
		
			[image: When I'm Dead by Hannah Morrissey]
		

	
		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			 

			JOIN OUR COMMUNITY!

			Sign up for all the latest crime and thriller 

			news and get free books and exclusive offers.

			BEDFORDSQUAREPUBLISHERS.CO.UK

		

	
		
			

			Praise for When I’m Dead

			‘An intriguing mix of police procedural, gothic potboiler, and psychological thriller’ Kirkus Reviews

			‘When I’m Dead is a must-read from the dark and emotionally compelling Black Harbor series’ Vanessa Lillie, USA Today bestselling author

			‘Told in scalpel-sharp prose with a poet’s eye for detail’ Riley Sager

		

	
		
			

			Praise for Hannah Morrissey

			‘An edgy and haunting crime novel with a complex and world-weary heroine at the center. Hannah Morrissey writes with passion, razor-edged prose, and most important, authenticity… No doubt destined to become one of this year’s best debuts’

			Ace Atkins, New York Times bestselling author of The Relevators on Hello, Transcriber

			‘A moody, unsettling debut novel’ Washington Post on Hello, Transcriber

			‘A dark, atmospheric, and compelling debut by a unique talent’ C. J. Box on Hello, Transcriber

			‘An exciting new voice in literary suspense’ Megan Collins, author of The Winter Sister on Hello, Transcriber

			‘Mesmerizing, moody, and filled with menace, you won’t want to put down The Widowmaker. The future of crime fiction is named Hannah Morrissey’ Alex Finlay, author of The Night Shift on The Widowmaker

		

	
		
			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			

			For Mam.

			Who doesn’t flinch at the stories I write.

		

	
		
			

			1

			ROWAN

			You’ll love me more when I’m dead.

			The memory of her daughter’s words makes the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Or perhaps it’s just Black Harbor and the way she can’t help but feel chilled to the bone whenever she finds herself skulking in its shadows. Eighteen years in this purgatory; Rowan would have thought she’d be used to it by now.

			It could be that there are some things you never get used to: babies in dumpsters, brains smeared on sidewalks, junkies lying on the lawn, their last needle offering a stiff salute from their basilic vein.

			Dead girls in gullies.

			Shards of white glint on the river rocks, little snowflake fractals. But it’s only mid-October in Wisconsin, which means it’s too early for anything but hoarfrost. The broken triangles are teeth, knocked out of the skull of her daughter’s best friend.

			Madison Caldwell lives just around the bend, a handful of houses down.

			Lived.

			Rowan shines her flashlight on the corpse. It stares up at a starless sky, head nesting on tendrils of blond hair. The skin is snowy and soft; the eyes float in pools of plum-colored bruises. Crouching low, Rowan flutters the eyelashes and receives no response. She presses two fingers to the victim’s neck, then, and feels nothing. After she lifts them, her prints stay there in white, blanching the skin. Next to them is a red mark. Rowan squints and leans closer. A hickey?

			

			She turns the victim’s head and examines the other side. A second mark peeks from beneath the hood. With her work phone, she snaps a picture of each injury, and hears the sound of leaves shuffling as an evidence technician crouches to place a yellow placard by what appears to be a set of house keys. No chance they belong to the killer. They wouldn’t get that lucky.

			The scene is crawling with law enforcement. There are ten officers with flashlights and black memo pads, including the four members of the Violent Crime Task Force. At least two officers must have gone to notify the parents. It’s a responsibility usually reserved for a sergeant or lieutenant, but they’re too shorthanded to be concerned about formalities. A fifteen-year-old girl is dead. Someone has to tell her parents.

			Rowan raises the handheld recorder to her mouth. ‘Time of death, October 19, 2039 hours, mechanical asphyxiation,’ she says, when suddenly, the dead girl draws a breath.

			A scream catches in Rowan’s throat. She doubles back, scuttling like a crab. The sharp rocks in the gully dig into her palms. Her flashlight rolls away from her, its light diffusing to bathe the entire area in a half-hearted haze. She watches the victim’s chest cavity expand, the head tilt back slightly, and listens to the whisper of air that fills the lungs and fades to silence. There is no muscle movement for an exhale. The post-mortem breath will stay there, trapped like oxygen in a balloon, until Liz, the forensic pathologist, cracks open the rib cage and weighs the organs in flat metal trays.

			Which could be days from now. The county medical examiner’s office is overwhelmed and understaffed. Only in a place like Black Harbor is the line for the morgue longer than the queue for a Chick-fil-A drive-thru. Too many bodies, not enough of them warm.

			‘You get spooked or what, Winthorp?’ Kole’s voice is nearly drowned out by the waves that slam into the sunken piers. Lake Michigan is less than a hundred feet east.

			‘Yeah.’ Rowan scrubs her palms against her thighs. She looks up to see him handing her a fresh pair of black latex gloves. ‘Thanks. I hate when they do that.’

			

			‘What? Draw one last breath of this noxious air?’

			Rowan nods. For a second there, she feared it was Lazarus syndrome, a phenomenon where someone can be clinically dead – no heartbeat, no circulation, no brain activity – and suddenly come back to life. It’s called ROSC: return of spontaneous circulation. She’s seen it twice.

			She looks at Kole, who chews the inside of his cheek. He guessed correctly because he hates it, too. There isn’t one person in this field – from patrol officers to medical examiners to investigators – who can honestly say that interacting with a corpse doesn’t unnerve them at least a little bit. Anyone who does is a liar. Death makes existentialists of us all. 

			That isn’t to say there’s nothing reassuring about them. No matter what you do – a poke, a prod, a bone saw through the cranium – you can’t hurt them. The worst has already happened. As a medical examiner, Rowan’s job is simply to pick up the pieces and zip them into a polyethylene bag.

			But this one is different. This is Madison Caldwell. Just yesterday, Rowan waved to her as she rode her bike past their house. And hadn’t she been over not all that long ago, singing karaoke and doing whatever teenage girls do, before Chloe decided to cross over to the dark side?

			‘Relax, she won’t bite,’ says Kole when he notices Rowan tiptoeing cautiously. ‘What time do you think it actually happened, 18, maybe 1900 hours?’

			‘Sounds about right,’ replies Rowan.

			The time of death recorded on the death certificate will be 2039 hours, which is the time she observed the victim was not breathing and did not have a pulse. However, the stiffening of the limbs and the way the blood has settled, pulling color from the victim’s face and pooling at the back of the head and shoulder blades, indicate that the girl was killed at least two hours ago.

			She pauses. Chloe left the house around that time to walk to the school’s performing arts center. She had to be there early for hair and makeup – though she’s been in character for weeks now, hiding beneath stormy clothes and stark slashes of eyeliner. ‘I’m a method actor,’ she said defensively, when Rowan had gaped at her transformation, because from her perspective, her blond, sun-kissed daughter had gone into the bathroom and an hour later, an emo teenager emerged. Her hair was dark as midnight, her fingernails beetle-black. A faux leather choker severed her neck. Everything about her had simply darkened, as though whatever flame had burned inside her the past fifteen years had suddenly been snuffed out.

			

			Rowan didn’t recognize this girl. She didn’t like her.

			She was moody and antisocial, and brimmed with an umbrage that made her seem more like Chloe’s shadow than Chloe herself.

			A seed of dread plants itself in the pit of Rowan’s stomach. What if Chloe is nearby, her body broken and strewn across the river rocks, too?

			No. She can’t be. Earlier this evening, Rowan had watched from the kitchen window as Chloe took to the walking trail that stretched from their quiet lakeside neighborhood of Belgrave Circle to Monroe Academy. And hadn’t they just seen her dazzle onstage as Lydia Deetz, the angsty adolescent character who identifies more with the dead than the living?

			She must have taken a page out of Rowan’s book to have been so convincing. Long has Rowan mused at how calming it must be to be dead. No more guilt, no more feeling like you’re not enough. You just… are. You have no obligation to anyone but to let them sink you in the ground or burn you to ash.

			The call came just before intermission. She remembers the death phone buzzing between her and Axel. They’d slipped out into the hall and she’d pressed her ear to his cheek as together, they listened to Kole’s voice recite the details of the scene: ‘Homicide… female, white… Patrol found her… asystolic…’ Then, he mentioned the name of their small neighborhood nestled near the lake’s crumbling edge. She’d inhaled sharply and texted her best friend, Marnie, asking her to give Chloe a ride home.

			Axel pocketed his phone. ‘Rock Paper Pistol for who’s gotta be the bad guy?’

			Rowan tucked the black rose bouquet in her armpit. They shook hands – down, up, down – and then broke apart. Axel pointed at her open hand with his index and middle fingers, thumb cocked. ‘Pistol shoots paper.’

			

			And that was how she ended up face-to-face with a brokenhearted Chloe, who looked so mature and melancholy in a red lace dress, mascara-dyed tears streaming down her cheeks as Rowan broke the news that Mom and Dad would not be watching the rest of the musical. Not that it was the first time they’d had to leave in the middle of an event, nor would it be the last. People had a nasty habit of dying in Black Harbor, and Chloe was cursed with having both a medical examiner and a homicide detective for parents.

			‘Sweetie…’ She set her hands on Chloe’s shoulders. Something glimmered in Chloe’s ears, she noticed – safety pins. A pained, insistent voice gnawed at Rowan’s brain stem. I don’t know you, she thought. Where is my bright, darling girl?

			‘Where’s Dad?’ Chloe stood on her tiptoes trying to see over Rowan’s shoulder.

			Rowan sucked her teeth. If she had a nickel for every time Chloe asked for Axel. ‘I’m sorry, honey. But listen, it happened close to home, and—’

			‘So it’s someone we know?’

			‘I want you to get a ride home with Marnie, okay? I’ll text her and let her know to wait for you.’ Marnie was here. She’d seen her jet-black hair and Burberry scarf in the third row, sitting next to Sylvia Halquist. ‘Chloe?’

			Around them, people moved in fast motion. Stagehands pushed brooms and carried props overhead. The main actor, in a green wig and pinstriped suit, chugged a Red Bull. Mr Cutler skirted around him, yelling at someone to put their phone away. ‘There are no cell phones in Beetlejuice!’ And yet, Rowan and Chloe were in their own bubble.

			Rowan suddenly remembered the roses. The cellophane crinkled as she handed them to Chloe. They seemed a cheap consolation now. ‘These are for you. We love you so much, Chloe. You’re killing it, you really are. But work—’

			

			‘Do you?’

			Rowan paused. She felt her brows knit. ‘What?’

			Chloe sighed. Her pointed bangs made everything about her look barbed, scary. And then she uttered seven little words that cut Rowan to the bone. You’ll love me more when I’m dead.

			The accusation razes her still. She feels scraped, empty inside as she maneuvers around the corpse of someone else’s daughter. They will make it right, she promises. By the time she and Axel get out of here, they could still have time to curl up on the couch with Chloe and watch a movie.

			‘So, how’d he knock out her teeth?’ A cloud of vapor issues from Kole’s mouth as he begins asking the first of a million questions that thicken the air.

			‘He?’ Rowan raises a brow.

			‘Statistically, you and I both know this was a male.’

			While she hates to default to statistics, she knows Kole is right. Of the hundreds of homicides she’s worked, nine times out of ten, the guilty party is male. And this death reeks of a male aggressor. Giving the body a quick scan, she notes the victim’s jeans are still fastened, her jacket still zipped. But then there are the marks on her neck, near her collar. Rowan creeps closer and pulls the hood of the victim’s sweatshirt aside, revealing the inch-long abrasions.

			‘Hickeys?’ Kole kneels beside her and she catches a whiff of his cologne – woodsy and clean – too subtle to mask the stench of decomp all around them: the foliage, the fish carcasses caught in the rocks, the body of Madison Caldwell.

			‘Could be.’ Rowan squints. ‘Or choke marks. Which would make sense, considering the trauma to her mouth is postmortem.’

			‘How can you tell?’

			She cups the victim’s chin and puts her other hand on top of the head, tilting the skull for a better perspective. The mouth is transmogrified into a broken cavity, sharp little pegs stuck like shrapnel in the gums. No blood. ‘I’d guess they used a hammer,’ she says. ‘Or a rock. Something to deliver blunt force.’

			‘Let’s hope it was a rock,’ says Kole, and Rowan agrees. A hammer hints at premeditation. She watches his gaze slide toward the darkness, where thousands of rocks litter the creek bed, and she knows what he’s thinking: finding the murder weapon will be as impossible as finding a certain needle in an opium den.

			

			‘So, he strangled her to death, then smashed her teeth out? Is that what you’re telling me?’

			‘That’s what it looks like.’ Rowan considers the corpse again. She was someone’s daughter, this empty vessel, now stiffening with rigor. ‘Have you notified her parents yet?’

			‘Fletcher and Hayes are at the house now. It’s only a matter of time before they try to cross the tape.’ Kole turns, his jaw parallel with his shoulder as though to affirm they aren’t about to be ambushed by hysterical parents. But he and Rowan are alone. The other officers and investigators, including Axel, are a ways up the bank, processing the scene. Yellow evidence placards mark possible DNA, footprints, and anything the killer might have left behind. At the top of the hill, crime scene tape cuts a fragile division between them and the rest of the world. The local news van is parked on the street thirty yards from the little stone bridge that Madison’s body lay beneath.

			‘I thought you were typically the one to tell the family,’ says Rowan.

			Kole shrugs. ‘Someone has to stay and command the scene. We’re suffering a deficit in manpower, if you haven’t noticed.’

			She’s noticed. The entire city has noticed. Since incurring massive budget cuts, the police department is down forty-two sworn officers from the year prior. They hardly have enough investigators to conduct search warrants anymore. ‘Axel might have mentioned it,’ she says. With a sigh, she turns back to the body. ‘I’m gonna bag her hands.’ The narration is unnecessary, but speaking out loud helps her focus on the task in front of her. She isn’t a mother who disappointed her daughter yet again, but a medical examiner with the job of bagging up someone else’s.

			‘That’s a good idea.’ Kole coughs, the crisp fall air infiltrating his lungs. Or is it the coal dust from the mine only a few miles away? Rowan can feel it, too. They probably all have black lung disease by now, anyone who lives within a ten-mile radius of Black Harbor. The city is intent on killing them one way or another.

			

			Reaching into her kit for the paper bags, Rowan can’t help but wonder what Madison’s last words to her own mother were. Did she die regretting them?

			Rowan slides the victim’s left hand into the opening, cinching it at the wrist and cringing as though her thoughts have been projected on the ground for Kole to read. But he is no longer beside her. She didn’t even hear him walk up the bank. Axel enters her work space. He’s breathless. ‘Hey, I tried ringing Chloe but she hasn’t answered. You told her to get a ride with Marnie, yeah?’

			Rowan pauses. The evening has been a blur. Yes, she sent a text to Marnie. But had she heard anything back, or even glanced at her phone since? She checks it now.

			Her internal temperature plummets. A red exclamation point glows next to the message she’d sent Marnie, asking her to wait for Chloe and take her home. Beneath it, the text: Not delivered.

			‘Row?’ Axel’s voice sounds far away.

			Her hand shakes when she holds the phone for him to see. She watches an eleven form between his brows, then relax. ‘I’m sure she took her home,’ he says. ‘You told Chloe to get a ride with her, didn’t you? When you went backstage?’

			‘I did, but—’ Rowan bites her lip. He didn’t see Chloe, the tears brimming in her eyes. He didn’t have to be the one to walk away from her, leave her with a bouquet of black roses. He didn’t have to be the bad guy.

			He never does.

			‘But what?’

			She is already calling Chloe. It rings four times and goes to voice mail. The lines between Axel’s brows return.

			Next, she tries Marnie, who answers on the second ring. ‘Hey Rowan, where’d you two scoot off to? Missed you at the end of the—’

			‘Did Chloe come home with you?’

			‘What?’

			‘Chloe. Did she ask you for a ride home?’

			

			‘No, I – I saw her walk out into the commons. She was taking pictures with a group of kids when I told her congratulations.’ A pause. ‘Did I miss something?’

			Rowan sighs. She hates doing this. Because what she says next will make Marnie feel guilty, even though none of this is on her. She didn’t know. She never got the message. It’s all on Rowan. ‘It’s okay, Marn. There was a death call and Axel and I both had to leave at intermission.’

			Silence on the other end. Marnie is used to death calls; she’s an ICU doctor.

			‘I told Chloe to get a ride with you, but—’

			But she didn’t. How did she get home? She wouldn’t have walked, would she? She thinks of the trail at night, pitch-black and rife with danger. There are coyotes in this part of Black Harbor, not to mention the occasional human predator.

			‘I’m so sorry.’ She can hear the apology in Marnie’s voice. ‘Do you want me to go over there and check on her?’

			Rowan swallows. ‘No, no. I’m sure she’s there. I’m gonna run over there right now, actually. We’re just on the other side of the circle.’

			She hears shuffling and knows that Marnie has gone over to her window to peer out. They live next door to each other. ‘I see the lights. Who is it, Rowan?’ Her voice wobbles.

			I’ll talk to you later, she means to say. But she doesn’t say anything at all. Fear spurs her body into motion. Rowan treks up the hill and in a matter of seconds, her fast walk has become a run. With her heart pounding, her feet kick up a pile of leaves that have been raked against the curb. Her hands, still encased in black latex gloves, are blades slicing the air. She feels as though she’s careening through a tunnel. The darkness closes in around her, its fabric punctured by the orange flickering lights of the season. Ghosts with pillowcase bodies hang from the tree branches.

			It’s less than a half mile from one end of the circle to the other. She cuts down Hennepin Street, which spits her out in front of their white brick colonial. A pair of jack-o’-lanterns glow on the front porch steps, welcoming her home. Or warning her to stay out?

			

			The door is locked. Good girl, she thinks as she shoves her hand into her pocket and fishes out her keys. Shadows fill the interior like smoke in a bottle. Fry’s barks echo off the walls. His nails clack on the floor as he runs to greet her, the intruder, and spins a lap around her feet.

			Chloe is probably asleep. She might have passed out on the couch or she could already be upstairs. Rowan wanders into the kitchen, her eyes conducting a cursory search of the cereal bowls from this morning left in the sink ‘to soak’ and the bag of cheesy popcorn on the countertop. Around the corner, the living room is empty.

			‘Where’s your sister, huh?’ Rowan asks the French bulldog. She tucks him under her arm like a football and heads up the stairs, quiet though, because Chloe must have gone to bed.

			Her room is on the right side of the landing, down a narrow hall that boasts her school portraits from 4K through tenth grade. All the different versions of Chloe smile at her – toothless Chloe, pigtail Chloe, preppy Chloe, goth Chloe. The most recent one bears almost no resemblance to the others. It’s as though she made it her mission to look as different as possible, to eradicate every golden thing from the girl before.

			She knocks softly on Chloe’s door. There’s no answer. No blade of light leaking through the crack to indicate Chloe is even awake.

			Her ears prick at the click of the door disengaging from the frame when she pushes it inward. The room is bathed in a cool, desaturated haze. Moonlight strikes the comforter, filling the space between each crease with dark shadows. Chloe’s Bubby, a frayed, love-worn rabbit, slumps in front of the pillows. Above, a black-and-white poster of a young Winona Ryder smirks.

			The edge of a pillowcase ripples, and suddenly, Rowan is aware of the sound of the wind rustling the leaves outside, the shush of the waves curling along the shore. This time of year, Lake Michigan sounds like the ocean. Her breathing becomes shallow. Slowly, she turns her head to look at the wall. A shadow dances. It belongs to a little gauzy ghost that hangs from a hook in the ceiling. It dances, as though someone is blowing on it.

			

			The window is open.

			Fry kicks against her, launching himself out of her hold.

			Downstairs, the door slams. Axel has followed her home. His footsteps wander in the wake of hers: the kitchen, the living room, up the stairs.

			She thinks it’s him, at least. The footsteps are too heavy to belong to Chloe.

			Goose bumps stipple her flesh. Her knuckles are bone-white as she grips the windowsill. She leans halfway out, her gaze sweeping across one end of the yard to the other.

			‘Chloe!’ she screams. ‘Chloe!’

			Next door, a light pops on in Marnie’s house. A gust of wind barrels in off the lake, ripping tears from Rowan’s eyes. She screams again. ‘Chloe!’

			The only answer comes from the waves crashing into the half-sunk pier. She leans farther when suddenly, a pair of arms locks around her waist, wrenching her back into the room and away from the darkness that has swallowed her daughter.

			Her cheek hits the hardwood floor. Her body instinctively curls, like a hand closing into a fist, as the dreaded blossom inside her sprouts thorns and she feels herself being torn apart from the inside out.

			Chloe is gone.

		

	
		
			

			2

			AXEL

			Rowan is a wreck. He hates to leave her but he has no choice. Chloe is missing. Her best friend, Madison, is dead.

			‘If we find the killer, we find Chloe,’ Kole says as they stand in the intersection of the rooms upstairs. The sergeant’s words are almost drowned out by the sounds of searching, but Axel hears him loud and clear. It plays in his head like a mantra. If we find the killer, we find Chloe. If we find the killer, we find Chloe. He doesn’t like that the subjects of that sentence are in such close proximity to each other.

			His house has been taken over by law enforcement. It feels surreal, being on the other side of things. In Axel’s thirteen years in Investigations, he’s searched hundreds of homes. But tonight – having his own space be shredded and sorted – is a first. He stares into Chloe’s bedroom and watches as they manhandle her things – opening trinket boxes, emptying dresser drawers, flipping through books – and his heart rips a stitch. What comes to mind is all the kids’ rooms he’s searched throughout his career. Rooms that belonged to wayward kids, dead kids, missing kids. How many of them had he rifled through while the parents looked on, as distraught and frozen as he is now?

			His thoughts flit to the Caldwell household, where Riley and Fletcher concurrently lead the search in Madison’s bedroom. Her parents will be in the living room, probably, consoling their other children, and waiting, helpless and hopeless. Their daughter is dead. She was murdered less than thirty yards from their front door and now there is nothing to do but cooperate so the cops can find her killer and bring him to justice. Albeit there’s no magic list when it comes to searching, Axel knows that in this case, they are looking for two things: anything out of the ordinary, and anything that links Madison and Chloe as having been at the same place at the same time – concert tickets, receipts, pictures – anywhere they might have met someone. Beyond that criterion, they will take her computer along with any and all tablets to comb through her search history and deleted files. Madison’s cell phone was collected at the scene.

			

			Kole’s voice, quiet but firm, brings him back. ‘You know you can’t work this case.’

			Axel sets his jaw. He knew that was coming, which was why he’d had his retort queued up. ‘Sir, with all due respect, over my dead body am I going to sit on my hands and trust someone else to find my little girl.’

			Kole sniffs. He shifts his stance and crosses his arms, his elbow grazing the handgun on his hip. ‘I knew you’d say that. Which is why I’ve already decided I’m going to let you do this, as long as you understand one thing.’

			Axel tears his gaze from Chloe’s torn-apart bedroom and locks eyes with Kole. He swallows and hates the way it probably makes him look afraid.

			‘From this moment on until we find Chloe, you and I are connected. You won’t so much as take a piss without me knowing about it.’

			Before Axel can nod that he understands, Kole taps him on the arm and jerks his head toward the stairs. ‘Go check on your wife. I’m going to get a team together for Monroe.’

			They’re here now. The school looks like an oil painting, the way the dingy brick blends with the backdrop of a polluted night sky. Spotlights shine on the entrances, an easy deterrent for characters with a mind for breaking and entering.

			Axel waits for Kole to get out and slam his door, then does the same. Sergeant Mackhorn, head of the School Safety and Security Division, emerges from a dark SUV. They’re met by Principal Werner, who clearly threw a winter jacket over her pajamas. Her silk head wrap catches the light.

			

			‘Sorry to wake you, Mrs Werner,’ says Kole.

			She shakes her head and although she presses her mouth into a tight seam, her chin still quivers. ‘I’m sorry we’re all here,’ she manages. Her eyes move to take in each of them. When she gets to Axel, she squeezes his arm. ‘Anything I can do to help you find her, you all just let me know.’

			Axel nods. Tears sting his eyes and he lets himself pretend, for a second, that it’s the autumnal bite in the air, not the claws of raw emotion scratching at him. That would mean he’s scared. And why would he be scared when he knows they are going to find Chloe, safe and sound and probably just asleep backstage?

			‘Who’s got keys?’ asks Kole. He’s already crossing the empty parking lot. Once inside, the school is as quiet as a crypt. Axel peers into the glass box of the administrative office, where he goes to sign Chloe out for dentist appointments and if she ever needs to go home sick. It houses the principal’s office, too, but Chloe only landed herself in there once. She’s a good kid.

			More officers show up. They conduct the briefing right in the vestibule. Kole passes around Chloe’s latest school portrait, taken just over a month ago. Axel hardly recognizes her as his daughter; rather, she is what his daughter morphed into for her part in Beetlejuice: The Musical, with black chin-length hair and smoky eye makeup. She promised she would change back when the play was over this weekend. He hopes she makes good on that promise.

			‘She was last seen wearing a red lace costume dress.’ Kole recites the description Rowan had shared with him to activate the Amber Alert. ‘Red fishnet tights. Combat boots. May or may not have been carrying a bouquet of black roses.’

			Axel feels pockmarked by their pitying gazes. But there’s no shade, because just as surely as everyone recognizes his involvement in the investigation as a conflict of interest, they also recognize that, if the tables were turned, they would be here too.

			

			Sergeant Mackhorn takes over, delegating areas to search: the bathrooms, the theater, any stairwells she could be hiding under. He pairs the officers together, leaving Axel and Kole to search the girls’ lockers. Principal Werner accompanies them with a master key.

			‘Do you know if anyone’s been giving Chloe a hard time lately?’ Kole asks as they walk.

			Principal Werner hums as she thinks. Finally, she shakes her head. ‘No. Chloe Winthorp is… has always seemed to be, at least… a well-respected student. She’s certainly more reserved, especially this year it seems. But when she’s in the right company, she really lights up. Which…’ She swivels to Axel. ‘I’m sure you know.’

			‘So, Chloe’s a quiet student who keeps to herself?’ Kole clarifies.

			‘Yes, from what I’ve observed anyway. Which was why I was quite surprised to see her cast as lead in the musical. She’s a talented actress, but…’ She shivers animatedly. ‘There’s enough adrenaline in that stage fright to last me a couple million years.’

			‘Talk about her being more reserved,’ says Kole, and Axel is glad the sergeant is the one asking the questions.

			Principal Werner pauses, choosing her words carefully. But her expression betrays her. Surely you’ve noticed, it says. ‘Well, she’s certainly a bit more withdrawn this year than she was last year. I don’t know if changing her physical appearance is a representation of that or—’

			‘She’s method acting.’ Axel hears himself repeat Chloe’s words by heart. His tone sounds more defensive than he means it to.

			‘Yes, that’s her story and she’s sticking to it.’ Principal Werner sighs and offers a slight, close-mouthed smile as though to slough off some of the tension. ‘Here’s Miss Chloe’s locker.’

			The locker before them with the paint chipping near the top vent unmistakably belongs to his daughter. A handmade poster made to look like the front of Beetlejuice’s black-and-white-striped suit is taped to the door. Pasted to it in an off-kilter fashion is a purple cut-out star with CHLOE written in Sharpie. Doing a quick cursory search, Axel notices several other lockers with similar posters. They must belong to the other cast members.

			

			‘I’ll warn you, a lot of students hardly use them. They’re allowed to take their backpacks to class now, so they just carry their books everywhere they go.’

			‘We’re not looking for books, Mrs Werner,’ says Kole.

			She inserts the key. Axel holds his breath, praying that Chloe, herself, could even be stuffed inside – the victim of a cruel prank. But, when the door comes apart with a metal twang, she isn’t there. He exhales, releasing any pent-up hope, and bends to sift through what can only be described as debris. Crumpled and folded papers tumble onto the recently waxed floor. He opens one to read the message scrawled in black pen.

			Chloe the Hoe-y.

			His lips move as he reads. Screwing up his face, he opens another one. It’s a crudely drawn image of a female figure sitting on a male figure’s lap… on a stage. Above them, a marquee sign flashes: Chloe Gets Extra Credit. The figures are labeled Chloe and Mr Cuddler.

			‘Is that supposed to be Mr Cutler?’ Axel whispers. ‘The drama teacher?’

			Behind him, he hears a sharp intake of breath. In his peripheral vision, he sees a horrified Principal Werner. A loud crack! splits the quiet as Kole smashes his fist against a locker.

		

	
		
			

			3

			ROWAN

			Midnight creeps in like an unwanted houseguest. Rowan’s sanity frays with every second that elapses without news of Chloe.

			It isn’t the worst thing, she reminds herself. The worst thing would be that Axel and Kole return to tell her they discovered Chloe in the same state as Madison Caldwell – strangled to death and discarded in the woods or a dark stairwell.

			She and Marnie sit on the front porch steps between jack-o’-lanterns whose flames flicker as faintly as her hope is waning. Marnie draws circles on Rowan’s back. The police have finished searching her house for now. They left with Chloe’s computer, iPad, and fingerprints lifted from the windowsill.

			The neighbors’ cameras didn’t reveal anyone entering the house by way of the front or back doors. No one traipsed across the leaf-strewn lawn or up the asphalt driveway on which a younger Chloe used to roller-skate and create chalk comic book strips. Which raises the question, if Chloe had come home after the play, how had she gotten in and out of the house, undetected?

			The sugar maple.

			The answer surfaces in the murky waters of Rowan’s mind before she can finish asking herself the question. Chloe could have climbed in and out of her bedroom by way of the sugar maple – a towering tree with a canopy of bright burnt-orange leaves that stands between her and Marnie’s yards. But what reason would she have had to come home secretively? She’s used it a few times after coming home from school and realizing she’d forgotten her house key.

			

			She is overcomplicating this. The simplest answer is that Chloe never made it home. She must have opened her window before she left for the play and forgotten to shut it.

			Tears prick Rowan’s eyes. She drags her shirtsleeve across her face to catch them before they fall as she thinks of Chloe taking the walking path. Alone. In the dark. She must have felt so abandoned, so—

			You’ll love me more when I’m dead.

			The tears flow freely now. She hides her face in her hands. Marnie pulls her closer; the fresh scent of her friend’s strawberry-mint shampoo mingles with her unsavory thoughts as she considers the mystery of Madison Caldwell’s murder. What are the odds that Chloe would just happen to go missing the same night her best friend is murdered?

			Slim to none. The girls were targeted.

			Finally, Rowan emerges and drinks in a breath of the crisp autumn air that already tastes like winter. She closes her eyes, feeling all the muscles in her face twitch as she tries not to break down again. But, what began as a singular blossom of dread has multiplied. She is so filled with fear that it’s hard to breathe.

			Inhale. Exhale. Focus.

			Mentally, she retraces her steps from a few hours ago, when she’d gone backstage to tell Chloe there had been a death, and that she and Axel had to leave. Faces blur in her memory. She recalls stagehands dressed in black and toting various props. Kids flopped on old, worn furniture, snapping selfies and reading lines. The boy in the striped suit and neon-green wig. Mr Cutler yelling about there being no cell phones in Beetlejuice.

			A shudder courses through her. Perhaps she had encountered her child’s abductor then without even realizing it. The timeline adds up. Madison was killed between the hours of 6 and 7 p.m. The play started at 7 p.m. Chloe and all cast members had to be there an hour early for makeup. Which means someone could have killed Madison on their way to the school, then taken Chloe on their way out.

			

			Axel will begin interviewing the students tomorrow. He’ll know to ask whether or not anyone had been late for makeup, among other questions. It wouldn’t be proof of guilt, but it could be a start, a lead.

			‘I’m so sorry, Row,’ Marnie apologizes for what cannot be less than the hundredth time. ‘I should have looked for you guys afterward, made sure Chloe had someone.’

			‘It wasn’t your job, Marnie.’ Rowan sniffs. The undelivered text message she’d typed to Marnie, asking her to give Chloe a ride home, burns the backs of her retinas.

			It’s a shame their girls aren’t better friends. Chloe and Libby are the same age. They must have some classes together, go to the same sporting events? But from little on, Chloe and Libby had established a mutual avoidance of each other. Rowan asked Chloe once, when she was around the age of five or six, why she didn’t want to play with Libby, to which Chloe simply replied: ‘She’s weird. And she stares.’

			Rowan couldn’t blame her. She’s noticed it herself, as more than once she’s caught Libby staring. It’s unsettling, to be completely honest; it feels as though this sixteen-year-old is peeling back her layers to see what lies underneath.

			Rowan and Marnie sit in silence broken only by an eventual shushing sound. They both look up as a black Impala pulls into the drive. Scarlet leaves swirl in front of the grille and settle back to the pavement. Kole gets out first, then Axel. Their faces are wan and serious. Rowan’s gaze is pulled toward the brown bag Axel carries at his side. Her brows knit as she tries to make out the shape of what’s hidden within its kraft paper walls.

			‘This was found on the walking trail.’ Axel’s voice is raw. It holds an edge Rowan’s never heard before. He hands the parcel to her, which she accepts and lays across the steps. Gingerly, she unsheaths it, then draws a sharp breath.

			Lying across the flagstone are a dozen black roses, thorns and all.
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			LIBBY

			Libby Lucas knows what happened before she even reads the notification on her phone. Madison Caldwell is dead and Chloe Winthorp is missing. In their little neighborhood of just sixty-seven residents, it’s unnerving to say the least.

			Last night, she watched from her reading nook as police searched Chloe’s room. They were there for a good three hours, dusting for fingerprints and digging through drawers. All of Belgrave Circle was a light show of alternating red and blue. Now it’s barely 6 a.m. and all is dark again. Quiet. You’d never guess that a mere twelve hours ago, a girl had been strangled and left for dead in the gully.

			Madison Caldwell is dead. Chloe Winthorp is missing.

			The staccato statements repeat on a loop as her brain short-circuits. It doesn’t seem real – any of it. In all of Libby’s sixteen years on this earth, in this circle, she’s never experienced the death of a peer. The neighbor, Ms Starkey, died a couple summers ago. Libby’s mother used to tend to her plants while she visited her sister in Florida for the winters. But Ms Starkey was in her nineties, and that made her passing more expected. It was almost as though it was an afterthought, actually, Libby muses as she remembers walking by the house while movers marched in and out, hauling furniture onto the lawn for an estate sale. ‘Oh, Ms Starkey must have died.’ Her mom said it as nonchalantly as one might say, ‘they’re calling for rain on Tuesday,’ and Libby told herself that was just one more thing she would probably come to understand when she’s older – how humans can be as indifferent to the end of a life as they are to a weather forecast.

			

			This one feels different, though. Madison Caldwell is young. People will not be as quick to write her off. Because if Madison Caldwell could be murdered, so could their kids. It’s tragic, titillating, and ironic. Never has Belgrave Circle felt more alive than it does now after the death of one of its own.

			No one’s found Chloe yet. Not to Libby’s knowledge. But, her mom is best friends with Chloe’s mom. If anyone’s going to be among the first to hear anything, it will be her.

			She sees a lot of things from her bench beneath the tall turret window in her bedroom. Her parents built it as a quiet place for her to study, but the study Libby conducts is most often not confined to books – the exception being her favorite graphic novel series, Crestfall. Instead, she observes the neighborhood below. Rowan’s yard is a smattering of red and golden leaves to her right, the fire pit brimming with them so it appears to be ablaze. To her left is the street where people walk their dogs and their kids; they’ll come from across town to take a stroll in her crescent-shaped community, meandering down all the side streets and stone bridges. Behind her—

			Libby sucks in a breath and holds it. Her right hand presses against her chest, as though she’s trying to calm her racing heart; instead, she clutches the heart-shaped locket she only recently remembered she had upon finding it in the drawer of her nightstand. It’s silver with raised filigree that she imagines to be a code written in braille, the key to unlocking all her secrets.

			The cops are parked outside Reeves Singh’s house. It isn’t part of the circle, but behind it, one of the many identical single-story houses that form her neighborhood’s outer shell. The backyard is dusted with blood-red leaves that cling to the soccer goal. Every night for as long as she can remember, she has watched Reeves practice his footwork and launch the ball into the net. Except last night when she’d gone to the play. Where had he been?

			A light turns on in the kitchen, illuminating the space above the Singhs’ sagging deck. Even from her perch fifty yards away, Libby can tell that Reeves’s house on Rainbow Row does not have marble counter-tops or updated cabinetry, staples for the dwellings of Belgrave Circle.

			

			Libby scrunches her brows, wondering what the police can possibly want to talk to Reeves Singh about, and then it dawns on her. He is – was – Madison Caldwell’s boyfriend, and quite possibly the last person to have seen her alive.

			If there is such a thing as a golden couple at Monroe Academy, Reeves and Madison were it. Both were as beautiful as walking statues, especially Reeves with his strong jaw and chiseled athletic physique. Madison sang soprano in the choir and danced at halftime shows, sequins shimmering like starlight. The way they fit together was as satisfying to watch as peeling the skin off a mouse in one piece.

			Several times already this semester, Libby caught herself staring at the ropy veins that twined in Reeves’s forearms. He noticed her once, in the seventh-hour history class they shared, and a dimple dented his cheek. Libby squinted then and pursed her lips as though she’d just sucked on a lemon, forcing herself to find Uzbekistan on the world map on the wall behind him. Her face suddenly scorching, she promised herself she would never do it again.

			But she lied. Even as she recited the oath in her mind, she knew she would never stay true to it. Rather, she amended her promise to be that she would simply never stare at Reeves Singh again and get caught.

			He would never catch her from up here, never feel the weight of her gaze as he sinks ball after ball into the net. Or when he sits shirtless on the back deck while his mother cuts his hair.

			The memory makes her cheeks start to heat up again. She licks her lips as her wandering eyes find purchase on Reeves being walked out of his front door, a cop on either side of him, and her breath hitches. Her hand flies to the silver locket around her neck and she leans even closer to her window, the chill wicking the warmth from her face, to zero in on Reeves’s shrinking figure. Her gaze travels down to his hands, as though searching for blood, but she knows as well as anyone that there was no blood at the scene.

			

			She watches as Reeves gets into the back of an unmarked car. A woman with braids shuts the door on him, then gets in behind the wheel. A man with a mohawk ponytail sits down in the passenger seat. Reeves’s parents and his sisters stand at the edge of the yard and remain there even as the car pulls away.

			Libby tries to swallow but her throat is too dry. She leans away from the window, so the back of her skull rests against the wall. She draws her knees up toward her chest and just sits there, a vacant stare plastered on her face.

			They took Reeves Singh.

			Monroe Academy’s golden boy.

			Why? What could they possibly have—

			She checks her phone and scrolls for news. Madison’s and Chloe’s names and faces are everywhere, but there’s no mention of Reeves. Yet.

			What the articles do mention is how the missing girl and the murdered girl were best friends. But Libby knows the truth. She remembers lying in the dark, she and Chloe so close their foreheads were nearly touching, as Chloe wept and told her every terrible thing Madison had done to her. About the Snapchat and the rumor that threatened Chloe’s dream of becoming an actress and of leaving Black Harbor. Tears well in her eyes at the memory. She wipes one away and watches as the water fills the artful, recessed swirls of her fingerprint. Libby puts it in her mouth. Tasting salt, she prays that she didn’t leave any trace of herself on Chloe’s window.
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			AXEL

			Kole knows something. He’s been cagey ever since they discovered the drawings in Chloe’s locker. A subsequent search of Madison’s revealed no items of interest.

			Rather, it was what was missing that snagged Axel’s attention. Unlike Chloe, it appeared as though Madison actually used her locker. On the inside of it was a collage of cut-out photographs. There she was, smiling on the soccer field with who must be her boyfriend, a dark-haired boy of about seventeen. He was tall and tan, wearing a royal-blue jersey and white shorts marked with grass stains. In another, she and a girl with an Afro, who Axel recognized as Sari Simons, held hands while roller-skating. A black-and-white strip showed a film reel of Madison and the same boy kissing.

			But there were no photos of Chloe. Two girls who had been friends since kindergarten.

			Sari Simons had only come into the picture (literally) about a year ago, when she and her dad moved from Cape Canaveral. She’s as ‘army brat’ as they come: fiercely independent, mature beyond her years, and transient. She’s been over to the house a handful of times with Madison.

			‘You familiar with any of these kids?’ Kole asked from over his shoulder as they searched Madison’s locker.

			Axel shared what he knew about Sari. ‘Her dad’s a general in the army. It’s just the two of them, I think.’

			‘He leave a lot?’

			‘Once a month?’ Axel tried to remember what Sari had told him about her father’s training schedule.

			

			‘She stay with family while he’s gone, do you know?’

			Axel shook his head, then shrugged. ‘She must stay with the Caldwells. I see her around our neighborhood quite a bit.’

			It isn’t just Belgrave Circle where he’s seen Sari; it’s everywhere. She’s a nomad, always out walking, always wearing a camouflage jacket, always carrying a purple star-printed backpack which, he imagines, has all her little life packed inside.

			‘Maybe she saw something.’

			‘Maybe.’

			‘What about this kid?’ Kole gestured to the boy on the soccer field. ‘Looks like Madison’s boyfriend.’

			Axel considered the photo again and after a moment, recognition dawned on him. ‘He lives next door,’ he started, and corrected himself. ‘On the other side of Belgrave Circle.’

			‘In Rainbow Row?’

			Axel cringed upon hearing the derogatory, yet widely accepted, nickname of the adjacent neighborhood. Rainbow Row was named for the garish spectrum of free government paint slapped on the houses. It had been called that for as long as Axel had lived there as a child – for longer than he’d been alive, even – when his father and dozens of other tradesmen came to work at the tannery. Besides the abandoned factory, Rainbow Row is all that remains of the Hedelsten Hides & Leather Goods Tanning Company. Just over a hundred years ago, Jim Hedelsten himself, commissioned the building of fifty single-story homes in a community within two miles of the tannery. There was – and still is – a bus stop at its only outlet. Narrow one-way streets discourage through traffic, which lends to Rainbow Row’s reputation of trapping its residents.

			For years, the tannery has been in the possession of Bennett Reynolds, a venture capitalist who recently confessed to coercion, blackmail, and murder. Upon his death, the property was sold at auction for pennies on the dollar to an anonymous buyer who pledged to revitalize the building and its surrounding community. Last Axel heard, it was going to be a mixed-use development – whatever that means.

			

			‘We need to talk to him,’ Kole said, already texting Riley.

			‘Who?’ Axel had too many trains of thought going on.

			‘Him.’ Kole tapped the picture of the boy in the blue uniform.

			‘You talk to him. I’ll talk to him.’ Axel waved the sketches from Chloe’s locker.

			Kole laughed. ‘Not a chance in hell. I don’t need you busting up a teacher because of some stupid drawings. They’re kids, Axel. They’re shits.’

			Rage boiled beneath Axel’s skin. Kole was minimizing the importance of these sketches. They weren’t just ‘some stupid drawings’; they were allegations. Of his minor daughter being inappropriately involved with an older teacher, someone who Axel knew she had been spending more and more time with as of late with the upcoming musical: before and after-school practices, weekend rehearsals, things of that nature.

			Now, hours later, following the search of the entire school and canvassing nearby premises for cameras, he is still thinking about the sketches. Self-loathing seeps into his bloodstream. He’s a fucking cop. How could he have been so trusting? How could he have been so blind?

			He hasn’t shown the sketches to Rowan yet. He was about to stop home and check on her when Marnie texted him to let him know she’d fallen asleep on the couch. He wanted her to stay that way as long as possible, temporarily escaping the reality that they are living their worst nightmare.

			Their daughter is gone. Missing. Maybe dead.

			No. He cannot allow himself to think like that. Chloe’s alive. He will find her, no matter if he has to turn over every leaf and stone in this godforsaken place.

			He’s upstairs at the Black Harbor Police Department. It’s been a while since he’s been in the Investigations Bureau with its cream-painted cinder blocks and endless grey filing cabinets, now that he spends most of his working life either incognito on the streets or holed away in the secret headquarters of the Violent Crime Task Force. He grabs the carafe and pours himself a warmup. Coffee hisses as it hits the heating plate. Then, he joins Kole in the viewing room, a deep narrow recess that offers a front-row seat to the goings on of Interview Room #1.

			

			‘I don’t know why we’re here and not at Cutler’s house.’ Axel’s voice is a low growl. His heartbeat hastens, whether from the sudden jolt of caffeine or the prospect of willfully entering into a confrontation with his direct supervisor.

			‘Who would you like me to send over there, Axel?’ The question has a bite of condescension to it. ‘We’re not exactly teeming with talent, here.’

			Axel sets his jaw. In all of his years in law enforcement, he’s never seen the Black Harbor Police Department stretched so thin. Crime, on the other hand, is up threefold. Violent crime has never been more rampant, and yet, even in this environment, Madison’s death and Chloe’s disappearance still manage to hook everyone’s attention.

			Because they weren’t in a gang. Or selling drugs or themselves on the street corners – actions that might make them victims of a violent crime. Rather, they were simply two high school girls minding their own business. Axel’s mind inevitably flits back to the sketches and derogatory nickname: Chloe the Hoe-y. Had she been minding her own business? Or had his little girl been stirring up trouble in someone else’s?

			He shakes the thought out of his head.

			Kole is still waiting for an answer. He raises a brow.

			‘We don’t need four investigators on one kid,’ he argues. ‘I could go to Cutler’s house. Ask him a few questions.’

			‘That’s ironic, because that’s absolutely out of the question.’

			Axel jerks his head toward him. ‘Nik.’

			Kole stares forward. ‘Axel.’ Silence slips into the sliver of space they generously call a room. The only sound is Kole drawing a breath. ‘We find the killer, we find Chloe. As far as we know, Reeves Singh was the last person who saw Madison Caldwell alive. We’ll talk to Cutler soon enough. But for now, how about you buckle up, shut up, and watch the show.’

			Reluctantly, Axel turns away from the sergeant and looks straight ahead, through the pane of acrylic glass. Reeves Singh sits at a stainless-steel table across from Investigators Riley and Fletcher. There’s an unopened bottle of water in front of him. He stares at it like he could telekinetically knock it over.

			

			Riley is the first to speak. Her voice is gentle enough, yet laced with a warning not to cross. ‘Reeves, thank you for agreeing to come talk to us this morning. I know it’s early.’

			Reeves doesn’t look at her. His head bobs slightly.

			‘Listen, we won’t beat around the bush, okay? We’re sorry for your loss. I understand Madison Caldwell was your girlfriend.’

			His head bobs some more. He clears his throat as though to say something, but decides against it.

			‘How long did you two date?’

			From where he stands approximately ten feet away, Axel watches Reeves’s shoulders rise and fall. Finally, the kid pushes his dark hair out of his eyes. ‘Fifteen months. We started going out the summer before freshman year.’

			‘And you’re a sophomore now, is that right?’

			He nods.

			‘How would you describe your relationship? Were you serious about each other?’

			Reeves seems to freeze at this question, but for the muscles twitching in his jaw. He takes a deep breath before he speaks again, and Axel knows he’s chosen his words carefully. ‘She was more serious than I was, I think. Madison wanted to be together forever. At least, that’s what she always told me. But, I…’ He trails off, letting the thought hang there, incomplete.

			‘It’s okay,’ says Riley. ‘Most high school relationships don’t last forever.’ She shares a glance with Fletcher, who hasn’t spoken yet. He sits beside her, forearms extended across the surface of the table, hands folded into one big fist.

			‘Did you two ever… have disagreements about that? Or anything?’

			Whether it’s the question that does it, or the stark lighting, or Riley’s intense gaze, Reeves wilts. His shoulders slope; his chest hollows. He slumps a little in the chair, and every last bit of golden warmth evaporates from his skin. ‘Sometimes.’ He is hesitant, as though Riley wields a bar of soap to wash out his mouth should he say the wrong thing.

			

			‘When was your last argument? Approximately?’

			Now, Reeves is still. Axel watches a vein pulse in his temple. Shadows dance across the lower region of his face as he clenches his jaw shut.

			‘We have Madison’s phone,’ offers Fletcher. ‘We can read every message exchanged between the two of you since last summer.’

			Reeves considers him for a moment, the whites of his eyes burning bright. His gaze flickers to Riley then, who cosigns Fletcher’s statement with a nod. ‘Pretty recently,’ he admits. ‘A couple of days ago, I guess.’

			‘Over texting or in person?’

			When he doesn’t answer, Fletcher reaches into his pants pocket and produces an iPhone with a coral-colored case. He sets it on the table, and leans toward it slightly to read in a monotone.

			It’s so unfair, Reeves.

			Grow up.

			Why are you defending her?

			I’m not. I just don’t know why you’re acting this way.

			You know she only got the part because of her stupid baby teeth.

			Fletcher looks up from the phone. He and Riley both set their sights on Reeves.

			

			‘What’s that about?’ asks Riley.

			In the viewing room, Axel’s breath catches. Chloe has retained baby teeth. Her two front incisors never fell out. He noticed it bothered her as she grew older; the way she often kept her mouth closed when she smiled. Could Madison have been texting about Chloe?

			When Reeves doesn’t answer, Fletcher adds: ‘That last message was sent at 5:53 p.m. Madison was strangled to death sometime between the hours of 6 and 7 p.m. Maybe a little earlier.’

			‘I didn’t do it.’

			‘No one’s saying you did.’

			‘But you brought me here to the police department. And you’re interrogating me—’

			‘We asked you to assist with our investigation,’ Riley cuts in. ‘To which you agreed. You’re free to leave at any time; however, we think you want Madison’s killer brought to justice as much as we do. Without you, Reeves, we can’t make that happen.’

			Good save, thinks Axel. Asking Reeves to simply ‘assist’ with the investigation means his parents don’t have to be present.

			Fletcher switches tactics. ‘Listen, Reeves. Madison is dead. You’re not doing her or anyone any favors by lying by omission here.’

			‘I’m not lying.’

			‘You’re holding out on us.’ When Reeves throws a questioning glance at Riley, Fletcher adds: ‘Investigator Riley ain’t gonna save you. She’s harder than I am.’

			Reeves looks up at the ceiling, as though pleading for a higher power to get him out of this situation. When nothing happens, he sinks lower in the chair and crosses his arms over his chest.

			‘Reeves,’ Riley says gently. ‘Investigator Fletcher is right. You’re not doing Madison any favors by keeping something from us. On that same token, nothing you say can hurt her, either. In fact, anything you tell us could help us find her killer. Where were you last night between the hours of 5 and 7 p.m.?’

			‘At soccer practice.’

			‘Which is at the school?’

			

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			‘Until when?’

			‘I stayed after for some extra footwork and to burn off some stress.’ He tips his head toward the phone as though to indicate the conversation between him and Madison. ‘I think I hit the trail around a quarter to seven. It was just after seven when I walked into the house and my mom already had dinner on the table.’

			‘And you were home the rest of the night?’

			‘Yes.’

			Fletcher scribbles some notes and Axel knows he’s planning to interview at least the soccer coach and a few of Reeves’s teammates, to corroborate his story and confirm his whereabouts. If Reeves was at practice until nearly 7 p.m., chances are slim that he had anything to do with Madison’s murder. He steals a look at Kole to his right and can’t help but glare. They should have been at Cutler’s already, making him squirm.

			‘Did you see anyone on the trail while you were walking home, Reeves?’ Riley asks.

			‘A few people. They must’ve been headed to the play. I thought I’d run into Madison, but… well…’

			‘Were you nervous about the possibility of crossing paths with her, after that text exchange?’

			‘A little.’

			Riley taps the stainless-steel surface next to the phone. ‘Believe it or not, this is a good thing. It means Madison was alive at 5:53 p.m. You’ve already helped us immensely, Reeves, by having this conversation with her. Just help us a little more, please. What did Madison mean when she said she only got the part because of her baby teeth?’

			Reeves sighs, then swivels his head from one side of the room to the other, his gaze holding on the two-way mirror. If Axel didn’t know better, he’d swear the boy could see him. ‘Madison used to say that the only reason Chloe got that part of Lydia Deetz in the Beetlejuice play over her was because she still had her baby teeth, so she looked young. Which is dumb because I think that character’s like fifteen anyway. It was just a reason for her to pick on her.’

			

			His daughter’s name is a punch in the face. Axel takes a step forward, so his fingertips press just beneath the pane of glass. He holds his breath to better listen.

			‘For Madison to pick on Chloe, you mean?’ Riley clarifies.

			Reeves nods. The ends of his hair look sweaty. ‘It’s kinda why I wanted to break up with her. Madison got really… mean. After she started hanging out with Sari, it seems.’

			‘Who is Sari?’ asks Fletcher.

			‘Sari Simons. She transferred to our school last year and… I don’t know.’

			Axel watches as Fletcher scratches the name on his notepad.

			‘You don’t care for her?’

			Reeves shrugs. ‘She acts like the rules don’t apply to her. And to be honest, I think the only reason she really took to Madison was because Madison had money – at least her parents do – and the two of them could kinda do whatever they wanted.’
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