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JULIA


Ned Frimpong waits for Julia Pollitt on the porch, six minutes away from the terrible moment. They’re up earlier than teenagers normally are, the sun just rising above the hills of Lakehaven. When Julia walks up to his front porch from two houses over, Ned is frowning at his phone and flicking his finger across the screen, saying, “Oh, that Megabunny just cost me points.”


“Don’t you ever tell anyone we’re doing this,” she says. She gives him a smile.


He smiles back. “My lips are sealed. I have so much Megabunny shame.” He glances at the phone screen. “Oh, there’s a Shocker-squirrel.”


“Those are good, right?” she says, pulling out her phone, opening the game, and frowning at her screen. “Lots of points?”


He opens the front door, leans in, calls, “Mom, Julia and I are heading out to play our game. Back in a bit.” He doesn’t wait for an answer but shuts the door. “Oh. Do you want coffee?”


She just started drinking coffee black, the same way Ned takes his, but she can’t play the game and carry a cup of coffee at the same time. Not gracefully, at least. “No thanks,” she says. She’s waiting for the game’s little digital creatures to appear on her screen so she can capture them with a flick of her thumb. She and Ned are up early, like fishermen, because with daylight the neighborhood will be full of little cartoon monsters appearing on their phone screens, and they’re both trying to move up a level in the game.


“There will be tons of them at the park,” Ned says. He turns that way; Julia follows.


She thinks that if they didn’t both have their phones out they could walk to the park holding hands. Ned walks slightly ahead of her, staring at his screen.


“This is a slightly embarrassing addiction,” Julia says. “We’re too old for this.”


“I was at the mall last week and I saw grandmothers playing Critterscape,” he said. “Bonding with their grandchildren. Nothing to be embarrassed about.”


“Telling me grandmas are playing this is not upping the cool factor,” Julia said. She sees a rare Critter wander onto the neighborhood map; a flick of her finger on the screen launches a cartoon net, and the little digital animal is hers. Hundreds of points added to her total, sparkling animation playing across her screen; she smiles.


“Hey,” he says. She turns to him and he’s holding a key. She looks at him again, and there’s that shy-yet-knowing smile that has been part of the change in looking at him, from childhood friend to something more.


“What’s that?” she asks.


“Privacy,” he says. “Someplace where we can go when we’re ready.”


She opens her palm and he drops the key into her hand. She puts it into her pocket. He keeps his smile in place, then turns his gaze to the phone like it’s no big deal that he gave her that key, and she walks alongside him, playing it cool as well.


They walk in starts and stops—stopping to attempt to capture the prizes that Critterscape lays over the digitized homes and yards of Winding Creek Estates. A jogger plods past, then an older neighbor walking her two retrievers. Julia wishes she’d taken Ned up on his offer of coffee. She wouldn’t have to feel she was focusing on the game and maybe they could talk. About everything that was—and wasn’t—happening between them. She watches him stop in front of a house, fingers moving across the screen’s keyboard.


“What are you doing?” she asks. Tensing. “You’re not …?”


“No. I’m just sending a message to someone else in the game.” His gaze is steady on her.


She forces herself to relax. “I just want to catch Critters.” She starts walking ahead of him. After a few moments, he catches up to her with an apologetic smile.


They walk down Winding Creek Trail, the main street in the subdivision; it dead-ends into a park, one with a sprawling playscape for little kids and a large pool, home of the Winding Creek Salamanders, the neighborhood youth swim team.


Julia sees someone sitting on a bench, the person’s back to them as they enter the park, heading toward the pool. A woman. Long hair, stirred by the wind. Even from behind she seems familiar.


“Frustrating,” Ned says, staring at his screen. “My last two Critters have run away. Life is cruel. I swear some algorithm kicks in right when you’re about to level up.”


The woman on the bench isn’t moving. Just sitting there. Julia thinks she recognizes the coat.


“Is that your mom?” Julia asks.


“No. Mom was at home. I mean, I think she was.” Ned stops for a second, as if he doesn’t want to continue. He’s staring at the figure on the bench.


Julia keeps walking. “Ms. Roberts?” she calls. “Hey.”


The woman doesn’t turn around at her voice.


“Mom, are you trying to steal all our Critters?” Ned calls to her. He comes up behind her, touches her shoulder. She slumps to the side. Ned freezes, but Julia keeps walking and rounds the bench. And then she sees Danielle Roberts’s face, purpled, dead, dried blood on her lips and her chin. At her expression Ned pushes past her to his mother.


Ned screams first, the sound raw and broken, grabbing his mother and shaking her like he could will her back to life. Julia pulls him off; he shoves her to the ground and collapses next to her. He sobs, starts screaming the word “Mom” over and over again. Julia reaches over to touch the woman’s throat, but it’s terrible, discolored, and instead Julia searches for a pulse on the cold wrist.


Nothing.


It takes Julia three shaky jabs at her phone screen to exit the game, and she forgets to breathe as she texts her mother.


NEDS MOM IS DEAD IN PARK
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GRANT


Grant Pollitt stands in front of the tree on the greenbelt that leads down to the creek, beyond his backyard. When he was little, he used to hide his treasures in a small hollow near the tree’s roots, until his mother worried that same hole might harbor copperheads or water moccasins.


He stands there, trembling, a little scared, and not sure why.


It’s been a very weird morning.


First the email arrives, sent to him from a friend. The email contains a picture of his favorite football player, arms lifted in triumph after a win. The email reads trust me, Grant, you want to click on this. It makes him suspicious, because a virus could hide inside a picture or a link, right? But it has his name in the caption and the email wasn’t from some unknown person; it was his friend Drew’s address. He bites his lip. He has heard other pictures could be hidden inside digital photos. Maybe this is Drew’s way of sending him the kind of pictures your parents don’t like you to have. He feels guilty, but Drew would know if he doesn’t click it because he couldn’t fake his way out of not knowing. He clicks it.


His browser opens. A new picture appears. It’s a photograph of a woman caught whirling in the misty rain; behind her stands the Eiffel Tower. She’s wearing an expensive raincoat and laughing. People around her are clapping and watching in admiration. At the bottom of the photo are the words:


Some days lies fall like the rain. Go look in your tree.


That’s … incredibly odd, he thinks.


He texts Drew. Did you send me an email with a picture of JJ Watt?


The answer: Uh no why would I do that and I was asleep thanks for waking me up


Never mind, Grant texts back. This wasn’t the kind of joke that his buddies Drew or Landon or Connor typically pulled on another friend. He scans the computer for viruses. None.


Go look in your tree.


It can mean only one tree. Maybe it’s Julia, pulling a prank on him. Julia isn’t interested in computers, though, and hiding a picture inside a picture—she wouldn’t know how to do that. It wasn’t the kind of joke his parents played, either, trying to turn everything into a learning opportunity or a challenge he could write about on his college essays.


He goes downstairs and into the kitchen. Mom is making coffee, tapping her foot as if the coffee maker were delaying her.


“Good morning,” she says. She runs a hand through the mess of his bedhead hair. She’s always trying to fix his hair. He loves her, but he wishes she wouldn’t do that. Sometimes Mom looks at him as though surprised he’s there.


“Hey,” he says, giving her a quick hug and thinking: This is silly. I should tell her about this email. But then, it’s so odd, so strange, that it’s like having a special secret. So he doesn’t, and she says: “I think your sister went out playing that Creaturescape game with Ned.”


“Critterscape,” he says. He gets orange juice from the fridge, pours a large glass.


“Whatever. Do they just walk around the neighborhood?”


“It’s exercise,” he says, not looking at her.


“That’s what her dance class is for. Do you know what’s going on between them?” Mom asks.


It’s like she can’t help herself, Grant thinks. Like if Julia confides in him he will break that confidence just because Mom asks. “I don’t know,” he says.


Mom bites at her lip, unsatisfied.


“I have to go down into the greenbelt,” he says.


“Why?” Mom is always a little suspicious of the greenbelt. Kids go down there into the heavy growth of oaks and cedars and swim in the wide creek and walk the convoluted trails and sometimes smoke weed or drink. He hasn’t done the forbidden activities. But he knows other kids who have.


He realizes then he should have waited until she wasn’t around or had gone upstairs and then just gone to his tree. Now she is interested, in that Mom way.


“Biology class specimens,” he says. He’s a freshman and biology is the bane of his existence.


“In winter?”


“Yes, Mom, in winter, biology still goes on.”


Her phone buzzes with a specific ringtone that indicates Julia is calling. The ringtone’s melody is that of a song Mom wrote about Julia when she was very young and fighting cancer—a neuroblastoma—and Julia hates that it’s a ringtone but doesn’t want to hurt Mom’s feelings. Grant keeps meaning to tell Mom to change it. Mom picks up the phone, stares at the screen.


Her face goes pale. She makes an odd little noise, like a gasp or a cough interrupted.


“Mom?”


She keeps staring at the screen; it’s like he isn’t there. “Mom?” he repeats.


“Stay here. Stay here. Keep your phone close.”


“What is it? Is Julia all right?”


“Yeah. No. I’ve got to go to her. Stay here.”


Mom grabs her coat from the mudroom and hurries out to the garage. He hears her car start and then silence for several seconds, as if she’s forgotten how to drive, and then the garage door powering up. He stands at the kitchen window, sees her Mercedes SUV jerk down the driveway, going way too fast. Julia’s done something stupid, he supposes, and she’s gotten into trouble. Last year she was Little Miss Perfect; now she’s in some vague rebellion that makes no sense to him. He wishes she would make up her mind.


He wonders where Dad is. He goes to his parents’ room. His father is lying under the covers, snoring softly. Another late night working, Grant figures. He closes the door softly.


Go look in your tree.


He goes out the patio door, crosses the backyard, and opens the gate. The greenbelt is just beyond. It’s fed by Winding Creek, a middling tributary of Barton Creek in West Austin, which runs across a slice of Lakehaven. There’s a hiking path by the creek. He walks off the trail, listening to the hiss of water as he heads down toward the creek, and his old tree is to the left.


A rock covers the cleft near the tree’s roots. The cleft was his hiding place: small, cozy. Grant would put pretend treasure maps there, or Legos, or hide little objects he had stolen from his parents—a penknife, coins, his father’s car keys once when Kyle had an endless succession of overseas business trips. He wasn’t even sure why he took small, worthless things and hid them away: he always brought them back home, put them in plain sight, and sometimes smiled to himself when Dad or Mom would find the missing item and say, How did I miss seeing that?


Now inside the cleft, where he hasn’t looked in years, is a plain brown envelope. His breath catches in his chest.


He pulls it free. It’s thick, with GRANT written across it in block letters with black ink. He opens the envelope.


Inside is money. Cash. Crisp twenties. Bound, organized, like it just came from a bank. He counts it, stunned.


It’s a thousand dollars.


Left for him in a tree.


He looks into the envelope again and sees there’s a note inside.


He unfolds it and reads it.


Grant: You have been told a huge lie. I will only tell you the truth. Keep this money hidden and please tell no one about it. It’s a gift from me to you.


Grant stands up. This is insane. Someone spoofing an email address to lead him to money hidden behind his house. He’s never seen this much cash in his life. And it’s his now. It makes no sense. Why?


Grant feels like someone is watching him. He stands. He scans the dense growth of oaks and cedar along the creek, the hiking trail. Sees no one, listens to the quiet of the wind in the trees.


He clutches the envelope close to his chest, feels the weight of the cash.


Then, on the morning air, he hears the approaching scream of police sirens.
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IRIS


Iris Pollitt sits in her car, in her closed garage, hands on the wheel, thinking: Danielle is dead. Really dead.


And then she thinks: Good.


It’s the worst thought she’s ever had, a horror, unworthy, and she shoves the thought away. She wants to cry; she wants to vomit. Instead she takes several deep breaths and starts the car. Music plays, the nineties channel on satellite radio, or the “Mom Channel” as Julia calls it. Britney Spears is singing “… Baby One More Time,” and Iris turns the volume down into silence.


Now she hears only the sound of her own ragged, gasping breath.


Go. Go there. Your kid needs you. Mom mode. Now.


She’s in such shock she’s forgotten to open the garage door, and she jabs the button, thinking herself lucky she didn’t rocket into the closed door. She waits for the door to power up and reverses up the driveway, fast. Going past the kitchen window, she sees Grant staring out in surprise, in curiosity.


What do you say when you get there? What do you do?


She should have woken Kyle, made him come with her. She didn’t even think of that. She is moving through this morning as if she is in a dream and she needs to be awake.


Iris floors the Mercedes GLS. She doesn’t think about Danielle being dead—she can’t. She keeps that terrible thought at bay and instead retreats to thinking about her to-do list, which now won’t get done today: organizing the final fundraiser for the Lakehaven High Music Festival (featuring band, orchestra, and choir); dropping off donated supplies at the fundraiser for a less fortunate school on the other side of Austin (a project of Julia’s, both to do good and to bolster Julia’s résumé for college applications); then a meeting with the choir parents board tomorrow, where she’ll outline the spending for the school musical and the end-of-year senior chorister trip to Houston, where the kids will see a touring Broadway show and have a private session with the show’s understudies to learn about musical theater. It’s a lot; it’s a job where she doesn’t get paid, except that then her kids have better programs and her husband thinks she’s doing something worthwhile and not pining about her vanished career all day.


Thinking about her day as if it could still be normal doesn’t keep the horror at bay. Tears now in her eyes. Oh, Danielle. Why?


Danielle is dead.


And my daughter found her.


Suddenly, in her mind, an old and precious memory: Danielle surprising her at the front door, with a smile: I got the email. They’ve matched a baby for you. A boy.


And Iris screaming in joy, and Danielle embracing her.


She blasts down Winding Creek Trail. Past one neighbor walking a pair of dogs, past a jogger. The houses are morning-quiet. All that quiet, that sense of security, is about to go away for a long time. She feels the world shift. She has to be ready for her family.


Iris skids to a stop inside the park entrance. Ned kneels by the bench, sobbing, Julia embracing him from behind, still holding her phone. Two men she doesn’t recognize, but both dressed for jogging, are standing near them, watching. One has a phone pressed to his ear, speaking quietly. The other, a tall redhead, just stares, pale and unsure.


The enormity of it all slaps her in the chest, the stomach.


Iris stumbles out of her SUV, her hand at her mouth in horror, and runs toward them. “Julia!” she screams.


“Mom!” Julia looks like she’s seen the end of the world. “We found her … we found her on the bench.” Julia doesn’t let go of Ned, her face twisted, tears on her cheeks. “She was sitting here … She’s cold.”


“Don’t look. Kids, don’t look.” It’s too late for that, but she doesn’t know what else to say. She tries to pull them both away, but only Julia goes. Ned lets out this keening cry and lies down on the ground, his hand clenching his mom’s leg. It breaks Iris’s heart. She kneels, puts her hand on the small of his back because she doesn’t know what else to do.


“I tried to get him to move,” one of the joggers says quietly. “He won’t go.”


Iris forces herself to look at Danielle Roberts. The dead woman wears a dark wool coat, jeans, loafers, a dark-gray sweater. Expensive ring on her finger. A massive bruise discolors her throat; blood cakes her mouth, her chin.


“Iris?” the jogger on the phone calls to her. He knows who she is, of course; she isn’t sure of his name in the charge of emotions. She forces herself to flip through her mental catalog of contacts and remembers him. He’s Rachel Sifowicz’s husband. Matt. They have two kids, a senior in high school who plays football and an eighth-grade girl in band. Rachel had to cut back on volunteering when Matt was briefly unemployed after being laid off. Odd rambling thoughts fighting for footing in the slippery slope of her overwhelmed mind.


“Matt,” she says. “Call the police.”


“I did. They’re on their way. I’m on the phone with the emergency operator. They said don’t touch anything.”


“Did you find her?”


“The kids did,” he says. “We heard them screaming and ran here. Is she … for sure?”


Ned found his own mother. Dead. Iris feels faint. She swallows down a tickle of bile. She forces herself to check Danielle’s wrist; she can’t bear to touch that discolored throat. No pulse.


“Yes,” she says. Mom mode. She has to get into mom mode. For both of them.


She looks at the other jogger, a brawny redhead. She doesn’t know his name. “Help me with him,” she says, and he nods.


“Ned,” she whispers. She puts her fingertips on his chin and turns his face toward hers. She has known this boy since he was a toddler. His face is gaunt, his mouth quivering, brown eyes hollow with grief. His breath smells like mouthwash. His dark hair is under a cap. He looks at her like he no longer understands the world.


“Ned, come away.” She can hear the police sirens approaching; he hears them, too, and he shakes his head. Everything is about to change. He can’t let it, she sees; he cannot accept this new world.


“Ned,” she repeats. “Ned.”


He whispers, “Mom can’t be dead. She can’t be.”


“I know, I know. The police are here. Let them help her.”


“Why would anyone hurt her?”


“I don’t know, sweetie. I don’t know. Come with me. Come with us.”


She sees a shadow start to pass over his face, as if he is asking himself the question and considering the answers, and then he presses his face into Iris’s shoulder. She begins to stand, and he resists, but then the redheaded jogger gently raises the boy to his feet, and Iris guides Ned toward the police car that has just pulled up. The weight of him against her shoulder is the weight of this new, awful reality.


She hears words being spoken—Matt, remaining calm; the officer, taking command of the scene; Julia brokenly starting to tell them what happened—but she focuses on Ned, on steering him away from the horror, on holding him up, on comforting him. Another police car arrives.


Ned shudders under her arm.


Iris looks back at Danielle, an empty shell on a cold bench.


She can never tell now.


Iris hugs the grieving boy closer to her.
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TRANSCRIPT FROM INTERVIEWS FOR A DEATH IN WINDING CREEK BY ELENA GARCIA




Elena Garcia: How long have you lived in Winding Creek?


Matt Sifowicz: Nearly seventeen years. We bought early. I mean, some people don’t buy until their kids are school age. And all the prices do here is go up. So we bit the bullet and got in when our son was a baby. Would have cost me an extra forty thousand if we’d waited until he was in kindergarten.


Garcia: People really buy here for the school district.


Sifowicz: And everything that comes with it. The football team, the music programs, the robotics and business incubator programs, the college placement, the real estate investment … That is what sells Lakehaven.


Garcia: And low crime. Presumably.


Sifowicz: You have to realize, we’ve never had a murder in this neighborhood. Tools being stolen from a garage is a rare kind of crime in Winding Creek. Maybe one or two burglaries, or stuff being taken from cars in driveways. The most common is trespassing, people who don’t live in the neighborhood going down to our greenbelt to tube in the creek, drink beer, smoke pot. Sometimes they start campfires, which is a threat to the whole greenbelt and every home in the neighborhood.


Garcia: So Winding Creek—the actual creek and the surrounding greenbelt—is on private property.


Sifowicz: Yes, owned collectively by the home owners in the neighborhood. I’m on the HOA board. Four hundred houses. Average sale price now is eight hundred thousand. That’s twice what some people bought theirs for fifteen years ago. This is a good place to be.


Garcia: How did you feel the Pollitts were viewed here in the neighborhood?


Sifowicz: Pretty well. They were popular. Iris is kind of a force of nature. Everyone knows her.


Garcia: What was your first thought when you saw Julia Pollitt and Ned Frimpong in the park?


Sifowicz: I was jogging with a coworker who also lives here, Steve Butler. I’m VP of sales at a software company and Steve is our VP of product development. It’s easier to stick to the training regimen when you have a partner. Steve suggested a run that morning. We were approaching the park when I heard Julia Pollitt screaming. Steve heard it, too. We looked at each other and ran straight for the park. I thought she was being assaulted. We entered the park and saw them by the bench and saw the body. Ned Frimpong was trying, I think, to resuscitate or embrace his mother, and Julia Pollitt was trying to pull him away from the body. She had her phone out.


Garcia: She texted her mother instead of calling 911, yes?


Sifowicz: Yes. I think that might be normal for a panicking teenager. I took care of calling 911 and told her I was.


Garcia: Did you know Danielle Roberts?


Sifowicz: Well enough to say hello. My wife knew her better. All the school moms, well, they seem to know each other. If they volunteer a lot.


Garcia: How so?


Sifowicz: The moms, and yeah, some of the dads, well, they run the programs. They raise the funds for all the extra things that make our schools special because the state takes a ton of Lakehaven’s property taxes to build and support schools in less fortunate areas. I’m OK with that, by the way. But it is a huge amount of money shifted from Lakehaven schools—last year it was over one hundred million dollars—and parents here have very high expectations. Stratospheric, even.


Garcia: What with having bought their homes here strictly for the school district.


Sifowicz: Absolutely! They make sure the teachers have any extra thing they need. Iris is kind of that supermom volunteer who is on every committee. My wife is an insurance agent. She doesn’t have time to volunteer the way Iris does, but I think she was amazed at Iris’s energy. But that’s Iris. Or was.


Garcia: You were there when Iris Pollitt arrived.


Sifowicz: Yes, and of course, I didn’t know the truth. None of us did.


Garcia: The truth?


Sifowicz: Well, yes, all that’s come out since. So much deception, so many lies. It’s shocking. This is a nice neighborhood.
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KYLE


“Dad?”


Kyle Pollitt awakens with a bolt. Sweat on his ribs, feeling fevered. He blinks away the awful image from his dream—blood droplets on an expanse of white—and sees his son, Grant, standing over him, pale. For a second Kyle thinks he’s still in the dream and has said something in his sleep. Something terrible that Grant would never understand. Kyle blinks again and realizes he’s awake.


It was only a dream.


“Dad?” Grant repeats.


“Yes. Hey, buddy. Good morning.” Kyle blinks, wipes a hand across his face.


“Something bad is happening. Julia went somewhere with Ned and then Mom ran out of here and told me to stay here and there’s tons of police sirens in the neighborhood.”


“OK. OK.” Kyle gets out of bed, wearing only his boxers, and pulls on exercise pants and a long-sleeved T-shirt with Lakehaven Track printed across the front—Julia runs cross-country. He picks up his phone and texts Iris: YOU OK?


No answer.


They look at each other, hearing another set of sirens approaching in the distance.


“You stay here,” Kyle says.


“Why?”


“Because I said so.” Kyle steps into sandals, the closest shoes at hand, although it’s cold outside, and searches for his car keys.


Grant watches him gather his stuff. He sees his father’s hands tremble, slightly, as he stuffs keys and wallet into his gray pants.


“Dad?”


“I’ll text you in a few minutes.” Kyle finds his car keys and hurries out. He drives his BMW toward the sounds of the sirens. He sees people, neighbors, walking along Winding Creek Trail, toward the sirens.


Toward the park.


Fresh sweat breaks out on his ribs, his palms. He feels sick.


He arrives. There are multiple police cars: Lakehaven and, just arriving, Travis County Sheriff’s Office. An ambulance. Lights flashing on all of them. A crowd starting to form. Near one of the cars he sees his wife and his daughter. Unhurt, but in the middle of it all. He swallows past the thickness in his throat.


The police officers are setting up a perimeter and they keep him back. He calls to Iris; she hurries over to him, holding Julia tightly.


“It’s Danielle Roberts,” Iris says. “She’s dead.”


“What? How?”


“I don’t know how she died. Julia and Ned found her.” Iris’s gaze is steady on him.


The words nearly stagger him. Kyle tries not to show it, and so he folds his arms around his wife and his daughter. Kyle’s tall, and over their heads he sees Danielle’s body sprawled on a park bench. Officers are starting to process the scene. He stares at her. And then he sees it, below her feet, under the bench, near her shoe, because one of the deputies has started taking pictures and aims her camera right at …


A cell phone. Lying on the ground, under the bench.


Phones have records in them. Of calls made and calls received.


He tightens his hugs on his family.


What has he done? Panic roars in his chest, like a clawing, living beast.


This isn’t happening, he thinks.


“Dad, I can’t breathe,” Julia says into his shoulder.


He releases her instantly, instead putting a reassuring hand on her shoulder.


“The police want Julia to give a statement. At the station, away from all this,” Iris says.


“All right,” he says.


“I’ll take her. You stay with Grant.”


“All right.” He most decidedly does not want to go to the police station. “Who did this?”


“I don’t know. It’s not like we have muggers hanging out in that park.” Iris’s voice is shaking, her lip trembling.


“It has to be random,” he says. “Everyone loved Danielle. Where is Ned?” he asks.


“With the police. They’re talking to him. Trying to establish her movements.”


Movements. What a clinical word, he thinks. Her movements. Where she was, who she talked to. Who she saw. Tracking her phone. He feels cold terror inch up his spine. I want out. I want out. Words, echoing in his head.


“I’ll go with Julia. You’ve had a shock,” he says. Knowing full well what Iris’s answer will be.


“No. I’ll go. I was here.” And there he hears it, the barest bit of accusation that she had to come and comfort their traumatized daughter while he lounged in bed.


“All right. Whatever you think best.”


And then Julia starts crying. Really crying. Brokenhearted crying.


“We’ll tell them you’ll talk to them later,” Iris says, embracing her.


“No, no,” Julia said. “Whoever did this has to be caught. I want to help the police.”


Kyle can see Iris is in full mom mode. Protective, determined. Is he in dad mode yet? He is so shaken right now. “We’ll both go.”


“Is Grant home alone?” Iris asks.


“Yes.”


“Well, go home. Whoever did this could have fled into the greenbelt, been hiding …” Iris says, and she’s off, theories pouring out of her. “I mean, he could try to break into a house to hide.”


“Grant is fine.”


“I’ll feel better if you go home,” Iris said. “I got this.”


None of us do, he thinks. No one has this. It has us.


He puts his hands over his face, feels the nub of his wedding ring against his cheek. He can’t bear to look at his family for a moment.


“Are you OK?” Iris asks.


Kyle lowers his hands. He realizes it’s a normal question.


They’ve known Danielle for years. “Yes. It’s just a shock,” he says. “No one expects this.”


Her gaze meets his and then he glances away.


A police officer comes over and Iris tells him they’re willing to go to the station now. The detective, the officer says, will join them there shortly.


“Ned,” Iris says. “He shouldn’t stay alone at that house.”


“Where is Mike?” Kyle asks, looking around. Mike is Danielle’s boyfriend, a big, brawny bear of a man. One of Kyle’s best friends.


“I guess they haven’t found him yet or contacted him,” Iris says. Julia has calmed a bit, wiping the tears from her face.


“I can give the police his number. If Ned isn’t up to it.”


“I need to get out of this circus, Mom, please,” Julia says. A van from a local television station has just pulled up.


Iris hurries her toward the car after telling the police officer they’re heading to the police station and will wait there for the detective.


Kyle stands there, stuck. He feels like he should stay. But he has things he must do, right now, now. He may not get a second chance.
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EXCERPT OF TRANSCRIPT OF TCSO AND LPD INTERVIEW WITH EDWARD FRIMPONG (MINOR)




Conducted by: Travis County Sheriff’s Office detective Jamika Ponder, Lakehaven PD detective Carmen Ames, and TCSO juvenile counselor/advocate Juan Castillo.


Present in observation room: Iris Pollitt, a family friend requested by the minor.


Detective Ames: I know this is very difficult and I am so sorry. We just want to establish what happened this morning. Detective Ponder and the Sheriff’s Office will be the lead investigators on this, and you can tell them everything you know.


Ned: Yes, ma’am.


Detective Ames: Can you tell me your full name?


Ned: Edward Roberts Frimpong. But … everyone calls me Ned.


Detective Ames: OK, Ned. Your mother is Danielle Roberts.


Ned: Yes.


Detective Ames: Ned, where is your father and what is his name?


Ned: Gordon Frimpong. He’s originally from Ghana, but he lives and works in London. In international banking. I haven’t seen him since last year, but I talked to him last week. His number is in my phone if you want to call him.


Detective Ponder: Right now I just want to talk about what happened this morning. I know this is terrible, and I’m so sorry. Do you think we can do that?


Ned: Yes.


Detective Ponder: If you need to stop, you just tell me, OK?


Ned: Yeah.


Detective Ponder: Julia Pollitt met you at your house this morning to walk around playing this Critterscape phone game?


Ned: Yes. We texted last night about it. We were both trying to up a level. So Julia said she would meet me at my house at seven and we’d walk around and play for an hour.


Detective Ponder: And Julia got to your house at what time?


Ned: Around seven.


Detective Ames: Julia said in her statement you called back into your house to your mom as you were leaving.


Ned: I thought Mom was home. In her bedroom. She often wakes up and reads in bed for a bit before she gets up.


Detective Ponder: But you had not seen her that morning.


Ned: No. The automatic coffee maker had made a pot, though. So she had loaded the coffee and the water at some point last night. She … she …


Detective Ames: Are you OK, Ned?


Detective Ponder: We can take a minute.


Ned: I just don’t understand why this happened. Do I have to go live with my dad now? I’ll be eighteen in a few months. Can’t I stay here?


Castillo: Ned, we’ll talk about that later. You’ll be taken care of, I promise you.


Detective Ponder: When was the last time you saw your mother?


Ned: Last night when I went upstairs to my room. She was down in the den. I told her good night. She had a look on her face like she was upset.


Detective Ponder: What about, Ned?


Ned: I don’t know. She was on a phone, texting, and I noticed it wasn’t her regular phone.


Detective Ponder: Do you know who she was texting with?


Ned: No.


Detective Ponder: Did she normally carry extra phones?


Ned: Yes. Well, no. I mean, she had before, just not in a while. She had a phone for her legal work and one for personal. But this one was neither. I thought maybe Mike got it for her.


Detective Ames: Mike Horvath.


Ned: He’s my mom’s boyfriend.


Detective Ponder: Do you know where he is? We haven’t been able to reach him.


Ned: He travels a lot, but I thought he was in town this weekend. He also lives in the neighborhood. Over on Compass Circle.


Detective Ponder: Had Mr. Horvath and your mom had any problems lately?


Ned: No. I don’t think so.


Detective Ames: Here’s a tissue. You take your time.


(Sounds of snuffling, crying)


Ned: She hadn’t said anything bad to me about Mike. I thought they were fine, but maybe she wouldn’t tell me if they fought. I don’t know. Why was she in the park?


Detective Ponder: We don’t know yet. And once you went to bed last night, you and your mom were in the house for the rest of the night?


(Pause)


Ned: Yes.


Detective Ames: Are you sure? You seem a little hesitant.


Castillo: Please don’t badger him.


Detective Ames: I’m not badgering him.


Detective Ponder: Thanks, Carmen. Let me take it.


Ned: It’s OK. Yes. I was home for the rest of the night.


Detective Ponder: Did you hear anyone arrive at your house? Or leave?


Ned: No. I was there. But I had my headphones on. I was bingeing a show on my laptop. Then I turned off the lights at midnight and went to sleep. I have the ceiling fan running. The noise puts me to sleep. I didn’t hear anyone come or go.


Detective Ponder: Did your mom normally go to Winding Creek Park? Like, go for walks there?


Ned: I don’t think she’s ever there except for the neighborhood fall party and the Fourth of July party.


(Sounds of sobbing)


Castillo: Let’s take a short break.


(Resumes)


Detective Ponder: Did your mother go for walks around the neighborhood often? Like if she was upset?


Ned: No.


Detective Ponder: And you didn’t hear her leave?


Ned: I said no. I didn’t.


Detective Ponder: OK. What time did you wake up this morning?


Ned: Like six thirty. I work a shift at Target later today … Oh, I’ve got to call them.


Castillo: We’ll have Mrs. Pollitt call them for you.


Ned: You get more Critters the earlier you go, in the park, and the game was offering bonus points before noon today, and so that was our plan. Play the game, go have a doughnut together at Donut Shack—it’s right by Target—then I’d go to my shift. I told Mom last night that was what we were doing. Oh, I forgot. I went into the garage this morning to get my charger out of my car. Her car was there. So that’s why I thought she was there, too, I guess. I for sure didn’t think she’d gone for a walk.


(Sounds of crying)


Castillo: Can he have a minute?


(Break, interview resumes)


Ned: I just don’t understand who could hurt my mom. She didn’t have any enemies. Everyone loved Mom. No one hated her. Ask Mrs. Pollitt. They’ve been friends forever.


Detective Ponder: We found an inexpensive phone under the park bench. This is a photo of it. I’m showing Ned Frimpong a picture I took of this phone.


Ned: That looks like the phone she was using last night. Who was she calling?


Detective Ponder: I can’t share any information about this with you right now.


Ned: Tell me! Was she calling the person who killed her?


Detective Ames: We don’t know yet.


Ned: I’ll find out. I’ll find out who it is. She can’t … She can’t be dead. She’s my mom. My mom can’t be dead.


(End of interview)
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KYLE


Kyle has, very quietly, destroyed the phone. He did it with a hammer, and on a towel, spread out on the master bathroom floor. Trying to make sure that Grant doesn’t hear. Dad, what are you doing? Why would you destroy your phone—wait, whose phone is that?—all questions he cannot bear to answer right now. Kyle wraps up the shattered screen and the SIM card and the other components and dumps them all in a plastic grocery trash bag, then puts them in another bag. Then he folds up the towel and puts it back in the bathroom closet and hurries out to the garage, putting the hammer back in its little outlined spot on a board where all his tools are mounted. He wonders if he should rinse the hammer or wipe it down, if there can be traces of phone components on it the way there could be traces of blood on a weapon. He decides not and leaves the hammer in its place. He cannot imagine his kids or Iris finding him, on this dark day, washing off a hammer, doing something so odd without a real explanation.


You just have to get through today.


After a moment’s hesitation, he puts the bag in the trash can. It sits next to a matching recycling bin. For a moment he wonders if it’s better to hide the broken phone in the recycling. Will the police be less likely to look there? No, of course not. He is overthinking this, overthinking everything, and that is its own danger. He’ll say or do something suspicious, and he can’t. He mustn’t.


He would like to take the phone’s remains to a dumpster somewhere, but businesses have cameras in parking lots or in alleys now, and he doesn’t want to be captured on film getting rid of anything.


That is something guilty people do.


He goes back inside the house. Grant is sitting at the kitchen island, drinking orange juice, looking at his own phone. He glances up at his father. “Who died in the park, and why didn’t you tell me? Kids are talking about it on Nowpic.”


“I didn’t want to upset you. It’s Danielle Roberts.”


He sees the shock pass along his son’s face.


Grant is not a crier. Kyle always thinks it’s because Grant learned as an infant at that dismal orphanage outside Saint Petersburg that crying got him no extra attention; it was never a solution. His mouth now, though, quivers and he starts to breathe in sharp huffing pains, and Kyle hurries to him, thinking, I’m losing my grip if I thought this was the right way to tell him, and folds his son in an embrace.


“Did she have, like, a heart attack in the park?” Grant manages to ask.


“No, son. No. Someone killed her.”


“Why?”


“I don’t know. I guess the police will find out.”


Under his arm, he feels Grant suddenly stiffen. His son disengages from the hug, wanders over to the sink. Then he throws up the gulps of orange juice he’s downed. Kyle, uncertain, puts a reassuring hand on Grant’s back while Grant rinses his mouth with water and spits into the sink.


“I know this is a shock.”


“I wouldn’t be who I am without Danielle. I’d be someone else. Some Russian kid no one wanted. Or adopted by some other family.”


It’s all true, but Kyle doesn’t know what to say to this. The ripples Danielle had set in motion in all their lives. “They’ll find whoever did it,” he repeats.


“Where is Ned? And Mike?”


“Ned is talking to the police. I don’t know about Mike. I should try to call him.” That’s a thing an innocent person does, try to help. He gets out his phone—his usual phone—from his pocket and calls Mike’s number. He stands at the window. He can see Danielle’s house; there are no police cars there yet. Surely they’ll be arriving to secure her home, to look for evidence. The thought chills him. What does she have in there?


He gets Mike’s voicemail. “Mike, it’s Kyle. Call me as soon as you get this.” He imagines then that the police or Ned have already tried to reach Mike. “I’m so sorry.” He shouldn’t have said that, in case Mike’s listening to his voicemails in order and the police are probably not leaving him a message that his girlfriend is dead.


Stop second-guessing. Act normal. Forge ahead.


He adds: “Call me, Mike, please.” And hangs up.


“Where’s Mom?”


“At the police station with your sister and Ned.” Danielle’s house. What’s in her house that could point back to him? He goes to the large window in their living room. The house is two homes away from theirs. She moved into that house when Ned was in middle school, years after Grant had come from Russia as a squirming baby in their arms.


You have to get in before the police do. Lakehaven is a small department. They don’t often deal with murder, and he guesses from the Travis County sheriff’s cars that arrived to secure the park that they’ll be the lead agency. And TCSO is big and capable. But he can’t go inside there, not now, with the police about to arrive. Nothing would make him look worse.


You have time. You’re her friend and neighbor. Make up an excuse.


He puts on his running shorts, shoes, and a pullover.


“Are you going for a run?” Grant asks, disbelieving.


“Yes. A short one.” Kyle heads out the back door, along the greenbelt. His phone chimes. He glances at the screen. Mike Horvath. He steels himself. “Mike,” he answers.


“What’s going on?” Mike’s deep voice, booming.


“Where are you?”


“I got up early this morning and went fishing on Lake Travis with Peter.” Peter was Mike’s son, a senior at Lakehaven. “Why are the police looking for me? I got two voicemails before yours …”


“I am so sorry. Danielle …” He can’t say the words, even as he’s hurrying toward her backyard.


“What? What is happening?” Mike’s deep voice, lightly accented, rises in fear.


“Danielle is dead. She was found dead in Winding Creek Park this morning.”


Mike makes a noise of sheer shock and pain. It’s half gasp, half scream. “That can’t be right.”


“I’m so sorry.”


“It cannot be. Where is Ned?”


“He’s with the Lakehaven police. Iris is with him.”


“Is Ned all right?”


“Physically he’s fine. They’re talking to him about who might have wanted to hurt her.”


“Hurt her. Wait. Are you saying she was murdered?” Mike’s accent, a weird mix of his childhood in his native Slovakia and then long years in Canada, thickens in a way Kyle has never heard before.


This was not how he wanted to tell his friend. “Yes. I am so sorry, man.”


Mike Horvath takes several long, gasping breaths. “Why was she in the park? She never goes there.”


“We don’t know.”


“I have to talk to the police.”


“The station is off Old Travis. On Raymond Road.”


“I’ll find it.” Then another long pause. “They don’t think Ned hurt her, do they?”


Is that a possibility? Why would Mike think that of his girlfriend’s son? Ned Frimpong likes to play video games. He watches a lot of English soccer. His grades are average, not great. He had gotten drunk last year at a party with some older kids who’d been expelled from Lakehaven High and the Lakehaven police brought him home and Danielle took his car away for a month. That was his worst offense, at least that Kyle knows about. Kids like that don’t kill their mothers. Do they?


Kyle uses the cover of the dense growth of trees along the winding greenbelt to move down to Danielle’s house. “No, I’m sure not,” he says.


Mike, sounding now like he is crying, hangs up just as Kyle goes into Danielle’s backyard. He knocks on the door; he’s got a story ready in case someone is there, but no one is.


He tries the knob, using the hem of his shirt. It’s unlocked. He listens for the ping or soft hum of an alarm system being activated, but there’s only silence. He walks across the den; he heads into her first-floor bedroom.


If there is anything to tie them together in this house, it will be there, he thinks. He has to know. He is nearly drunk with fear at the idea of the police arriving at any second.


He hurries into her closet. Organized on a shelf are boxes—ones for hats, more for sweaters, even though the weather has turned cool by Austin standards. He searches the boxes. Nothing. There are also photo albums there, placed in plastic storage bins. He takes them out, looks through them.


Where would she keep anything that could hurt him? He puts them back on the shelf, thinking.


He pushes aside a rack of coats—she had more coats than a woman in Austin might expect to, given her travel to cold climes such as China, Russia, and the Baltic states. And behind them, hidden simply by their bulk, are a couple of jewelry boxes. He opens one. Snakes of silver bracelets intertwine. He digs through them. Maybe she hid it in a safe-deposit box. He opens the second jewelry box. Rings, here, bracelets. A string bracelet, the kind children make in school. He recognizes the weave of colors—Grant made this for Danielle in art class, for helping his parents find him in Russia. A child’s THANK YOU, carefully written in red and purple crayon. His breath catches.


And beneath it, a flash drive.


This. Here.


He pockets the flash drive—then hears what sounds like the slow crawl of tires on pavement. Her closet is near the front of the house. What if the police are arriving? He tucks the flash drive deep into his shoe, under his foot. Unlikely to be patted down there. He puts everything back where he found it. He tries to remember if the closet light was already on. He uses his shirt to wipe the light switch, the jewelry boxes. He heads out of the master bedroom and is halfway across the den when something heavy slams into the back of his head.


Kyle staggers. Strong hands grab him and put a cloth bag over his head; he can’t see.


Then he feels the weight of a gun barrel pressed against his neck. He freezes.


“You’re not going to give me trouble, are you?” a voice says. Low, hissing, harsh.


And then blow after blow to his head, shielded only by the cloth bag. He feels blood on his face, a hard cut on his ear, a hammering blow beneath his eye. Dazed, he feels himself draggged across the den, the gun pressed against his head, out the patio door, across the yard. The gun. This person is going to shoot him. Kill him. He climbs to his feet, but he’s rushed along and then he’s standing in the cool of the creek.


His brain is spinning, his ears ringing with the blows. The barrel of the gun is a burning constant against his throat. “Please!” Kyle says, crouching into the water, cringing. He feels a hand groping his pockets, the top of his socks. It finds nothing. He freezes. But the fingers don’t dig into his shoe.


“Why are you here?” the voice says again, a harsh forced whisper.


“I just wanted something of hers. Something to remember her by. Please.” He can feel his own blood on his face. He’s never been hit like this in his life.


Four hard punches, brutal and unyielding, smash into his face. The cloth bag protects him, but not much. He falls into the creek, stunned, the bag still over his face.


“If you talk about this,” the voice says, “I’ll kill one of your kids.”


Kyle can’t speak. He can hardly make out the words due to the cinematic guttural whisper, but he nods.


Then there is only the sound of someone moving through the woods and the water against him. Everything hurts. He’s too scared to take off the bag; the faces of Iris, Grant, and Julia dance in front of his closed eyes. Whoever that is, he knows who I am. And that I have children. Finally he does, and there’s blood in the bag. Blood from his nose and mouth and ear. He can hardly breathe for fear. The cloth bag is from the Lakehaven Library. He doesn’t know what to do with it. He can’t leave it in the creek. It might be found.


He remembers Grant’s tree, his old hiding place in the greenbelt. He goes there, stuffs it into the cleft at the roots, and decides he’ll come back later. His face, his jaw, are seriously aching now.


He needs a story. An explanation. Because the truth is not an option. He’s going to have bruises; his nose and lip are bleeding. The back of his head aches; he feels a bit of blood in his hair.


He decides on a plan. He scrabbles up the creekside, slips, falls, crawls back up. Mud and blood on his hands, his face. He makes his way toward home, piecing it together, hoping the story will work. The flash drive is still in his sock, maybe ruined from the creek water, maybe not.


Everything has gone horribly wrong.


Before he goes into his house, he peers in the space between his house and the neighbors’, and he sees the Sheriff’s Office cars pulling into Danielle’s driveway to secure the house. They have no idea that they’re too late.


And as Kyle reaches his own back door, bloodied and bruised, ready to embark on the latest series of lies, afraid for his children, he wonders: Who was in Danielle’s house with a gun, and why?
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GRANT


In his room, Grant debates where to hide the money. He can’t believe his luck in Dad leaving him alone for a few minutes. He wonders how Mike and his son, Peter, are taking the news of Danielle’s death. He’s close to Mike, who is like a genial uncle who lets you get away with mischief. He probably shouldn’t call him right now, but maybe Mom will let him call Mike later.


Grant has left the thousand dollars in the manila envelope. He knows his mother has looked under his mattress for weed and pills (he’s heard parents talking about prescription drug abuse, and they had a school assembly about it); he doesn’t do that stuff, but she might look there again anyway. He doesn’t really hide stuff in his room. The bottom drawer in his bureau is full of swimsuits, and it’s winter, so he decides Mom is not likely to paw through there anytime soon. He stuffs the envelope of cash under the stack of swimsuits and arranges them so that none of the paper shows. He closes the drawer.


How would he explain this money to anyone? He doesn’t have a job. He couldn’t save up that much. Will people assume he stole it? He’s trying not to think of how he might spend it. New Nike shoes, video games galore, asking that pretty girl in his English class to the movies and not have it be an outing full of a half-dozen friends.


But he can’t spend this money. It feels wrong. But if he doesn’t spend it, Mom will eventually find it, and then what?


He goes back to the computer.


He opens the email that contained the message. He can’t email his friend’s spoofed email back. Drew will get it, not his mysterious benefactor.


He looks back at the picture of the young woman dancing in the rain in front of the Eiffel Tower. Then he sees it. In the corner, a Gmail address, integrated into the picture, but written very small. A random-looking series of numbers and letters, not something a person would ever accidentally type or use as a regular address.


Left there to see if he would notice?


Grant goes to Google’s image search page and enters in woman in rain Eiffel Tower. They learned to use this feature in his history class.


There is a large number of matches—apparently photos of women and couples with umbrellas near the Eiffel Tower are romantic. He finds the image six rows down and clicks on it. It’s a stock photo, from a company based in France. He knows that stock photos are the kind of photos companies buy to use in ads or brochures or websites. There are several similar pictures, with the same young woman standing near the tower, with a variety of colored raincoats and umbrellas. In a few of the photos a handsome man accompanies her; they laugh, they hold hands, they walk. A variety of licenses are available for the photos, in different sizes and resolutions.
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