for twenty years, not two, thanks to the information Jiao and Warren had provided. Kwong was also facing charges for threatening Jiao.




When Jiao was discharged from the hospital, Bo Yee had offered to take her in. When Mia last saw them, Bo had seemed to have found some measure of peace.




For his cooperation, Warren had gotten probation. With his bribe money confiscated, he had gone back to his job as an electrician. Mia had heard that he had also started attending Bo’s church, but she didn’t know if that stemmed from a real conversion or was simply the most twisted crush ever.




The one question Mia had not been able to answer, not even for herself, was whether Frank had been pressured not to re-try Leacham. Either way, there was a distinct chill between them, and she wasn’t sure it would ever lift.




But she wouldn’t think about that tonight. Tonight was for celebrating. She had invited everyone she knew, and most were coming. People from work. Her dad and Luciana. Bo and Jiao. Eli and Charlie. Eli was bringing his daughter, and even though Rachel was two years older than Gabe and emotionally light years ahead, Mia had caught him hanging a sprig of mistletoe over a doorway.




“What?” he had said when she raised an eyebrow at him. “A guy can dream, can’t he?”




Yes, she concurred silently, as she looked at the food and thought about her friends, we all can dream.









READING GROUP GUIDES 



From A Matter of Trust

1. On her eHeartMatch profile, Colleen lies about her weight and age. Vincent lies about his appearance and occupation. Do you feel that you have a different level of trust for what you read on the Internet as opposed to what someone tells you or what you see in the newspaper or on TV? Do you think that the truth has become more malleable in your lifetime? Or is it perhaps easier to discover? 


2. Her husband’s death made it necessary for Mia to go back to work. Many women juggle duties both at home and at a job. Is it really possible to have it all? How can we find balance? Have you ever felt torn between competing needs? 
3. Nate says about his son Darin, “A long time ago, I realized I could spend all my time wishing for the son I never had or I could love the son who was standing right in front of me.” Have you ever struggled with loving someone just the way they are? Do you think in some cases it’s not possible? 
4. Teens these days interact with so many different kinds of social media: Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, Pinterest. They can access social media on their phones, computers, tablet computers, or netbooks. If you have kids, how have you tried to manage or oversee this? Have you put the computer in a common area? Do you look at their texts, their Facebook posts, their e-mails—or is that any different than eavesdropping or reading their diaries? Is it even possible to successfully monitor their interactions? Would you ever consider putting spyware on your child’s phone or computer?

5. Darin was bullied. Were you ever bullied as a kid—or perhaps even on the other side? Do you think that bullying is more prevalent today or is it something we are simply more aware of? What do you think are the best ways to help prevent bullying? 

6. Gina’s and Martin’s adopted child might be autistic. Doctors say he needs thousands of dollars worth of therapy. Have you known anyone who has struggled with autism?

7. Gabe’s coach keeps him on the bench instead of putting him in to play. Do you think high school sports should focus on winning or on letting more kids on the team play? Does that change if you’re talking about a JV team?

8. Mia discovers that Scott has left their family in debt. Do you think she should have pursued bankruptcy? Do you know someone who has been affected by foreclosure or overwhelming debts? 

9. Brooke has night terrors. Have you ever known a child with night terrors? Have you dealt with a child who had a mysterious illness?

10. One of the main themes of A Matter of Trust is that appearances can be deceiving. Ronni is homeless yet determined to finish school. One of the boys who tormented Darin turns out to have also been his friend. Do you think as you have gained more experience in life that you have gotten better at seeing below the surface? Or are we all so busy that we are often forced to rely on the surface and to make snap judgments?

 




From A Deadly Business

1. Mia’s work as a public prosecutor is extremely important and demanding, as is her work as a single mother of two. Have you ever struggled with work-life balance? Discuss the difficulty of doing well at work while also maintaining personal relationships. 

2. When Charlie approaches Mia about the inconsistencies of her husband Scott’s death, Mia says, “Let the dead bury the dead.” Have you ever wanted to move on so badly that you didn’t care to know the truth? Is knowing the truth about an event essential to coming to grips with it? 

3. The justice system is the arena for Mia’s work, yet she is often asking what justice is supposed to look like. How do you define justice? Is the point of justice punishment for wrongdoing? Rehabilitation for criminals? Preventing future crimes? All of these things? 

4. Mia’s discoveries in the basement make her believe that her whole life with Scott had been a lie. Have you ever experienced or discovered something that made you question the most foundational aspects of your life? 

5. When handling the shopping cart case, Mia can’t help but compare her own son to the teenagers involved. How does her role as a mother affect her viewpoint and her actions? How would you have handled the case? 

6. At many points during Mia’s investigations, she feels that she is finding more questions than answers—and that truth itself is “as slippery as a silver bead of mercury.” Have you ever searched for the truth, only to come up empty-handed? 

7. While Mia works to prosecute criminals, her friend Eli works to defend them. In your opinion, which position would be more difficult, and why? 

8. Even though Mia is overwhelmed by responsibilities, she manages to make room for Kali and Eldon in her home. What makes her so sympathetic toward Kali and her circumstances? 

9. Scott’s unethical accounting practices led him down a slippery—and eventually deadly—slope. Have you ever found yourself trying to justify smaller offenses, only to find yourself knee-deep in bigger ones? 

10. Hindsight is 20/20 for Mia once she learns the whole truth about Scott, his work, and their marriage. Like Mia, have you ever been in long-term denial about a situation in your life? How differently would things have turned out if Mia had confronted Scott about her concerns?

 




From Lethal Beauty

1. Before you read Lethal Beauty, were you aware that there were modern day slaves in America and that they work in all different types of industries? 


2. One of the key witnesses, Sindy, goes missing after being in foster care. Have you ever considered being a foster parent? Do you know anyone who has been one or someone who spent time in foster care as a child? 


3. Today, even teenagers can turn to legal drugs and supplements to help them concentrate, loose weight, gain weight, be less anxious, etc. Do you think too many normal issues are being turned into medical problems, or that it’s good that today’s teens have more options for help than kids did twenty or more years ago? 


4. When Gabe first goes online to read message boards about steroids, he gets a one-sided picture of the truth. Have the Internet and other targeted media become an echo chamber, presenting information that isn’t balanced? Should we as individuals try to do something about it? How can we get the full picture when we seek out information about controversial subjects?


5. Mia decided to go cold-turkey on junk food, purging her house of any foods she thought her family shouldn’t be eating. How do you balance the need to eat healthy with the desire for something fun and/or fast? Do you have tricks for keeping a kitchen that helps you support a balanced diet? 


6. At first when Eli sees the African American woman come out to talk to them about Jiao’s surgery, he think she’s a nurse. “This was the surgeon, Eli realized as Charlie nodded, not the scrub nurse. How often did he only see what he expected to see?” Have you found yourself making assumptions about people based on how they dress, the color of their skin, or other externals? How can we train ourselves to not jump to conclusions? 


7. Even though David Leacham is guilty, Warren is able to bring the trial to a halt by refusing to vote to convict him. Do you think the jury system is the best way to go about deciding cases? If not, what would you propose in its place? 


8. Who do you think Mia should end up with? Charlie? Eli? Neither? 

9. Have you ever wondered about the working conditions of a foreign-born worker whom you encountered? What would you do if you suspected that the man at the convenience store or the woman at the dry cleaners had been trafficked? If you have information about a potential trafficking situation, please contact the National Human Trafficking Resource Center at 1-888-373-7888 or text BeFree (233733). The hotline is open all hours, all days. They take reports from anywhere in the country related to potential trafficking victims, suspicious behaviors, and/or locations where trafficking is suspected to occur. All reports are confidential. Interpreters are available.
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This is a novel, and yet accuracy and research are key. So thank you to Jaydra Perfetti of the IRS, for clarifying how IRS audits work; Robert Payton Morris, for explaining so much about yachts, drowning, and harbor patrol; Robin Burcell, author and former police officer, for answering procedural questions; CJ Lyons, author and physician, for answering questions about ventilators; and to the many federal and state law enforcement officers and prosecutors who consulted without attribution.


Thank you O’Reilly, from Wiehl. And special thanks to John Blasi, the smarts and vision behind billoreilly.com. And thank you Deirdre and Don Imus. Your friendship (off camera) means the world to me. And Roger Ailes and Dianne Brandi.


Thank you to the ceaselessly stunning publishing team! Daisy Hutton, vice president and publisher, is wise well beyond her years; Ami McConnell, senior acquisitions editor, so honored to call her my friend; Amanda Bostic, editorial director, brilliant; LB Norton, line editor, with the keenest of pens and the sharpest of wits; Becky Monds, editor, keeps the whole team on track with a smile on her face; Jodi Hughes, the ever on-target associate editor; Kristen Vasgaard, a brilliant manager of packaging; Laura Dickerson, marketing manager, is inspired; Kerri Potts, marketing and publicity coordinator, and the inspiration behind my Facebook; and, of course, special thanks to my dear friend Katie Bond, director of marketing and publicity. We’re so proud to be part of this team!


Special thanks to our book agents, Todd Shuster and Lane Zachary of Zachary, Shuster, Harmsworth Literary and Entertainment Agency and Wendy Schmalz of the Wendy Schmalz Agency, who have worked tirelessly. We couldn’t have done this without your amazing vision.

And always, Mom and Dad, thank you does not even begin to express how I feel.

All the mistakes are ours. All the credit is theirs. Thank you!

 




From Lethal Beauty

My warmest gratitude and thanks go to the readers of the Mia Quinn mysteries. Your enthusiasm for Mia is inspiring and humbling.




Thank you O’Reilly, from Wiehl. And thank you to my “sister from another mother”, Deirdre Imus. Thank you to Roger Ailes, for hiring a certain legal analyst, and to Dianne Brandi. And thank you to Robin Burcell, former police officer, for answering procedural questions.




Thank you to this amazingly wonderful publishing team! Daisy Hutton, vice president and publisher, wise beyond her years; Ami McConnell, senior acquisitions editor and friend; Amanda Bostic, editorial director, brilliant; LB Norton, line editor, with the keenest of pens and the sharpest of wits; Becky Monds, editor, keeps the whole team on track with a smile on her face; Jodi Hughes, the ever on-target associate editor; Karli Jackson, associate editor; Kristen Vasgaard, a brilliant manager of packaging; Laura Dickerson, marketing manager, is inspired; Kerri Potts, senior marketing associate, and the inspiration behind my Facebook page; and, of course, special thanks to my friend Katie Bond, director of marketing and publicity. What a great team!




Special thanks to our book agents, Todd Shuster and Lane Zachary of Zachary, Shuster, Harmsworth Literary and Entertainment Agency and Wendy Schmalz of the Wendy Schmalz Agency, who have worked tirelessly.



Thank you to my friend and collaborator, April Henry.



And always, Mom and Dad, thank you does not even begin to express how I feel.



All the mistakes are ours. All the credit is theirs. Thank you!
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An Excerpt from Snapshot
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Prologue


APRIL 10, 1965


Fort Worth, Texas 




Special Agent James Waldren reached around his jacket and felt the Smith & Wesson .38 Special concealed at the small of his back. He scanned the pedestrians up and down the street before responding to the tugs at his sleeve.


“Daddy, look. Daddy, I’m skipping.” Lisa took off in an awkward hop and skip up the sidewalk.


“Wait for me,” James said, picking up his pace. The camera hanging around his neck slapped his chest as he reached out for her arm. “Hold my hand now.”


“And look both ways,” Lisa said as they reached an intersection. The light turned green, and they crossed the street with a growing crowd hurrying forward.


James was keenly aware of the glances, and of how people moved ever so slightly away—some even crossed to the other sidewalk—when they saw him. This wasn’t a neighborhood where a white man and his blond-haired daughter would normally be seen. Lisa skipped along, oblivious.


The sounds of cheering and shouts echoing through a bullhorn increased as they closed in on the throng of people. As a tall man raced by, the placard he carried clattered to the sidewalk. Lisa released James’s hand to run a few steps ahead, reaching the sign as the man bent to pick it up.


“Here you go, sir,” Lisa chirped. She picked up the edge of the sign that had FREEDOM NOW painted in bold red against the white.


The man glanced from Lisa to James, then back to the child. She pushed the end of the wooden pole as high as she could with two hands.


“Thank you, li’l miss,” the man said.


“You’re welcome, sir,” Lisa said, smiling back as he picked up the placard.


He gave James a tentative nod before racing up the street, sign in hand.


As the sidewalk congestion grew, James scooped Lisa into his arms, eliciting a joyful squeal. She rested in the crook of his elbow, and her soft hand reached around his neck, curling her fingers into his hair.


At the corner, the streets lined with tall brick buildings opened to a small park and public square. The air was electric with the energy of the growing crowd.


James surveyed the plaza where at least a hundred people lined the adjacent street, waiting for the approaching marchers: women in Sunday dresses, many with hats and white gloves, pantyhose, and dress shoes; men in crisp button-down shirts and slacks, some with ties and jackets even on this warm spring morning.


“Where is the important man, Daddy?” Lisa craned her neck.


“We’ll see him very soon,” James said, moving closer toward the parade route. His eight years with the Bureau had altered training into instinct, but in the eighteen months since President Kennedy’s assassination in Dallas, every important event held the threat of danger, no matter how peaceful it was planned to be.


James had spent countless hours and overtime investigating the JFK assassination. He was assigned to the killer, the deceased Lee Harvey Oswald—his activities, friends, coworkers, family, and especially his Russian wife, Marina Oswald. Good ole cowboy country hid numerous underground connections and secret groups throughout Dallas, Fort Worth, and outward from the South and across the nation. There were Russian expats with connections in the USSR, hidden KKK members in political positions, and a growing group of black freedom fighters.


But today James tried to blend in. Just another bystander, a normal guy who’d brought his daughter to witness a historical event. Just any white dad who happened to have a revolver and FBI credentials in his wallet. The truth was, James couldn’t be just a bystander. A special agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation was never off duty, and an event like this had layers of possible intrigue. His wife would be furious if she knew he’d brought Lisa with him. She thought they were going to the park.


“Here he comes.” James lifted Lisa onto his shoulders. She patted the top of his head, bouncing up and down with the cheers erupting around them. “See that man, the one in the middle?”

“The man with the big hat?” Lisa leaned down toward his ear. The girl was hat obsessed. She’d wanted to break out her Easter bonnet today, but his wife wanted it saved for Easter Sunday.

“Not that one. The shorter man with the red necktie.” He lifted his camera with one hand and snapped a picture, then advanced the film and snapped another.

“I see him,” she said, bouncing again.

“He’s an important man, a very good writer and speaker.”

James took pictures as they watched the progression down the street. Benjamin Gray was surrounded by marchers holding signs, the cry for freedom and equality on their lips. The crowd took up singing “We Shall Overcome.” Benjamin Gray carried a Bible under his arm and slapped his hands together as he joined in the singing.

Lisa wiggled on James’s shoulders, trying to slide down just as he spotted his partner, Agent Peter Hughes, up a block and across the street.

“Want down, Daddy,” Lisa said.

The marchers made a sharp turn and moved into the square where Gray and other leaders would speak to the crowd.

James set Lisa on the ground, holding on to her arm, but she tugged away from him.

“Wait!” he called, weaving through the crowd after the blond head. 

James watched as Lisa stopped a few feet from a little black girl close to her age who sat on a cylindrical concrete seat. The girl stared back at Lisa, then smiled when his daughter waved. Lisa clambered up the seat, pushing higher with her toes. It seemed that thoughts of parades and important men were pushed aside by the more interesting distraction of a potential playmate.

“I’m four,” Lisa said as she held up three fingers, then the fourth.


James didn’t hear the other girl but saw her show Lisa four fingers back. A nearby woman in a large white hat kept a watchful eye from an adjacent, slightly taller bench.


“Can I take a picture?” he asked her.


She leaned back, studying him and then the two girls before winking and breaking into a smile.


“Go right ahead,” she said, and returned to watching the progression of marchers as they looped from behind them to curve around James toward the central square at his back.


He clicked several photos, struck by the poignancy of the images. These two little girls, one white and one black, sitting side by side, were the symbol of today’s event.


James snapped another picture as the two girls leaned close, smiling and talking as if already friends.


A gunshot pierced the air. Then another.


James jumped to shield Lisa as he grabbed his gun. He moved the two girls directly behind him. His eyes jumped around the crowded plaza behind him, where the shots had come from.


The rally turned into instant chaos, with people running in all directions.


The black girl’s mother screamed at James, hitting him with her purse as she reached for her child.


“It’s okay, I’m FBI.” He flipped out his wallet with the large letters clearly visible, but the woman continued to cry out, gloved hands at her mouth. James passed the child to her, and they were immediately enveloped into the crowd and out of sight.


“They shot him! Help, please help!” someone screamed.


Through the commotion James glimpsed a man on the ground. Beside the body, a Bible lay covered in blood.


James pushed forward with Lisa held against his chest. “Close your eyes,” he demanded.


The faces around him reflected terror and confusion.


As he turned toward the man on the ground, James was certain that Benjamin Gray was already dead.

 

The story continues in Snapshot by Lis	Wiehl.
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