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CHAPTER 1





It happened on the first day that felt like autumn. Overnight the air turned crisp and the trees burnished into orange. It was a relief after another Midwestern summer that, emboldened by climate change, seemed determined to stick around until winter. The long, narrow parking lot behind the nature center at Highbanks was still mostly empty when I pulled in; there was a school bus at one end, a gaggle of kids in Catholic school uniforms in an unruly line beside it.


I was wearing a new jacket, a plum-colored canvas anorak that I’d been looking forward to wearing for weeks. If not for the coat, I probably would’ve been more pissed off that my brother was standing me up.


“Andrew Joseph Weary,” I said into his voice mail. “It is nine forty-five in the morning and I am not in my bed right now, because of you. And yet, you’re nowhere to be seen. Giving you five more minutes and then I’m leaving.”


It wasn’t like either of us to engage in traipsing about in nature. But Andrew was trying to turn over a new leaf. A week in jail will do that to a person, and his particular new leaf involved aspirations of hiking the Pacific Crest Trail. After he told me that, and after laughing my head off and asking who in the hell had left a copy of Wild in his apartment, I decided I should probably be supportive. Turning over a new leaf wasn’t such a bad idea, not for anyone. So I’d agreed to join him in some practice hiking. Thus far, we’d actually managed to do it only once before.


Neither of us were morning people, new leaf or no.


I waited the five minutes and thought about leaving. But the crisp air convinced me otherwise. I was here already; why not take a walk anyway? I opened the car door just as a silver Chevrolet Equinox whipped into the spot next to me; I barely managed to close the door in time to avoid it getting ripped off.


The passenger window of the SUV went down. “Sorry, sorry,” Rebecca Newsome said. I didn’t know her as Rebecca Newsome at the time, just as a sixtyish woman with short, ashy-blond hair and a wide, thin-lipped smile. “I hate it when people do that.” She got out of the car and I saw she wore dusty hiking boots and ripstop cargo pants. She opened the back door and a brown dog jumped out, small and fox-like with pointed ears that looked comically large for its head. “It’s just so gosh darn beautiful out today that I couldn’t wait!”


I waved her off. “No harm done,” I said.


Still smiling, she tugged at an imaginary lapel. “Great coat. I like that color.”


I wasn’t prone to small talk with strangers either, but the weather had made me downright friendly.


I said, “I like the fact that it’s cool enough out to wear it.”


She grinned. The dog, antsy to get after something in the woods, strained at its woven leash. “Well, have a good one.”


“You too.” I gestured at my own car door. “And be careful.”


Rebecca gave me a thumbs-up and set off briskly toward the woods.


That “be careful” came back to haunt me less than a half an hour later. After wandering through the shrieking middle schoolers in the nature center, I went out onto the observation platform and looked into the trees growing from the steep embankment. Somewhere out there, a shale bluff towered over the Olentangy. But all I could see was sun-dappled gold and orange. The only sounds were foresty rustling noises and birds and the crunch of sneakers on the gravel trails and, somewhere far off, traffic.


Then I heard something that was distinctly unnatural.


A dusty scrambling, a startled gasp, followed by a series of snaps and the startled bark of a dog.


I pushed off the railing and started down the Ripple Rock Trail, calling out, “Hello? Everyone okay?”


I heard a voice but couldn’t quite make it out.


I scanned the sloping path for the dog, the woman from the parking lot, or a sign of what had caused the noise.


“I don’t think doggies are allowed on this trail,” a voice said, lilting. I rounded a corner and finally saw someone, a woman in lime-green running gear farther down the path. She crouched before the fox-like dog, which hunkered just off the trail, tail swishing like a metronome. “What are you doing out here all by yourself?”


“It was with someone,” I said.


The lady in green spun around to look at me, while the dog growled and let loose a tirade of barks that echoed through the trees around us.


“Did you see a woman? Silver hair, cargo pants?” I had to raise my voice to be heard over the dog’s barking.


“No, I just came around the corner and saw this little dude. He seems terrified.”


Over her shoulder, I saw a strange divot in the surface of the trail, an irregular-shaped hole where it looked like a rock had become dislodged.


“There,” I said, pointing. I took a few steps closer while the dog continued to snarl.


The woman in green grabbed ahold of the leash, which had caught on a branch. I headed for the divot. Everything on either side of the path was orange and golden and brown. Off to the right, the ground sloped gently; to the left, a much sharper drop-off to a creek at least fifty feet below.


The left side was where I saw the bottom of a hiking boot, the hem of ripstop cargo pants, midway between the trail and the ravine below.


“Oh, shit,” I said. “I see her down there.” I stepped off the path and nearly slipped on a pile of dewy leaves.


“The rangers’ station,” the other woman said. “I’ll go for help.”


I gingerly stepped over a moss-covered log, bracing myself against a tree trunk studded with mushrooms. “Can you hear me?” I called.


The lady from the parking lot didn’t make a sound. She didn’t move, either. I picked my way down the steep embankment. Now I could see signs of her fall—a patch of earth freshly exposed when another log was bumped aside, a swatch of nylon caught on a sharp root.


I nearly lost my footing twice more before I reached her. She was on her stomach, neck twisted harshly, the side of her face planted in the soft ground. I felt for a pulse at her throat—faint. She was bleeding from a gash at the right temple and her palms were scratched up, mud caked under her fingernails. As I leaned over her, I saw that her eyes were open, staring into the dirt.


I didn’t know what to do—she was at an angle, meaning the blood was rushing to her head, but I remembered something from a long-ago first-aid class about not moving someone with an injured neck. Fortunately, I heard shoes on the gravel above me. “Where are you?” the woman in green called.


“Down here. I’m down here. She’s really hurt.”


“Thank you, ma’am,” a new voice said, “please stay on the trail.” I looked up and saw a young woman in a park ranger’s uniform coming down the steep hill. She spoke into a walkie-talkie in urgent tones. Her dark eyes swept across the scene and her expression hardened.


The beautiful quiet morning suddenly felt anything but.




*





They took her to St. Ann’s. I followed in my car, unable to shake the sound of my own voice—be careful—from my head. Was I the last person who’d spoken to her before she fell? It seemed more than possible given how empty the trail had been, and it left me feeling responsible. If not for what had happened, then at least for making sure she wasn’t alone now.


The woman in green had the same idea. She was waiting outside the emergency room doors, the dog’s leash looped around a wrist while the creature on the other end backed itself into a bush and whined.


“I don’t really know what I’m doing here,” she said when she saw me. She held up the leash. “That ranger said something about calling animal control and, well, that would be terrible. You fall while hiking and your dog ends up in a shelter? But you can’t take a dog into an emergency room, it turns out.”


I scratched my wrist and nodded, thinking of Rebecca’s open, blank eyes. I hoped the whereabouts of her dog were not beyond her concern.


“I’m Stacy,” she added. She went to offer me a hand but found her right one wrapped in the leash. So she settled for a small wave.


I smiled, or tried to. My face felt weird. “Roxane.”


“I can’t believe a woman fell off a cliff right in front of me and all I noticed was her dog.” Stacy shook her head. She had dark, ageless skin and hair pulled into a high, tight bun.


“I saw her in the parking lot earlier,” I said. “That’s the only reason I knew.”


Before too long, a woman rushed in from the parking lot. Pregnant—very—in a striped maxi dress and a denim jacket. Her face was pale and worried as she went through the sliding doors and up to the nurses’ station.


Stacy and I stood outside in relative silence, neither of us sure what we were supposed to do next. Would anyone need to know what we hadn’t seen and hadn’t heard? The breeze, which had felt deliciously cool earlier, now just seemed damp and chilly.


Eventually, the pregnant woman came back out outside and walked over to Stacy and me as if seeing us for the first time. Her face was bloodless, a faint spray of freckles across her nose standing out like a splash of paint. Her hair was corn silk, damp and frizzy at the temples as if she’d just stepped out of a shower. She had a tiny golden cross on a whisper-thin chain around her neck. “They said you two were—Oh, God,” she muttered, noticing the cowering dog. She reached out for the leash; the dog yipped defensively and moved farther back into the bushes. The woman flinched. “What happened? Did you see what happened? Did she trip over him?”


“I heard it,” I said, gently. “I heard her fall. But I didn’t see anything. I’m sorry.”


Stacy handed over the leash, which the pregnant woman then clutched so tightly her knuckles went white. “I’m Stacy, and this is Roxane.”


“Maggie Holmer.” She was looking at something behind us, or at nothing at all.


“Are you her daughter?”


A nod, curt.


“What’s your mother’s name?”


“Rebecca Newsome,” Maggie said. “I can’t believe this.”


Stacy glanced at me, then tried a change of topic. “When are you due?”


Maggie didn’t bite. “They took her for a, what’s it called. A CT scan. I guess I’m just supposed to wait? How is a person just supposed to wait like this?”


I glanced down at her hands; her left sported a modest wedding set. “Is there someone we can call for you?” I said.


She pulled a phone out of her handbag and promptly dropped it on the concrete. Blotches of red had appeared now on her ashen cheeks. “My husband is on his way. He’ll know what to do. I can’t believe this.”


After that, Stacy led her back inside the ER and I took a turn with the dog’s leash. I was on the lookout for Maggie’s husband, James, who was en route from Findlay, where he worked two days per week for some petroleum company. I hoped the dog would like him better than it seemed to like me. While it low-key growled from its place under the bushes, I scrolled through my phone and read a series of apology texts from Andrew about standing me up. It wasn’t that big of a deal, but I wasn’t in the mood to reassure him.


James Holmer was bookish and flushed, dressed in a brown Carhartt jacket over a burgundy polo shirt and khakis. I knew who he was from the way he rushed past me, then noticed the dog snarling from the bushes and turned back. I said, “James?”


He stopped and stared at me from behind his frameless glasses. “Where’s Maggie?”


“She’s inside.”


He didn’t ask me who I was, just proceeded into the emergency room.


I sat for a while on a concrete bench. Eventually a Delaware County sheriff’s deputy approached the door and we had a rather perfunctory conversation about what had happened. Then he went inside, and a few beats later James Holmer came back out. “You’re still here.”


I held up the leash.


“Thanks for watching him.” He tugged on the leash and the dog came forward skittishly, whining now. “Let me put him in the car. Sorry you got stuck here—hopefully you were on your way out of the hospital, not in.”


“No worries. I was actually at the park. I talked to your mother-in-law, briefly.”


“Oh.” He looked up at the grey-white sky over the lenses of his glasses. The dog strained against the leash, trying to retreat to the safety of the bushes, but James ignored it. “Wow. Did she say what happened?”


“No, this was before.”


James nodded, his eyes drifting down to the dog. “Did you see what happened?”


“I didn’t.”


“I hope she didn’t trip over him,” James said, nodding at the dog. “He’s always underfoot. I’ve tripped over him already once this week—she’s been staying with us. Maggie’s due date is tomorrow.” His expression hardened, probably as he realized how the birth of his child would be, one way or another, affected by what had happened this morning. He cleared his throat. “Okay, well, thanks again, for your help.”


“Of course.” I found a business card in my wallet and gave it to him. “If you need to reach me for anything.”


“Great. That’s very kind.”


He went off to one side of the parking lot, and I headed to the other.




*





I didn’t hear anything else about it. I called the deputy twice, hoping for an update, but he didn’t answer and he didn’t return my messages either. I thought about trying the hospital, but I knew they wouldn’t tell me anything.


Not knowing was hard for me. It always was. This was part of why I’d bailed on my plan of becoming a psychologist—I was too nosy, too hungry for the why. You can’t act on people’s problems as a psychologist, just talk. And talking had its place, but so did doing.


This time around, there was nothing to do. Nothing except wait out the deeply unpleasant poison ivy that developed on my hands and arms and try to move on.

















CHAPTER 2





I never expected to see Rebecca Newsome’s daughter again, but somehow I wasn’t surprised when she reentered my life a month later.


She was sitting in the fourth-floor waiting area of my new office building, rocking a newborn baby in a carrier on the floor beside her. For a second I didn’t understand that she was there for me, thought instead she must have an appointment with someone else in the building—what a coincidence. Then she said, “Your website says business hours are ten to five.”


The whole office thing was my own new leaf, an experiment in something allegedly known as work-life balance, but the experiment wasn’t going well. I apparently didn’t like work-life balance. Or at least not if it involved going in to an office. So far the space was turning out to be nothing but an inconvenient location to keep my printer-scanner. I nodded, still not understanding.


Maggie went on, “I didn’t know you were a detective. You gave my husband a card that day. It didn’t say what you did for a living. I wanted to send you a note. A thank-you note for—for what you did. So I looked for your address online.”


She had stopped rocking the baby carrier, and its occupant made a disgruntled sound. So she resumed, her face tight and exhausted. I was afraid to ask but I said, “How is your family?”


“My mother passed away,” she said, and I drew in a sharp breath, involuntary. “She hung on for three days. She got to hold her granddaughter. Well, they said her brain activity—that she wasn’t aware of her surroundings. But I don’t know about that. I put the baby in her arms. Just because. And it was about an hour after that she slipped away.”


“I’m so sorry—”


“No, I’m sorry. I didn’t come here to—I don’t know why I told you that. The reason I came is, well, when I saw your website, what you do. I wondered if I could hire you.”


The conversation had gone to an unexpected place. “Hire me?”


Maggie nodded. “Maybe there’s a reason that you were the one in the woods with her. Maybe you can figure out what happened. What really happened.”


“What do you think happened?”




*





My office contained a desk, a printer, a chair, and a thrifted vintage love seat in a brown velvet voile that reminded me of a couch my grandmother once had. A large, empty picture frame leaned against one wall, which seemed to be emblematic of something. Maggie glanced at it but said nothing, just set the baby carrier gently on one cushion of the love seat and sat down beside it.


“This is still a work in progress,” I said, “the office. And the business hours. I might’ve guessed that I wouldn’t like having regular business hours.” I took a seat in the desk chair and took a notebook out of the top drawer, wondering if I could find a pen without looking like I was actively searching for it. Good detectives should always have pens, probably. Ironically, I’d ordered a thousand pens printed with my phone number and address from a former client who owned a print shop, and someone—hard to say if it was Arthur or if it was me—had gotten the address wrong on the order form. So I was in possession of a thousand misprinted pens, but they were all in my apartment or in my Range Rover. I didn’t want to keep them in the office in case a client accidentally picked one up and spread misinformation across the city. “I hope you weren’t waiting for long.”


Maggie shrugged. “It’s good to get out of the house, honestly. I am really grateful to you, for helping my mother that day. I know you probably didn’t expect to get roped into babysitting a dog outside the hospital when you woke up that morning.”


“Life does have a way of surprising us,” I said. “But don’t even mention it. I was happy to help. Other than a little bit of poison ivy, I was no worse for wear.” I casually reached into my computer bag, feeling past loose change and hair ties until I landed on something pen-shaped. “So tell me what’s on your mind.”


Maggie rubbed her forehead. “Well, I don’t know how to say it, so I’ll just say it. I don’t think my mother fell into that ravine. I know she didn’t.”


“How do you know?” I said gently.


“My mother loved the outdoors. She’d hiked the Grand Canyon rim to rim, Bryce, the PCT. All just in the last few years. She was an experienced hiker.”


I tried to write that on my notebook, but the pen scratched inklessly across the yellow paper.


“And Highbanks is not, how do I say it.”


“It’s not Bryce Canyon.”


She smiled faintly. “No. It’s not. I mean, she took the dog with her on the trail. It was hardly a real hike.”


“How’s the dog?”


Maggie shook her head. “He was always sort of weird around people other than my mom. Skittish, but also aggressive. But after that, he started going after people constantly. He ripped a sweater of mine, trying to bite me, and he actually drew blood from James. I wanted to keep him but with the baby, I was just afraid something worse would happen eventually. So I found him a new home.”


“Do you think there’s a chance she tripped over him at the park? You mentioned something like that at the hospital.” 


Maggie sighed. “I don’t know. I know I’ve certainly tripped on the little dummy. Apparently dogs aren’t even allowed on that trail, maybe for that very reason. But she took him with her on little walks all the time.”


“Okay, so you don’t buy the tripping theory. Not over the dog, and not over her own feet due to being an experienced hiker.”


“No,” Maggie said, her nostrils flaring a little. “Plus, she wasn’t a careless person. She was a nurse. I never even knew her to cut herself accidentally while chopping onions.”


I tapped the impotent pen on my notebook. “Where did she work as a nurse?”


“A private school, Horizons Academy. Part-time. But listen, it’s not just that I don’t believe she tripped. There are a few other things. Weird things.”


“Okay.”


“Her phone is missing.”


“What do you mean?”


“It wasn’t with her things, the things she had with her that day. And not in the car, either. So what happened to it?”


“Maybe she dropped it, when she fell?”


“Oh. Maybe.”


“Sometimes the answer really is that obvious, but sometimes it isn’t. What else?”


“The police—well, listen. She didn’t live down here. She was down here to help me finish the nursery—she lives up in Toledo.”


I tried to scratch in Toledo, waiting to hear the part about the police. “Okay.”


“I told all of this to the Delaware County officer but he didn’t seem to think much of it. His name was Monterrey, or Montero something like that. I’m sure I’d remember his name if he’d actually cared, you know?”


I nodded.


“Anyway, apparently, the day it happened, the police were at her house up there. That afternoon. Mom’s neighbor told me. Her name is Arlene French.” She reached into her own bag and handed me a pen without pausing. “I have no idea what they were doing at the house, and they won’t tell me.”


Functioning pen in hand, I quickly jotted down a few notes. “They won’t tell you?”


She shook her head. “That brings me to the last thing. Her ex-husband, Keir Metcalf. They’ve been separated for years but just finalized the divorce in January.”


“So she changed her last name back after the divorce?”


Maggie shook her head. “Newsome is my maiden name, my father’s last name. My mother kept it, even after she married Keir. Yet another thing they fought about. Their relationship got a little ugly. So that’s why I think he might know something. Of course, he’s like this with the police department up there.” She held up two crossed fingers. “He’s a former cop. And an asshole.”


“A current asshole, I take it.”


Maggie gave me half of a smile. “Yes.”


“Is your father still in the picture?”


She shook her head. “My father abandoned us when I was a baby. I’ve had like three conversations with him in my life. He’s long out of the picture.”


“And you think, what, your former stepdad might have been involved in what happened to your mom?”


“Stepdad,” she muttered. “Yeah, I do.”


“Anything concrete behind that? Threats, an ongoing dispute?”


“All I know is that there was a lot of bad blood between him and my mom, and I can’t stop thinking about it. I think about it all day, every day. Wondering. My husband says he’s afraid the baby is going to pick up on it, my anxiety. And anger. He walked in on me talking on the phone to someone in the Delaware County coroner’s office the other day while I was—” She stopped, blushing faintly. “I was breastfeeding her. I wasn’t thinking. But I need to not be doing that anymore. The anger I carry can’t be good for my child.”


I nodded. I knew exactly what she was after. “You want to give custody of that anger to somebody else. Outsource the worrying about it.”


“I have this whole giant Dropbox folder of stuff that I can share with you. Like the autopsy report. And the hospital stuff. I keep looking through it, over and over.” Her baby began to squirm in the carrier beside her. “I just need to stop. For her.” She lifted the baby—swaddled in pink and brown polka dots—into her arms and peeled back the outermost layer of blanket, revealing a pruny, round face.


“Aw,” I said, sensing that it was expected. “What’s her name?”


“Beatrix,” Maggie said. “Bea for short.”


“Hi, baby Bea.”


“Do you want to hold her?”


I put the borrowed pen down. “If you need a break, I am happy to hold your baby. My ovaries do not ache to do so, however.”


Maggie laughed. “I think that’s the most honest thing anyone has ever said to me.”


“I try.”


She stood up and plopped the baby into my arms. “I’m like that about other people’s kids. I always was. And then when she was born, when I first saw her—it was like a switch flipped in my brain, it turned on this animal instinct. You always hear about maternal instincts, a mother’s love and all. Love isn’t even the right word. It’s so much fiercer than that. It’s like I immediately knew that I would kill for her. Isn’t that effed up?”


I jostled baby Bea, hoping she wouldn’t start screaming. “No, I think that’s honest too.”


“I’ll never get the chance to ask my mother if that was how she felt, too.”


“I’m so sorry.” 


We looked at each other for a long time.


“Do you think you can help?”


“I can’t promise I’ll find anything,” I said, “but I can promise to take care of looking.”


Maggie nodded. “That will be a huge relief.”




*





I knew I had saved the business card the sheriff’s deputy gave me that afternoon at the hospital. I knew because I hadn’t done laundry for a minute, so it had to be in a pair of jeans in my apartment somewhere. The problem was, I had a lot of somewheres in my apartment. I spent a while digging through a basket in my dining room, checking pockets without success. Then I spotted the plum-colored coat at the bottom of the basket. I hadn’t worn it since that day—tainted—but now I figured it was safe to wear it again, even if the business card wasn’t in its pockets either.


I heard voices in the backyard, followed by the telltale rattle of a spray paint can. I pulled the coat on and dashed outside, but it was just Shelby, my upstairs neighbor and surrogate niece, and her friend Miriam, at work on a patchwork of pink and white poster boards in the rough grass.


“Craft hour?” I said.


Shelby grinned at me and peeled up a heavily duct-taped stencil to show me her handiwork: WOMEN’S BODIES ARE MORE REGULATED THAN GUNS. “There’s a gathering at the statehouse tomorrow, so we’re making signs.”


The current round of attacks on women’s health clinics were indeed disturbing. I nodded to Miriam. “What does yours say?”


“It’s not as good.” Shelby’s friend held up her sign, a more modest PROTECT REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS in black paint. “I wanted to make uterus cookies but I guess those aren’t going to be very impactful.” 


“I told her she should make some anyway. In case Constance is there.”


“Constance Can is not going to eat cookies that some random girl made. Even if they’re delicious and perfectly shaped. Right, Roxane?”


“Well,” I said, “I don’t think she’s going to have a Royal Taster or anything like that, so you’re probably right.”


Constance Archer-Nash was a homegrown lightning rod, a thirtysomething tech entrepreneur who’d gotten fed up with the way politics in Ohio were going and decided to challenge Rob Portman for the Senate seat he’d held for nearly a decade. Overnight she became a household name, with videos of her speeches going viral and thousands of people in line to hear her speak at events. Her campaign materials all said “Constance CAN”—her initials—in bold pink letters.


“I think both signs are instant classics,” I said. “But what about the rest?”


Shelby looked down at the unpainted cards at her feet. “Extras in case there are people who don’t have signs.”


Miriam gestured at the small village of spray paint cans standing at attention in the yard. “You know our Shel. Pathologically generous.”


“That’s a good thing to be. Well, have fun, don’t inhale.”


“Love you, mean it,” Shelby said.


I went back inside and sat down at my desk. It was emptier than it used to be, given that I’d moved my printer and a lot of random paperwork into the office. Now the front room of my apartment felt like a space recently vacated by someone. Me, I supposed. I’d thought that creating some separation between home and work would allow me to focus better while working and relax more at home. Specifically, that I could stop reliving the blurry memory of Elise Hazlett drowning in front of me earlier in the year, her icy blue skin and white teeth and pink puffer coat sinking into darkness.


It was more than just that memory, though. Everything about winter felt wrong and bad. Only bad things happened when it was cold out, as it was becoming now. Elise Hazlett. Catherine’s decision to move to the East Coast with or without me—or, rather, definitely without me, since she hadn’t even broached the subject before deciding. And my father’s death, of course, the thing that split my life into two halves and divided time now into the months leading up to the anniversary and the months looking back at it.


Like a change of scenery could come close to touching any of that.


It seemed stupid, but I’d signed a yearlong lease. So it would continue to be stupid at least until April.


Maybe until then, I would convert my front room into a home gym.


The thought made me laugh out loud.

















CHAPTER 3





“I gave you the password for this.” Kez rolled her eyes at me when she came by the office after her exam. “Did you even try?”


I looked over her shoulder at the website she had built for me. “You know I can’t keep track of passwords. I mean, obviously.” Despite my very irregular use of the office, I had still managed to make an impressive pile of papers.


Kez rolled her eyes harder. “I didn’t write it on paper, Jesus, I emailed it to you.”


“Email is even worse.”


“Are you ninety years old?” Kez said, even though I knew her to be a year older than me.


“Any day now.”


She grinned at me and clicked a few keys. “There. Done. Office hours are a thing of the past. Is that all you called me over here for?”


“Actually,” I said, pulling myself into a sitting position on the ugly love seat, “no. We have a case.”


Kez leaned back in my desk chair and put her Doc Martens up on the paperwork mountain. “Tell me.”


Kezia Denniere wasn’t interested in investigative work long-term—her real interest was in bail-bonds enforcement—but she had a record, something that made it hard for her to line up a criminal-justice practicum as required for her degree from Columbus State. A felony-weight drug-possession bust will do that to a person, even if the only thing she’d been guilty of was terrible taste in boyfriends given that he left her high and dry to serve a one-year prison sentence. But that had been a long time ago, and I could tell Kez was scrappy and smart when I met her on a case at the beginning of the year. So I was willing to sign off on her hours in exchange for some tech help and the occasional backup.


I explained about Maggie and her mother and the very full Dropbox folder.


“You want me to read an autopsy report?”


I was paying her twenty bucks an hour but felt weird about asking her to actually do things. “Or you can pull some background on Keir Metcalf.”


“Yeah, I’m gonna do that one instead.”


She turned back to my laptop. I watched the screen as my own website was replaced by that of AA Security and Investigations in Perrysburg, Ohio. “Ew. Somebody else needs a web designer, I see.”


“Is there no such thing as loyalty anymore?”


Kez clicked on the About tab and pulled up a photo of Rebecca’s ex-husband. He was a standard-issue ex-law-enforcement type: salt-and-pepper buzz cut, sharp jawline, the sort of bulk that could be fat or menacingly muscular depending on his mood. He wore a neutral expression and a polo shirt embroidered with his own name.


“Trust me,” Kez said, “I have no desire whatsoever to work for someone like this. And I am sure the feeling is mutual.”


“Find out what you can about him,” I said, “and I’ll take the autopsy report.”


“Do I get paid extra for this?”


“No.” 


She shrugged. When I met her back in January, she was working at the desk of a shitty hotel in Whitehall and selling stuff left behind in the rooms on eBay. “Worth a shot. I gotta go, but I can come in tomorrow morning. Cute coat, love the useless zippers.”


“They’re not useless,” I said as she left, demonstrating by unzipping the breast pocket. And there it was—the business card I’d been looking for.


Deputy Carter Montoya. I left him yet another voice mail, imagining my three messages as the only ones he’d ever received. Maybe it wasn’t anything personal; maybe he didn’t know his passwords either.


Modern life was hard.




*





Autopsy reports aren’t especially gross—just boring. The first line contained a succinct summary of what I would find if I pored over the entire forty-page document: From the anatomic findings and pertinent history I ascribe the death to: intracranial hemorrhage due to traumatic brain injury. The mode of death was listed as Accidental.


I skimmed through a physical description of Rebecca’s body—laceration at right temple, abrasions on palms and knees, bruised hip, fractured wrist, fractured clavicle, allergic contact dermatitis on hands, ankle, and neck, old scars on abdomen (cesarean) and lumbar (laminectomy and spinal fusion). I was obviously no forensic pathologist, but all of that seemed consistent with a fall over a steep embankment.


Especially the allergic contact dermatitis—the fancy name for the poison ivy that had plagued me for three solid weeks after the incident.


I stood up and closed my eyes, trying to picture myself on the trail. Would Rebecca have been holding the dog’s leash in her right hand, or her left? I opened my eyes and flipped through the autopsy report; the coroner had noted more developed musculature in her right arm. So she was right-handed, but I wasn’t sure what that meant in terms of holding a leash. I looked out my window onto Gay Street and spotted a man with a leashed pit mix in the crosswalk at Third Street. He had the leash in his left hand. Statistically speaking, he was probably a righty. So I held the imaginary leash in my left hand and closed my eyes again, picturing the golden-orange forest and the sloped hiking trail. If Rebecca had been going down the path, the area to which she fell was to her left.


But the majority of the injury had occurred on the right side of her body.


I turned around, eyes still closed, and imagined walking up the hill instead. This put the ravine on her right, which made more sense. But why would she have been going up the hill already, given that she’d just set out on the path a few minutes before?


I sat back down at my desk and flipped through the autopsy report again. If Rebecca had stumbled on the path—with enough force to cause her to fall and become unable to stop herself—wouldn’t there be an ankle or knee injury? She had the skinned knee and bruised hip, but no swelling or ligament damage to indicate a twisted ankle or blown ACL. I reread the description of her broken wrist: fractured distal radius with volar displacement.


I had no idea what that meant.


A quick Google search told me this was also known as a Smith’s fracture, an injury that specifically occurs in a fall on a flexed wrist. I held up a hand and bent my palm toward my body, then away. Which was flexion and which was extension? I was clearly out of my element here, and not just in terms of the pathology report. Trying to solve a mystery that I myself had more or less witnessed when it happened was going to be difficult, if not impossible. If I hadn’t noticed anything suspicious all those weeks earlier, I didn’t know how I was going to find anything at this point.




*





Most of the leaves were off the trees by now. The golden glow of that morning had been replaced by ashy twilight, and the crisp chill in the air was just damp and cold. “I think it was here,” I said, pausing in the middle of the gravel trail. “I saw some lines in the dirt, here. And a divot, like from a rock or a shoe. Then I looked down and saw her.”


Tom followed my hand as I swept it across the path in front of me. “What kind of marks?”


“I don’t know. What kind of marks does a person make when they trip?”


“I think it depends on the person—no need to investigate that one empirically though.”


I felt myself smile. “No pratfalls in the name of science? It’s like you know me or something.”


“I am vaguely familiar.”


I stepped aside to let a jogger pass, and Tom brushed a hand against the small of my back. There was nothing sexy about standing here talking forensics, but I was a little turned on. I said, “Do you see the tree right there, the bendy white one? How far down do you think that is?”


“The bendy white one—the birch tree?”


“Obviously I don’t know what it’s called, Cub Scout. How far?”


“Twenty feet, I think.”


I took a few steps closer to the edge of the trail and Tom’s arm went rigid. “What?”


“Nothing.”


“Are you afraid of heights?” I said. 


“What? No. Not afraid, per se.” His hand found my wrist and gently tugged me away from the overlook. “I just would prefer not to be right on the edge of a cliff.”


“I can’t believe I didn’t know this about you.”


“My last remaining secret.”


I backed off the edge and spun around and he kissed me, long and slow and deep. I always had an impulse to pull away and tell him that this was going nowhere, that I was going nowhere, that if he wanted to go somewhere with someone he should get the hell away from me and do that before the world ended. But such warnings hadn’t fazed him yet and really, I was enjoying myself. Another jogger huffed past us and we both cracked up. “So how, exactly, does someone fall there,” I said, pointing to where I’d seen the marks in the path, “but end up over here, facedown, with injuries only to the right side of her body? Did she roll across the path?”


“What are the famous Weary instincts telling you?”


“That if she was walking down the hill and fell here, she would have ended up on the other side of the path. The non-ravine side.” The other side of the trail was lined with soft-looking bushy things, with no incline whatsoever. A fall there would have wounded Rebecca’s pride but little else. “Or, she was walking up the hill. Which would be strange because she had literally just started the trail.”


“Maybe she was going back for something she left in her vehicle. Or because she wasn’t feeling well,” Tom said. “Maybe she passed out. A stroke.”


“That would have been in the autopsy.”


“True.”


I thought back to my client’s worries, to the smug face of Keir Metcalf. So proud of himself for naming his business AA Security because it would show up first in the Yellow Pages that way. Did the Yellow Pages even exist anymore? If not, the joke was seriously on him. “Maybe she turned around because she encountered someone or something she didn’t want to mess with.”


“Something?”


“A bobcat? A snake? The ghost of her own failed ambition?”


“Show me the wrist thing again.”


I held up my arm and flexed my palm toward my body, having watched a YouTube video in order to determine that this position equaled flexion.


Tom took my elbow and guided it out and down. “What if she fell backwards?”


He turned me around so that my back was to the ravine Rebecca had fallen into. “If she was standing like this, and she fell backwards, that could break a wrist. It’s a sort of submissive posture, don’t you think? As opposed to defensive.” He let go of my arm and held up his own hands, palms out, in a don’t shoot gesture. “I could see an animal, maybe. Though I don’t think there are bobcats out here. And you didn’t see one, either.”


That was the problem with any theory that involved Rebecca encountering someone or something on the trail—neither Stacy nor I had seen it.


“But doesn’t it seem like there are more questions than answers here? Isn’t that what undetermined is meant for?”


“It seems,” Tom said, “that your client wants there to be a big bad. It’s so much easier to blame a villain than it is to blame bad luck and gravity.”


He wasn’t wrong. “That could be said about a lot of my clients. Most. Maybe all. I think that makes me want to help them more, not less.”


The sun had dipped farther below the trees, and it was getting hard to see the edges of the trail. “I guess we can go. I’m not going to figure it out standing here.” 


We hiked in silence for a while. Tom was thinking about my father. I could tell because I was, too.
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Later, in my bed, I thumbed my phone through a list of animals common to Ohio on the Department of Natural Resources website. “There are too bobcats around here,” I said. “And coyotes, black bears … it could have been anything.”


“Don’t bobcats lie in wait for their prey?”


I glanced over my shoulder at him. We were halfway spooning, me on my side, Tom on his back, a hand resting on my hip. “You’re the one who said there weren’t any bobcats in Ohio. But now you’re suddenly an expert?”


“I didn’t say there weren’t any bobcats in Ohio. I said I didn’t think there were any in Highbanks.”


“Maybe a least weasel, then.”


He rolled over so that his mouth was right at my ear. “Let me see this list.”


I held up my phone.


“Least weasel,” he read. “As opposed to the short-tailed weasel and the long-tailed weasel.”


“The woods contain multitudes.”


“Least shrew.”


“That’s me.”


He laughed, the kind of laugh that seemed to take him by surprise. I loved the timbre of that one. “Do you think you’ll have to go to Toledo?”


I sighed. “I don’t think I’m going to get an answer for Maggie with a list of small woodland mammals. So probably. Maybe tomorrow or the next day.”


“We’ve fallen into a nice little rhythm here.”


I scrolled back up through the list. “Indeed. But you can feel free to see your other girlfriends while I’m gone. I’m sure they miss you terribly.”


“Roxane.”


“That’s my name.”


“You say stuff like that and I don’t know what to think.”


“Think whatever you want. Do whatever you want.”


Tom took my phone and put it on the nightstand, screen-down, and the room plunged into darkness except for the glowing stars on my ceiling. “I’m just the worst, for being so transparently available, is that it?”


I tipped my mouth up to his for a kiss. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

















CHAPTER 4





Kez brought crullers and information, two of the better things a person can offer at a morning meeting. “I think he’s a real asshole, Mr. AA Security,” she said. “His company has a LinkedIn profile that posts nothing but Bible stuff and Constance Archer-Nash hate memes.” She spun the laptop around to show me the screen—earlier that morning, Keir Metcalf had felt the urge to share with the world a picture of the candidate superimposed with text that said: “Life’s a bitch—don’t elect one.”


“I think he may misunderstand what LinkedIn is for,” I said. “And also the Bible.”


“Well, he also got canned from the Toledo Police for repeatedly handing out Jesus pamphlets at traffic stops.”


I laughed around a mouthful of doughnut. “What?”


Kez clicked around on the computer and then cleared her throat. “This is from 2010, the Toledo Blade. ‘A Toledo police officer has been fired after multiple drivers complained that he issued more than tickets after pulling them over—he also shared a little religion on the roadside, in one case asking a woman if she had accepted Jesus Christ as her savior.


“‘The department’s spokesperson said on Friday that the officer, Keiran Metcalf, a twelve-year veteran, was let go on Thursday for repeatedly proselytizing and for handing out religious materials to speeders.


“‘The authorities said his termination was based on a complaint in January that said he had questioned a driver’s religious affiliations after pulling over the vehicle—the second time in the past year that the department was aware he had done so. After a similar episode in 2009, officials said, Officer Metcalf was formally told not to question drivers about their religious beliefs or try to convert them.’” She looked up from the screen. “Can you imagine?”


“Did he issue tickets after all that?”


“It doesn’t say.”


“I’d be pissed if I got an inappropriate question about religion and a ticket.”


“Fortunately, the dude has moved on to subtler forms of persuasion.” She opened a new link, this one an article entitled “Harry Potter: Harmless Christian Novel or Doorway to the Occult?”


“So I think it’s at least safe to say he’s a crank. But in my experience, religious types generally frown upon throwing ex-wives off ravines.”


“Also divorce, for that matter.”


“Touché.”


“What else did you find?”


“Well, prior to joining the Toledo PD in 1998, he was a deputy with Delaware County.”


“Really,” I said. That meant the jurisdiction that oversaw Highbanks was his former employer. I remembered what Maggie had said about Metcalf being connected. “What was his story there?”


“He was put on leave for misconduct, along with three other guys, after the mishandling of a domestic-violence issue. Seemed pretty clear-cut, but I can go on if you want.”


A twenty-year-old resignation seemed unlikely to matter here, so I just asked Kez to save the paper trail in Maggie’s Dropbox in case we wanted to refer to it later.


“Now do I get paid extra?”


“No. But good work.”


She took her boots down off my desk and picked up her bag, a canvas messenger festooned with enamel pins that said things like MISANDRIST and DON’T FUCKING TALK TO ME. I admired the direct approach. “I have to go. TBH, this office makes me sad. Maybe you could hang that up or something?”


I looked at the frame propped against the wall. “I need something to put in it first.”


She squinted at it. “Fuck me, I thought this was some sad, artsy picture of a beach that you took on vacation. Here,” she said, scribbling something on an orange Post-it. She placed the square of paper over the bar code on the frame and walked out.


I had to laugh when I saw what she’d written: Cheer up, beach.




*





I met Deputy Montoya at Coffeeology, where I bought a muffin and a mint tea for myself and a white chocolate mocha for him. “Black coffee hurts my stomach,” he said, as if his beverage choice required an explanation.


“No judgment,” I said, although the image of the burly, armed cop stirring an additional packet of sugar into his whipped-creamy drink was a bit amusing.


We were sitting at the barstools in the window facing Sandusky Street, which was caught in midday bustle. The Delaware County courthouse—a new, generally empty and silent fortress—loomed one block over.


“Look,” Montoya said. “I do feel bad for Maggie Holmer. What an awful position to be in, about to have a baby and her mother has this accident. But whatever she told you about it not being an accident? She didn’t say a word until well after the fact.”


“I think it was a slow-burn kind of conclusion.”


“Conclusion.” Montoya wiped foam off his upper lip. “My sister-in-law,” he said, “when she was on maternity leave with her second kid. She started losing her shit, thinking the traffic signs were a code telling her that her baby had been switched at birth. She was diagnosed with, what do you call it. Postpartum. Postpartum psychosis. She had to spend three weeks on a psych ward. Hormones, you know?”


“So Maggie’s making all of this up because hormones?”


“You’re one of those feminist types, I take it.”


We glared at each other.


“I’m just saying. It is not unheard of for these … things to happen. To a woman right after she has a baby. If she truly thought that something suspicious had happened, why did she wait so long to say anything?”


“Perhaps because she was shocked, and distracted, and once she actually had a chance to think about it, she realized it didn’t actually make any sense.”


Montoya made a face like his stomach hurt anyway. I figured that was my fault and I wasn’t sorry. “Accidents are called accidents for a reason. You can’t say there’s no chance someone accidentally fell. The word means it was unintentional, out of anyone’s control. And besides, the coroner’s findings were consistent with an accidental fall.”


I found myself flexing my wrist, still wondering exactly how Rebecca’s Smith’s fracture had happened. But instead of asking the deputy about it, I said, “So what’s your explanation of the Toledo Police showing up at the victim’s house the very day of the accident?”


Now Montoya just seemed annoyed. “Rebecca’s neighbor, have you talked to her yet?”


I shook my head.


“Well, she’s about a thousand years old and she has no idea what she’s talking about. Toledo PD don’t have a record of going there.”


“An official record.”


“Who’s paranoid now?”


“You do realize that you’re quick to dismiss anything a woman says as unreliable.” 


“No—”


“And for someone in the business of finding out the truth, that’s pretty messed up.”


A blotchy red bloomed across his cheeks. “I have three daughters. I do not dismiss anything that a female says.”


“But when was the last time you actually gave a damn about a woman’s opinion?”


“Would you talk to your dad that way?”


He hadn’t mentioned that he knew Frank until now. Sometimes I wondered if half the folks who claimed to remember him really did, or if he was just a part of the collective unconscious now. Maybe a vague knowledge of Frank Weary came with every badge in the state. I said, “Probably, or worse. What’s that got to do with anything?”


“I would’ve thought a cop’s kid would have more respect, is all.”


“Think again.”


“I need to get back to the courthouse.”


“One more thing. Keir Metcalf.”


“What about him?”


“You know him?”


“Not personally.”


“Would you just take his word for it, whatever he said? Because he used to wear that same star?” I nodded at his chest.


“I told you, I don’t know him. But he had an alibi, with twenty-some witnesses. He was at a church breakfast that morning anyway.” Montoya stood up.


I said, “Listen to your daughters now. If you don’t, they’ll never trust you.”


That took some of the wind out of his sails. He politely shook my hand before he walked out.
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