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        To Susan Payne

        For teaching me to follow my bliss, pushing me to

        achieve my dreams, and for always believing in me.

        I miss you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      "The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to the stormy present. The occasion is piled high with difficulty, and we must rise -- with the occasion. As our case is new, so we must think anew, and act anew."

      
        
        - Abraham Lincoln
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      Alexandra Weston fiddled with the cap on her black Sharpie pen, popping it off and on while gazing out the window at the patchy drops of rain bleeding from a bleak, overcast sky. It was December. And it was cold. Not frigid cold, but cold enough.

      One hour and forty-two minutes had passed since her book signing began at Bienville Street Bookstore. She was aware of the exact time because the shop had a square metal clock the size of a card table hanging from the center of the wall on the second floor. And because she was in the home stretch, the last eighteen minutes of the final stop of her book tour.

      A crooked smile broadened across Alexandra’s face just thinking of how good it felt to be home again. Home. The word itself enveloped her like the warmth of a wool blanket.

      It was Alexandra’s first night back in New Orleans, and she knew exactly how she would spend it—at home with her daughter, sharing a full plate of Louisiana crab cakes and a celebratory bottle of wine. After weeks spent in three-inch heels, dresses one or two sizes too small, and strained smiles while she forced herself to answer the same tedious, repetitive fan questions over and over again, she deserved an evening of indulgence. She also deserved a good night’s sleep, but rest—the “knock you on your ass so you feel like a million bucks the next morning” kind—didn’t come easily. Not since the nightmares had started again.

      Soon her life would change forever.

      Soon the world would know the truth.

      She welcomed it and feared it at the same time.

      For now, she had a few more copies of her newest book to sign.

      Alexandra’s original true-crime story, The Devil Died at Midnight, based on the life of serial killer Elias Pratt, was an instant hit when it had first released twenty-five years earlier in 1990. The book propelled to the top of the New York Times bestsellers list, where it remained for eight consecutive weeks. She wasn’t surprised. People had insatiable appetites for dissecting the minds of notorious killers, especially when it came to the dashing, debonair Elias, whose conviction was surrounded by controversy. Everyone believed he was guilty, but not everyone believed he deserved the death penalty.

      A year earlier, her agent, Barbara Berry had pitched Alexandra an idea to revive Elias’s story. Her publisher was interested in releasing a special twenty-five year edition of Elias Pratt’s story, a “where are they now” look at his victims and their families.

      “It will be simple,” Barbara had said. “All you have to do is conduct a few interviews, tack a few brief chapters onto the original book, add a few new, never-before-seen photos, go on a short book tour, then sit back and collect royalties. Easy peasy.”

      To Alexandra, there was nothing easy about it. And the timing was bad. She had other ideas. She didn’t want this book to spoil them. When she declined a second time, Barbara offered an ultimatum. Either she agreed to what the publisher wanted or the publishing house would release the amended version using another author: up-and-coming true-crime writer and television host Joss Jax.

      Joss flipping Jax?

      Even with Joss’s recent success, the mere thought of her researching Elias’s story was offensive. Joss was a child compared to her. Joss didn’t know Elias. Alexandra did. And Alexandra wasn’t about to allow Joss the satisfaction of poaching her own story. So she did a few interviews, wrote a few updates, and rebranded the title, which was now called The Devil Wakes.

      Overall, her career had been a success, even if it hadn’t started out that way. While her friends’ parents praised the achievements of their own daughters, Alexandra’s mother had always been unsupportive. Her Westons never amount to anything attitude led

      to years of self-doubt, especially in the early days, where rejections were a frequent occurrence. “You’re a Weston,” her mother had said. “Westons aren’t authors, or lawyers, or doctors, or anything fancy like that. We’re ordinary, hard-working people. Best you accept it now than face years of disappointment trying to be someone you’re not.”

      Alexandra could have accepted her mother’s words, could have suffocated and cowered from the years spent dealing with her mother’s cruelty and abuse, but she didn’t. Instead, she let the words wash over her, allowing them to fuel her drive and determination to succeed. Now when her deceased mother’s voice rang in her ear, she smiled, knowing her mother had been wrong, and wishing her mother had been alive long enough to realize it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      With five minutes remaining before the book signing concluded, Alexandra shifted her focus to the last two people in line. One man, one woman. The woman was familiar, in her thirties, wearing a violet zip-up hoodie, a beanie on her head, boot-cut jeans, and gray Converse shoes. The majority of her hair was tucked behind the beanie, but a few violet wisps peeked through, just enough to reveal her identity.

      The man standing in front of the woman was pushing fifty and had a receding hairline to prove it. Alexandra waved him over. He approached the table like a timid mouse and grinned, showing off a giant monstrosity of a thing—a snaggletooth jutting from the upper left side of his mouth. Alexandra averted her eyes, pretended she hadn’t noticed the dental disaster. She doubted it worked. She was gifted at playing it cool, but this was a bit much.

      Alexandra reached for the book he was holding and said, “Hello.”

      The man tossed the book onto the table instead of into her hand, pushing his pointer finger onto the center of the cover and sliding it across the table in her direction. She flipped it open to the title page, watched him rub his hands together in rapid motion like an overexcited child on his birthday.

      “Is it true?” he asked, eyes wide, glossy.

      She knew what was coming next, of course. The same comment that always came next. Still, she indulged it like she’d done so many times before. “Is what true?”

      “Were you really there when Elias fried in the electric chair? Did you see it? Did you watch?”

      “Yes.”

      The man was practically salivating now. “And he looked you in the eye before he died?”

      Again, she answered, “Yes.”

      Even sitting here now, in front of a man she’d never met, his eyes bugging out, she could still picture Elias’s death like it happened only yesterday.

      “What was it like to be there? I mean, watching the life get sucked out of him must have been wicked cool.”

      Wicked?

      Yes.

      Cool?

      Not so much.

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “Lester.”

      She signed the paperback and handed it to him. “Well, Lester, the answers to all your questions are in the book.”

      He clutched the autographed copy in both hands, pressed it to his chest, and stood there, hovering over her like a cat ready to pounce. “It’s just so great to meet you in person, to meet the woman who spent so many years of her life getting close to Elias Pratt, getting to know all the killers you’ve interviewed in your lifetime.”

      Over the past several weeks, Alexandra had seen far too many of Lester’s kind—people only interested in meeting her because they assumed she’d had an intimate bond with Elias. Most fans were normal, average, exhibiting a harmless curiosity in Elias’s story. Then there were the others, cultish, those in awe of serial killers. People like Lester. These fans were of a certain breed, like test-tube rats, holding Elias on a pedestal that even death couldn’t decimate.

      “You were close to Elias, weren’t you?” Lester pressed.

      “I wasn’t close to Mr. Pratt,” she replied. “Getting to know him was purely for the sake of research for the book. Nothing more.”

      He squinted one eye, curving his lips into a crooked grin. “I bet that’s what you tell everyone, huh? Does anyone actually believe that garbage?”

      Alexandra’s heart pulsed inside her chest, fast and heavy. Dut-dum. Dut-dum. “Excuse me?”

      He licked his lips, leaned in even closer, his fevered breath moistening her cheek. “How ’bout I buy you a drink tonight, maybe get to know you better? Talk some more about this book of yours. You like that?”

      Alexandra stroked her chin, a rehearsed gesture aimed at the security guard standing twenty feet away: we have a live one. A fanatic. A freak alert. But before the guard shuffled his considerable girth in her direction, the woman standing behind Lester stepped forward, tapping him on the shoulder. “How about you back the hell off Mrs. Weston?”

      Lester didn’t move. His eyes remained fixed on Alexandra.

      “Now,” the woman said.

      “Wasn’t talkin’ to you,” he grunted.

      “Your book is signed, and the store is about to close,” the woman continued. “Time for you to leave.”

      The man grimaced then arced his body around. “This conversation don’t concern you, ma’am. Mind your business.”

      The woman crossed her arms in front of her, bending her head to the side like she was toying with him in the same way he’d just toyed with Alexandra. “Let me put it to you in a way you can understand, m’kay? You have five seconds to back away from Mrs. Weston’s table and leave the store, or I’ll show you just how concerned I can be.”

      Alexandra glanced at the store’s security guard once more, an oafish, overweight man named Louis, who, up to now, had exhibited no bite in his bark whatsoever. Panting, Louis reached Alexandra’s desk and raised a brow, blinking at her as if his few brain cells couldn’t determine what he was supposed to do next—step in or hold off.

      Lester flattened a hand and thrust it against the woman’s shoulder. “I don’t have to go nowhere.”

      Alexandra smacked the security guard’s chest with the back of her hand. “Don’t just stand there, you idiot. Do something!”

      A confused Louis reached for Lester, but his hand didn’t connect before the woman’s hand did. With a single swoop she wrenched Lester’s arm behind his body, smacking his face into the wall.

      “Move an inch and your arm gets broken,” the woman said.

      A young, angel-faced male employee observing the commotion from across the room leapt into the scene. He looked at the woman who’d subdued Lester and squeaked, “Excuse me, what’s going on here? You need to let the man go or I’ll call the cops.”

      “Call them. Right now.” The woman tipped a head toward Louis. “And we’re going to need an actual cop, not mall security. Got it?”

      The employee’s jaw gaped open. Louis’s jaw gaped open.

      “You heard the lady,” Alexandra chimed in. “The man she’s restraining verbally assaulted me and then physically attacked her. Don’t just stand there gawking. Make the damned call!”

      The employee muttered an apology in Alexandra’s direction and dashed away. Minutes later, the police arrived, asking a series of questions before placing zip-ties on Lester’s wrists and carting him away. Conflict over, the woman stepped up to the table.

      Alexandra accepted the book from the woman’s hands, set it on the table, and smiled at the woman in front of her. “It’s nice to finally meet you in person, Miss Jax.”

      Joss Jax pulled the beanie off her head, her dark locks falling around her shoulders. She combed her fingers through her hair. “Are you sure about that?”

      Alexandra laughed. “Of course. We’re fellow authors. Though you did make a play for Elias’s story.”

      “I was suggested as an alternative if you refused. I wasn’t interested. They only mentioned it to get you focused. It looks like it worked.”

      She was witty and sharp, more personable than Alexandra expected. “I’ve seen your show.”

      “How do you like it so far?”

      “It’s not bad, but then, I’d watch those investigative shows all day if I could.”

      “To be honest, I was surprised they hired me to host.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m a writer. I know little about television.”

      “How did you get the job then?”

      “The producers heard I was a fan of the network. They were looking for a public figure with a general knowledge of forensics.”

      “You definitely look the part. You’re edgy. Likeable. Captivating with those dark eyes of yours. I’m sure you appeal to their demographic.” Alexandra signed Joss’s book, handed it back to her, grabbed the few remaining books off the table, and shoved them inside a plastic bin on the floor. “I appreciate you coming to my aid tonight.”

      “I hope this kind of thing doesn’t happen often.”

      Alexandra swished a hand through the air. “Not usually. You?”

      “Not much.”

      “I had a young stick of a thing follow me back to my hotel room once after a signing. She was harmless. Just an overzealous fan obsessed with the man I was writing about at the time. I don’t get creeps like this Lester fellow often. He’s crazy, but not the I’m here to kill you kind of crazy.”

      Joss laughed. “I heard you’re retiring soon.”

      “It’s true. I don’t have a passion for writing like I once did.”

      Joss raised the book in the air. “Is this your last book then?”

      Alexandra’s eyes lingered on Joss for a few seconds. Was she making general conversation or fishing for something else? “What brings you to New Orleans?”

      “The show is on hiatus. I thought I’d get away for a while.”

      “How long are you here?”

      “A few more days.”

      Alexandra reached into her handbag, pulled out a piece of paper and a pen. “Thanks again for standing up for me tonight. Here’s my home address. If you have some time tomorrow, why don’t you stop by? My daughter Chelsea would love to meet you. She’s seen every episode of your show.”

      Joss didn’t appear to be listening. She was focused on Alexandra’s hands. “Are you all right?”

      “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Your hands, they’re shaking.”

      Alexandra looked down. Joss was right. Her hands were trembling. She placed them on her lap, out of sight. “I’m just a bit jittery. Perhaps it’s all the coffee I’ve had.”

      “Or what Lester put you through.”

      Either excuse was plausible, except for one thing.

      Alexandra’s face felt numb, her body weak, her perfect vision blurred and fuzzy.

      She didn’t know what caused it exactly.

      She only knew something wasn’t right.
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      Alexandra needed to pee. She also suffered from an intense, churning pressure in her abdomen, making her feel as though she needed to vomit. With Joss gone, she located a restroom adjacent to the children’s book section of the store and entered the second of three bathroom stalls. In addition to the nausea, the numbness in her face had spread, and her heart was racing.

      A minute later, the bathroom door opened and closed.

      And then … silence.

      No one entered the stall on either side of her.

      No one turned the faucet on.

      But a woman was there.

      Lurking.

      Alexandra could hear her breathing.

      Slow. Heavy. Impatient breaths.

      Alexandra heard a distinct click, like the door to the bathroom had been bolted. She flushed the toilet, flipped the latch on the metal stall door, and pushed it open, shocked to find the other occupant in the room wasn’t a woman like she’d assumed—it was a man. At least she thought it was a man. He wore baggy clothes, leather gloves, and a plain, dingy, gray beanie on his head. His face was masked with a full beard, and he wore a pair of dark, round, mirrored glasses.

      His gloved hands were shaking.

      Her bare hands were too.

      Thinking of the ordeal she’d just had with Lester, a single thought crossed her mind: not this shit again.

      “I believe you have the wrong restroom,” she said. “This is the ladies’.”

      He grunted a laugh, took a step forward.

      She took two steps back.

      He stepped forward again. The two continued the dance until Alexandra’s back was against the wall. There was no place left to go.

      “I’m going to have to ask you to back away,” she said. “Right now. Or—”

      Her mouth snapped shut when the silver tip of a knife’s blade was pressed to the center of her neck.

      Stay calm. Stay strong. No need to panic. He’s a crazed fan. You’ve dealt with them before. You’ll deal with them again. Give him what he wants, and he’ll leave.

      “Who are you?” she demanded.

      Her attacker didn’t move, remained silent.

      “Why are you doing this?” she continued. “What do you want? Money? I never carry cash with me at these things. If you think you can—”

      “Do you regret it?”

      His voice was monotone.

      Robotic.

      It didn’t sound real.

      “Do I regret what?” Alexandra asked. “How could I possibly answer that when I have no idea who you are or what I’m supposed to be regretting.”

      “You know exactly what I mean. Apologize for all the lives you’ve ruined. Say you’re sorry.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Is this a joke? Is it funny to you?!”

      She gnawed on her lower lip, blinked the tears away, composed herself, tried again. “I’m … I’m … sorry. Truly, I am. I never meant to offend you. Please, you must believe me. I didn’t mean to offend you … or anyone.”

      “And your regrets? What about your regrets?”

      “Of course. I have many regrets. A lifetime of them. Who doesn’t?”

      “A lifetime of lies is what you have. Lies and secrets.”

      The tip of the blade poked at her throat, piercing the skin. It wasn’t much. No more than a sixteenth of an inch. Just enough for a single line of blood to trail down her neck, staining her shirt.

      “Tell me what you want me to do, and I’ll do it,” she pleaded.

      The man leaned forward, his steamy breath pulsing a wave of goose bumps along Alexandra’s milky skin. The closeness between them sparked an air of familiarity.

      “You think I’m stupid?” he said. “You don’t even know what you’re apologizing for, do you?”

      She didn’t. And it wasn’t like she could cater an apology specifically for him. How could she without knowing what she’d done to offend him in the first place?

      Unless …

      No.

      It couldn’t be.

      Hardly anyone knew about the book.

      And yet …

      “Put the knife down,” she said. “I’m sure we can work something out. Let’s talk about this. Please. I’ll do anything. I have a family.”

      Why did I just mention my family?

      “I know.”

      “Don’t you touch them! Don’t you dare touch them! You hear me?”

      The nausea pulsed through her in a quick, unstoppable wave, followed by a complete loss of control. The man jerked the knife away from her neck, and she slumped to the floor, unscathed. He wasn’t going to stab her.

      Everything made sense now.

      The nausea.

      The shaking.

      Her attacker’s fake voice.

      She hadn’t been stabbed. She’d been poisoned.

      Lying on the filthy bathroom floor, feeling the last few moments of her life ebbing away, she stole one last glance at her attacker.

      He wasn’t just vaguely familiar.

      She knew him.
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      The Next Morning

      

      New Orleans was one of those places I knew I’d never fully appreciate until I experienced it firsthand. No amount of personal stories or episodes of Treme could convey the flavor of a city so rich in historic culture as seeing it in person could.

      I was staying at an upscale hotel in the French Quarter, which could only be described as interesting. The area, not the hotel. I use the word interesting because, at certain times of the day, Bourbon Street and its adjoining cross streets emitted a distinct odor, a foul smell, like someone had just taken a giant piss in a frying pan and set it on a stove over high heat.

      Foul smell aside, the city drew me in, pumping a healthy dose of nostalgia through my veins from the moment the plane touched down, and it was easy to see why the Big Easy was a tourist phenomenon. The jubilant jazz music wafting through the streets was unparalleled to anything I’d experienced before. And I’d seen and heard plenty in my thirty-eight years.

      I was kicked back on the bed, scouring through a magazine for freefall skydiving companies, when Finch walked in. Finch was actually his surname. His first name was Gregory, but when I’d read his full name aloud two years earlier during his job interview, he’d corrected me saying, “It’s not Gregory. It’s Greg.” I preferred Gregory, so now he was Finch.

      Finch could be described as the Clark Kent of the military. Or retired military, I should say. On the outside, his forty-five-year-old schoolboy charm and simple, understated style made him appear sweet and amiable. Beneath the façade, however, was a trim, toned man who was loyal, perceptive, and didn’t screw around. After twenty years of faithful service in a special ops unit in the military, he’d returned home to find his not-so-loving wife six-months pregnant. Only problem? He hadn’t seen her in nine. Broken and lost, he filed for divorce and walked out of her life forever. Three weeks later, he walked into mine.

      Finch plopped down on the bed next to me, pressing a crooked finger to the middle of his eyeglasses, centering them on the bridge of his nose again.

      “I have no idea how you see out of those things,” I said.

      “What do you mean?” he replied. “I see just fine.”

      I set the magazine I was perusing on my lap and leaned forward, sweeping a few of his stick-straight, blond locks to the side with my finger. “Your bangs almost touch the tip of your nose. It’s like hair gone wild. I know you wanted a change from the military cut, but this is getting a bit extreme, don’t you think? I can’t even see your eyes sometimes when you’re talking to me.”

      He frowned, which I suspected had little to do with my comment and more to do with something else.

      “What’s bugging you?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “The look on your face. Something’s wrong.”

      “Your mother called.”

      “Again?”

      He nodded. “Third time this week. If you’d call her back, maybe she’d stop calling me.”

      “It’s easier if she calls you. Then I don’t have to talk to her.”

      “I’m your bodyguard, not your personal assistant.”

      I laughed. “She doesn’t see the difference.”

      “Can you just call her?”

      “I will.”

      “When?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Soon.”

      Finch raised a brow. “I don’t believe you.”

      Truth was, I didn’t believe me either. I’d avoided her calls for two weeks. I knew what she wanted. The same thing she’d wanted for the past month. My answer was the same as the last time I talked to her. I didn’t see the point in rehashing it. “I’ll call her. I just haven’t made a decision yet.”

      “You’re running out of time.”

      I sighed. “I know. I know. Can we talk about something else? Anything else?”

      “Sure, if you promise to call her.”

      “I’ll call her,” I said. “Tomorrow.”

      He crossed his arms. “Today, Joss.”

      “Fine. Today.”

      “And don’t ditch out on me again, okay?”

      “You mean last night? I wore a hat.”

      “A hat doesn’t protect you.”

      “It does if I’m not recognized.”

      He sighed. “You need to let me do what I was hired to do. Otherwise, there’s no point in me being on this trip.”

      “I asked you if you wanted time off. You didn’t.”

      I’d grown so used to his shadow I’d forgotten how it felt not having him around. The night before, when I’d heard about Alexandra’s book signing, he was asleep. I decided I was fine on my own, and I slipped out. I arrived back at the room an hour later and found him awake and unhappy. Very unhappy.

      My attention shifted to a newswoman on TV. I swore she’d just uttered something about Alexandra Weston being found dead in a bookstore bathroom. Frantic to learn more, I smoothed a hand across the bedspread, fishing for the remote. “Where’s the control for the TV? Have you seen it?”

      Finch glanced around, then lifted his right butt cheek. He reached down, grabbed the remote control, and handed it to me. A wide grin spread across his face. “Guess I sat on it. Brings a whole new meaning to the phrase ‘pain in the ass,’ doesn’t it?”

      He laughed. I shook my head, smacked him on the arm with the remote, and increased the volume on the television just in time to hear the news anchor say, “Today the world is reeling from the loss of bestselling true-crime author Alexandra Weston, who was found dead inside a restroom last night at Bienville Street Bookstore. We’re still waiting on more information from the police.”
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      A heavy rapping sounded from the opposite side of my hotel room door.

      “I’ll get it,” Finch said.

      I rose from the bed. “It’s okay. I got it.”

      He grimaced, racing me to the door.

      I glanced out the peephole at two uniformed officers in the hallway. One male, one female. The female glared straight at the hole like she was keenly aware of my eyeball peering at her from the opposite side. I cracked the door just enough to wedge my body into the opening and directed my attention to the woman. Her chestnut-colored hair was pulled back into a taut ponytail. And when I say taut, the ponytail was so tight it looked like her face had just been nipped and tucked. She was a few inches shorter than I was, around five foot seven, and had an interesting shape—chicken legs from the knee down and thunder thighs on top, giving her lower half the appearance of a human candy corn.

      She frowned, her plain, dull eyes boring into mine.

      “Can I help you?” I asked.

      “Joss Jax?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m Officer Blunt, and this is Officer Parks.”

      Officer Blunt.

      The shoe fit perfectly.

      I switched my gaze to Parks. He was tall and bald. Lanky. He looked young and green, like it was his first week on the job. He extended a hand toward me. Blunt swatted it away.

      “You don’t need to shake the woman’s hand, Parks,” she scolded. “We’re here to ask questions, not to get better acquainted.”

      “Oh,” he said, his eyes darting to the floor. “Sorry. It’s just … I’m a big fan. A big, big fan. I’ve never missed an episode of your show, Miss Jax. And I’ve read most of your books.”

      I stuck my hand out to him, and he accepted it. “Call me Joss.”

      He beamed. Officer Blunt rolled her eyes and tried to push the hotel room door forward, expecting me to allow her access just because she was in uniform and wanted in. I maintained my position. Golden tickets didn’t come this easily. Not with me.

      “Can we come in?” she asked.

      It was more of an expectation than a query.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “We need to talk to you about Alexandra Weston.”

      “So go ahead and talk.”

      “Are you aware of what’s happened?”

      “Vaguely,” I said. “I just saw the story on the news.”

      “She was found dead last night at the bookstore on Bienville,” Parks said. “Looks like she may have been murdered.”

      Blunt gave him a sharp sideways glance, and he resumed staring at the floor.

      “You witnessed a scuff-up last night between Alexandra Weston and Lester Barnes, right?” Blunt asked.

      “I did. What about it?”

      She moved a hand to her hip. “What is it with you, responding to all of my questions with questions?”

      “I’m just trying to move this along.”

      “There’s no need to get snippy.”

      “I’m not getting snippy,” I said. “If I was, you’d have no problem understanding the difference.”

      She glared at me like she wanted to put a bullet between my eyes.

      “Look, I’d like to ask you a few questions,” she said. “And I’d rather do it inside your room instead of in the hallway where any Joe Blow with nothing better to do is privy to our conversation. If that isn’t to your liking, you can come with me, and we’ll have this conversation elsewhere.”

      I assumed “elsewhere” was code for the police department, or whatever they called it here. Technically, she had no warrant, which meant I had every right to slam the door in her face if I wanted. She wasn’t taking me anywhere. I was a person of interest, not a suspect. She needed me, not the other way around.

      Still, I had to admit, I was curious. I wondered what other information might slip from Officer Parks’s mouth if I let them in. I pulled the door all the way open, allowing both officers inside. In the far corner, next to a window overlooking a courtyard with a fifteen-foot marble fountain in the middle, the four of us sat down.

      Blunt thumbed at Finch. “Who’s this, your boyfriend?”

      Finch cupped a hand over his month, half-coughed, half-laughed. “Uh, no.”

      “He works for me,” I said.

      “In what capacity?”

      “Why does it matter?” I asked.

      “I’m her bodyguard,” Finch offered.

      Thinking it was a joke, Blunt snapped her head back, snorted.

      Parks nudged her. “I told you. She’s on TV. Hosts a homicide show. Murderous Minds. She’s famous. Famous people have bodyguards all the time.”

      Blunt clicked the top of her ballpoint pen, unfazed. “Huh. Well, I’ve never seen the show. I don’t need to watch things like that. I deal with homicide in real life. What time did you arrive at the bookstore last night?”

      I told her.

      “And what time did you leave?”

      I told her that too.

      “Who else was present while you were there?”

      “A few employees, Lester Barnes, Alexandra Weston, and a security guy named Louis.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t see anyone else lurking around?”

      I shook my head. “The store was about to close.”

      “I read what you said about Lester in the statement you gave to police. You restrained him. Why didn’t you let the security guard handle the situation?”

      I grinned. “The guy moved like his feet were stuck in blocks of cement. He was in no hurry to come to her aid.”

      “Interesting. Why not?”

      “Probably because his considerable girth would have made him exert more energy than he thought it was worth, and because it was a crappy, hourly paid job. How would I know? I could see she was in trouble. I was close, so I stepped in. I thought I was doing her a favor. The guy was nuts.”

      “Funny.”

      “What is?” I asked.

      “Lester said the same thing about you.”

      “Of course he did,” I snapped.

      “You’re not surprised?”

      “Should I be?”

      “Maybe.”

      I leaned back, crossed one leg over the other. “I’d like to help you. I’m a big fan of Alexandra Weston and her books. With the exception of the one she signed for me last night, I’ve read everything she’s written.”

      “How nice. After Lester was escorted from the store, did you talk with her?”

      “Briefly.”

      “What about?”

      “Her book,” I said. “Writing. My job.”

      “Why would you talk about your job?”

      I sighed. This was getting ridiculous. “Alexandra Weston is a fellow author who writes in the same genre I do.”

      Blunt nodded. “So you … know her.”

      “I know who she is, yes. We aren’t buddies. Last night was the first time we’ve met.”

      “Did she say anything significant to you when you saw her?”

      “No.”

      “Did she seem agitated or worried about anything?”

      I mulled the question over for a moment. There were pros and cons involved with gratuitous oversharing with police. “She told me Lester wasn’t the first person who’d ever harassed her.”

      Blunt leaned in. “What were her exact words?”

      “She said a woman had followed her back to her hotel room after a signing once. The woman was harmless, just a fan obsessed with a book she’d written.”

      “And?”

      “She said she’d run into a few creeps like Lester over the years.”

      “She give you any names? Locations where she may have been harassed?”

      I shook my head. “Honestly, she talked about it like it was no big deal.”

      “How did the visit end?”

      “She signed my book, invited me to stop by her house while I was here so I could meet her daughter.”

      “Then what?”

      “I left,” I said.

      “Where did you go?”

      “If you’re asking where I was at the time Alexandra Weston died, I’d need to know the exact time her death occurred.”

      I knew Blunt wouldn’t give it to me, and any hope I had of Parks blurting out the answer was dashed when Blunt glared at him like she’d saw his head off if he spoke a word.

      “After you left the bookstore, where did you go?”

      “I returned back here,” I said.

      “Can anyone confirm it?”

      “I don’t need anyone to confirm it. That’s what happened.”

      Blunt tapped a plain, un-manicured fingernail on the table.

      “How did she die?” I asked.

      “Can’t say,” Blunt replied.

      “That is why you’re asking these questions, right? The way she died must relate to you considering me as a person of interest.”

      “Let’s stick to the question I asked you—the one you didn’t answer. Did anyone see you arrive back at the hotel?”

      “Lots of people.”

      “Such as?”

      Finch leaned back in the chair, entwined his fingers behind his head. “Me. I was here when she got back.”

      Blunt shifted her focus. “You? You weren’t with her at the bookstore?”

      He frowned at me. “Unfortunately, no.”

      “Just what kind of bodyguard work do you do for her that has you waiting in her hotel room for her to return?”

      “The none-of-your-business kind,” he replied.

      “What time did Miss Jax arrive back at the hotel?”

      “Somewhere around nine forty-five, I guess.”

      “You guess or you know?”

      “You’re wasting your time, officer,” I said. “I allowed you inside my hotel room as a courtesy. If you’re going to turn this into an interrogation, you won’t like the end result.”

      Blunt snapped her notebook shut and stood. “Why are you here, in New Orleans?”

      “Why does anyone come to New Orleans?”

      Blunt prodded Parks with a finger, jerked her head toward the door. He stood like a trained animal and walked in that direction. She followed, stepped into the hall with him, and turned. “How much longer are you staying?”

      “I haven’t decided yet,” I said. “Why?”

      She shrugged. “No reason.”

      I resisted the urge to say anything more and closed the door.

      Of course there was a reason.

      There always was.
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      “We’re not skydiving today, are we?” Finch asked. “You want to find out what happened to the Weston lady. Am I right?”

      “‘No’ to your first question,” I said, “and ‘yes’ to your second. If she was murdered, I want to know why.”

      “You don’t want to know, Joss. You need to know. There’s a difference.”

      He was right. I did need to know. My curiosity wouldn’t let it drop.

      Finch opened his mouth, and I prepared for the incoming lecture about letting the police do the work. I wasn’t a cop. I was the host of a television show by day and a writer with semi-decent forensic knowledge by night.

      “I won’t bother trying to talk you out of whatever you feel you need to do,” he said. “You’re going to do what you want, no matter what I say.”

      He was right about that too.

      “At least give me today and tomorrow,” I said. “Let me dig around a bit. If I don’t find anything, we’ll resume all death-defying activities as planned. Okay?”

      “You’re still calling your mom, right?” he asked.

      “When I have time, yes.”

      He gave me his I’m disappointed look. “Joss.”

      “Later on, okay?”

      “Not later on. Now. I’m not filtering any more calls from her. Like I said, it’s not what you pay me to do.”

      “I know it isn’t. But you don’t just work for me, Finch. We’re friends.”

      He handed me the phone. “Friends don’t make other friends deal with their own mothers.”

      I took the phone, winked. “Oh, come on. Some friends do.”

      He walked to the adjoining door dividing our two rooms and stepped into his, shutting the door behind him. I sighed, thought about how much I needed a strong sedative right about now, and dialed the number. My mother picked up on the first ring, almost like she’d expected the call.

      “Well, well,” she began, “look who finally made time to talk to her mother.”

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “Did Finchie tell you I’ve been calling?”

      “His name is Finch.”

      “Whatever. Did he?”

      “He did.”

      “And?”

      “This is me calling you back,” I said.

      “How are you doing?”

      “Fine.”

      “I mean, how are you doing today?”

      “Busy.”

      She blew a displeased breath into the phone. “You know what I mean, Joslyn. Today is … well, it’s just … I’ve been thinking about you all day. That’s why I called Finchie—”

      “Finch, and you shouldn’t be talking to him about my private life. What I choose to tell him is up to me.”

      “Calm down. We only talked about your cousin’s wedding. Seems to me like you’re struggling today, and I just want you to know I’m here if you need me.”

      “I can’t do this, Mom. I can’t talk to you if we’re going to talk about the past. I said I was fine, and I am.”

      “Fine” equaled occupying the rest of today with any activity that didn’t require use of my brain.

      “Are you coming to Clay and Courtney’s wedding or not? It’s next weekend.”

      “I know. I haven’t decided yet.”

      “Why not? You’ve known about it for several months now. You’re not filming right now, and whatever book project you’re working on, I’m sure you can take a break.”

      “Give me the rest of the week to decide, Mom. Okay?”

      “Come home, Joslyn. Please. We all miss you. Everyone wants to see you.”

      Not everyone.

      “I will. I just don’t know if it will be before the wedding.”

      She sighed the way she usually did when she didn’t get what she wanted. “Listen, honey, I know it’s hard coming back here after what happened. Have you ever thought about how good it might feel to face everyone at the wedding? It’s been five years, Joslyn. Everyone has moved on. Everyone except you.”

      “Clay is the brother of my ex. I doubt he’s moved on.”

      Another sigh. Much deeper this time. “Maybe if you talk to your father … hold on and I’ll get him.”

      “Wait, Mom. Don’t. I have to go.”

      “What? Why? We’ve only just started talking.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ll call you again later, okay?”

      “Today?”

      “If I can. I’m assisting the police with a local investigation.”

      “What investigation? What’s going on?”

      “I’ll tell you all about it next time we talk. Tell Dad I love him and give my love to the family. I love you, and I’ll see you soon. I promise. Bye.”

      I pressed the end button on the phone before she had the chance to utter another word and embraced the swelling ball of guilt festering inside me.

      Finch poked his head back in. “How’d it go?”

      I turned away. “Did you … umm, could you hear me?”

      “Some. You sound so different when you to talk to her.”

      “In what way?”

      “You don’t sound like yourself. The Joss I know is fearless. Last week, you jumped from a plane. Last month, you swam with sharks. Last—”

      “This is different.”

      “Why? Because she’s your mother?”

      “It has nothing to do with her. And, to be honest, it has nothing to do with the wedding either. Well, almost nothing.”

      He crossed his arms, leaned against the wall. “What happened five years ago?”

      He was listening.

      “Let’s talk about it another time, okay?”

      He leaned against the doorway. “You remember when I interviewed with you, what you asked me?”

      “I asked you a lot of things. I needed to be sure you were the right person for the job.”

      “The last thing you asked me was what made me leave Tennessee and travel to California to work for you.”

      “I remember,” I said.

      “I could have said anything. I could have told you what I thought you wanted to hear. I didn’t. We were strangers, and still, I laid it all out for you—my wife’s infidelity, the baby, all of it. I knew it could have cost me the job. I told you anyway.”

      “Your honesty was one of the things that won me over, Finch. It built trust between us.”

      “Trust goes both ways. You said it yourself. I don’t just work for you. We’re friends.”

      I smiled. “I know we are.”

      “If you want to talk to me about anything, you always can.”

      I smiled. “Thank you. It means a lot to me. It really does.”

      “And if you don’t want to go to this wedding, don’t go. She’ll get over it.”

      I knew she would.

      The question was … would I?
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      The details of Alexandra Weston’s death were scant at best. The news channels had little to go on, and as a result, they kept broadcasting the same alleged bits of information they’d received in a repetitive loop. The police hadn’t made a public statement. I wanted to know why and decided to take my query straight to the superintendent of police.

      I hadn’t made it very far inside the department walls before Blunt stopped me.

      Hands on hips, she said, “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to speak to the superintendent.”

      “About what?”

      “Alexandra Weston.”

      “Why? Is there something you didn’t mention before?”

      “No.”

      She laughed. “Well then, whatever it is, you can talk to me. He’s busy.”

      I shrugged. “I’ll wait.”

      Jaw clenched, she said, “Look, I get it. Your little real-life murder show on TV makes you feel entitled, like you know something we don’t. Here’s the thing: you’re a writer reading a cue card. What we do here is real police work. You wouldn’t know anything about it.”

      Finch, who stood beside me, stared at Officer Blunt and said nothing. He didn’t need to. He knew what was coming.

      “I know you’ve never seen the show,” I said. “And I doubt you’ve read any of my books, so I’ll let your ignorance about who I am and what I do slide. But before you label me, take a look at my background. I have plenty of experience.”

      I awaited a heated response as I watched her nostrils flare next to her raised finger. It was derailed when a plump, middle-aged man of average height appeared from a small office to my right, his bushy, uncombed head of hair taking center stage.

      “You’re Joss Jax, aren’t you?” he asked.

      I turned, nodded.

      “Heard you were in town.”

      Blunt rolled her eyes. “Of course you heard, Herb. I told you.”

      He behaved like she wasn’t there, his eyes remaining on me. “I’m Detective Murphy. The superintendent put me in charge of Alexandra Weston’s case. Why don’t we talk in my office?”

      Gladly.

      Finch and I stepped inside, and Murphy shut the door, leaving Blunt ogling me through the small office window. It wasn’t hard to imagine what she was thinking.

      Murphy sat down and gestured for Finch and me to do the same.

      “Don’t mind Blunt,” he said. “She’s one hell of an officer, but she’s also, you know … well, forgive me for saying, but she’s … uhh …”

      “An unhappy woman?” I suggested.

      He smirked. “I was going to go with ‘a real bitch,’ but hey, tact isn’t my strong suit.”

      It wasn’t mine either, but today I was feeling generous.

      “You haven’t released much information to the press about what happened to Alexandra Weston.”

      “Too early in the process. You know how it goes. We’ll leak a thing or two here and there, shake a few trees, see what tumbles out.” He leaned over his desk, entwining his short, chubby fingers together on top of it. “How much do you already know?”

      “Not a lot. I heard she was found dead inside the bookstore bathroom a couple hours after it closed. Why did it take so long for someone to find her? Didn’t anyone realize she’d never left the shop in the first place?”

      “Everyone thought she slipped out, went home. From what I’ve heard, she wasn’t much of a people person unless she wanted to be.”

      “There was a Chanel handbag sitting on the floor next to her chair when I was there,” I said. “You’re saying no one saw it or thought it was odd when she left it there?”

      “She took it with her into the bathroom. It was recovered on the floor inside the stall.”

      “What about the pens she was handing out? There was a basket sitting on the desk during the signing. There was a bin of books too. And a mug of something—a silver container she was drinking from.”

      He shrugged. I continued.

      “What about the surveillance tape? Didn’t the bookstore have one?”

      “Yes and no. They have one. It just wasn’t on at the time.”

      “Why not?”

      “One of the plugs was disconnected. Can’t say yet whether it was on purpose or whether the cord just detached somehow. It’s an older system, so either theory is plausible. We dusted for prints. Don’t have those results yet.”

      “How long had the camera been broken?” I asked.

      “The last recording they have is from two weeks ago.”

      “Two weeks, and no one noticed or cared?”

      “Employees said after they hired the security guard, they hardly had any theft. Checking to see if it was working was no longer a priority.”

      It was hard for me to believe Louis was considered that big of a deterrent. He had the size, but lacked in mental capacity.

      “The security guard was a new hire then?”

      “He’d only been there three weeks. We think the killer was hiding somewhere in the store during the book signing, possibly even before, waiting for an opportunity to make his move.”

      “Even if that’s true, how did he escape?” I asked. “The front door was locked from the inside with a key that one of the employees carried around in his pocket. I saw him lock it about ten minutes before the store closed. He’d unlocked the door to let the last few customers out, and then locked the door back up.”

      “We think the killer exited through the side door.”

      “What side door?”

      “The one they use for shipments in the warehouse out back. It locks from the outside only. From the inside, anyone can push the metal bar and get out.” Detective Murphy pulled a manila file from the top drawer of his desk. He flipped it open, turning the folder in my direction so I had a clear view of the photograph resting on top. An ordinary kitchen knife with a tan, wooden handle.

      “We found this knife stashed inside a discarded fast-food sack in a dumpster on the opposite end of the parking lot.”

      “I’m guessing you didn’t get any prints off it.”

      “Not a one. And the weirdest part is there was a very small cut on Alexandra Weston’s neck, but she didn’t die from a knife injury. There were no other marks on her.”

      “If this wasn’t the cause of death, what was?”

      He craned his neck, looking left and right, before saying, “Apparently Alexandra Weston wasn’t feeling well. In the stall we believe she used prior to her death, it looks like she vomited. Did she seem unwell to you?”

      “She never said anything to me about her stomach being upset, but she seemed a little off to me. She was shaking. I asked her about it, and she blamed it on the coffee.”

      When I said the word coffee, he blinked.

      “Was she poisoned?” I asked.

      “It’s possible. We can’t be sure of anything yet.”

      “Your pathologist is running a tox screen, I imagine?”

      He nodded.

      “Make sure you test the silver mug that was sitting on the table during the signing.”

      He looked at me like he wondered if I’d forgotten whom I was talking to.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I know you know how to do your job. How long will it be before you know something?”

      He shrugged. “Not sure. Celia Burke, the forensic pathologist at the coroner’s office, is running tests now. She’s a little backed up at the moment though.”

      “Why?”

      “She handles at least twenty autopsies a month.”

      Twenty autopsies? It had to be some kind of record. “Time to hire a second pathologist, don’t you think?”

      He ran a hand down his face. “Believe me. You have no idea. We’re trying.”

      I stood, walked to the door. Finch followed.

      “Have you brought in any possible suspects yet?”

      “We’ve talked to all the employees. They’re all small, scrawny things. None of them weigh more than a buck and a half. And they’re … well, timid. George McFly types, pre-time travel, that is.”

      “Anything else I can talk you into telling me before I go?”

      He leaned back, rubbed his chin. “There is one thing. The store’s bodyguard we were just talking about. Louis. He’s the only one who didn’t show up for work today, but you didn’t hear it from me.”
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      Louis Massie lived in the lower 9th ward with his mother, a woman I was told everyone called Miss Sabine. Although it had been almost a decade since Katrina, many neighborhoods, including the one Louis lived in, still struggled to recover from the devastating aftermath of the hurricane. Vacant pockets of flattened land where homes used to be breathed a haunting reminder of the destruction that had poisoned the area. Some people had left their homes entirely, vowing to never look back, never return again. Others remained, strong and resilient. Raising a torch of unfettered bravery, they began anew. Miss Sabine was among them. On a quiet street where only a handful of homes remained, her modest, traditional-style dwelling with beige siding and white shutters looked newly remodeled, transformed from its former, battered self into a thing of beauty.

      I parked at the curb, walked up a series of brick steps leading to the house, and knocked on the door. I stood for almost a full minute and waited. No one came. I spotted a neighbor across the street on her porch. She was rocking back and forth on a weathered, yellow rocking chair. A blanket was wrapped around her legs. When she saw me, she stood, draped the blanket around her body, and walked toward me, blanket ruffling in the soft wind. She looked to be in her upper eighties, I guessed, and had short, black hair and glasses, which were too big for her face.

      “’Scuse me,” the woman said. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m just looking for the people who live here.”

      “No one’s home just now.”

      “Do you know when they’ll be back?” I asked.

      “Day or two, I guess. Why? What do you want with Miss Sabine?”

      “I’m not here for Sabine. I’m here for Louis.”

      “You’re the second person to come here lookin’ for him today. First was the police.”

      “Did they talk to you?”

      “Tried. I didn’t care to answer the door.”

      Her hands moved to her hips, and she squinted, looking me over like she struggled to find even the smallest connection between Louis and me. “Louis don’t live here no more, you see. Sabine kicked that boy’s ass outta here. She don’t want him back neither. Not until he cleans up his attitude and cleans up his life. He does nothin’ but cause problems for everybody.”

      “When did she kick him out?”

      “Been about a week ago now.”

      “Any idea where I can find him?”

      She crossed her arms in front of her, leaned back like there was an imaginary wall behind her to hold her up, and said, “Maybe. Depends on who you are and what you’re doing here.”

      “My name is Joss. I was in the bookstore where Louis worked the night Alexandra Weston died.”

      “Who?”

      “Alexandra Weston, the true-crime writer.”

      She shrugged. “Never heard of her before.”

      “She was murdered the night before last, at the same place Louis worked.”

      The revelation failed to elicit a response.

      “What does Louis have to do with it?”

      “Maybe nothing. I won’t know until I talk to him. He didn’t show up for work today.”

      She didn’t seem surprised.

      “You don’t look like you’re from around here.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Where you from?”

      “I work in California,” I said.

      “I didn’t ask you where you work. I asked where you’re from.”

      “Heber.”

      “Where?”

      “Heber City. It’s in Utah.”

      “Huh. Never heard of it. You a special kind of cop or somethin’, sent here to investigate?”

      “No.”

      “Then why are you poking your nose into business that ain’t yours?”

      “Alexandra Weston was a friend. We work in the same profession. We’re both authors. I’d like to know why someone wanted to kill her.”

      The term friend was a bit loose, but it suited its purpose.

      “Anyway,” I continued, “I was hoping Louis saw something the night she died that could explain what happened.”

      She squinted one eye, looked at me like she was trying to decide whether what I’d just said was genuine. “Try Eddie Trumaine. He usually hangs out with him after work. Ask me, I bet that’s where he’s been stayin’ too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      The driveway in front of Eddie Trumaine’s dive of a home, if one considered a worn-down shack a home, looked like a used-car lot for misfit automobiles. Six vehicles in various phases of disrepair and decay were stacked three deep in two rows on the oil-stained asphalt driveway. Two cars were missing tires, another two had dents in various shapes and sizes, one had been spray-painted a flat, gray color, and the last was missing one of its back windows. A replacement window had been fashioned out of thick painter’s plastic and black, zebra-patterned duct tape.

      Not exactly what I called sweet rides.

      Finch sized up the patchy, dry grass on the front lawn, the bullet-shaped holes in the white stucco on the front of the home’s exterior, and the treasure trove of rundown vehicles, and said, “I’m coming with you.”

      I opened my mouth to object, but true to form, he was halfway to the front door before I’d even switched off the ignition. I got out, placing a hand on the hood of the gray car as I passed it. Still warm.

      I knocked and heard what sounded like glass shattering on a tile floor, followed by the sound of footsteps moving rapidly in the opposite direction. Finch leapt off the porch, disappearing around the corner. I wiped the dusty windowpane with a hand, surveyed the inside of the house. Louis was on the ground, face up, not moving. I turned the handle on the door and was met with an overwhelming, foul smell of decay. I pulled the sleeve of my sweater over my hand, cupped the same hand over my nose. I gazed down at Louis. He was still dressed in his security uniform and had more than one bullet to the chest.

      I didn’t need to check for a pulse.

      He’d been there for some time.

      He wouldn’t have one.

      Finch flung the front door open, dragging a twenty-something-year-old kid behind him. The kid had a big, round, reddish circle around his left eye. It grew puffier by the second.

      I looked at Finch. “Did you punch him?”

      “It’s his own fault. He wouldn’t listen to me when I asked him to stop running. Now I’m confident he will.”

      The kid squeaked a pathetic yelp, struggling to break free. With every yowl, Finch constricted the arm he had around the kid’s neck even tighter.

      “Unless you wanna get choked out, stop fighting me,” Finch warned. “This is your one and only warning.”

      Too paranoid to listen, the kid remained focused on his primal need for flight.

      “Suit yourself,” Finch said. “Up to you.”

      Finch increased the squeeze, and the kid’s eyes started bulging.

      I approached the kid. “Are you Eddie?”

      “Yeah,” he squealed. “Who are you? Why are you here?”

      “If you calm down and stop trying to run, Finch here will let you go. All we want to know is what happened to Louis, okay? Nod if you understand.”

      He nodded. I exchanged glances with Finch. He didn’t budge.

      “At least let him talk,” I said. “You’re choking him.”

      Finch relaxed his grip.

      “I didn’t do nothin’,” Eddie said. “What happened to Louis … it wasn’t me. I had nothin’ to do with it, okay?”

      “Then why is Louis dead in your house?” I pointed across the room. “And why’s there a gun case with no guns in it? And why did you run?”

      Eddie looked at the open door on the gun case. “I don’t know.”

      The odor of rotting flesh saturated the room, filling my lungs with a nauseating feeling that almost had me expelling everything I’d eaten. “I need to get out of here. Let’s talk outside.”

      “Hold up, Joss,” Finch said. “Aren’t you going to call the police first?”

      I shrugged. “What for?”

      “What do you mean ‘what for’? So they can deal with this dead body and figure out what the hell happened to this guy.”

      “Time is no longer of the essence for Louis,” I said. “He’s already dead.”

      “Yes, but the sooner they examine the body, the better, right?”

      “If he’d just expired, yes. My guess? He’s been dead almost twenty-four hours.” At the risk of upchucking all over the body, I bent down, pointed at it. “The greenish-blue color on his face and neck tells me he’s been dead for at least that long.” I grabbed a fork sitting beside a half-eaten chicken pot pie on the coffee table, lifted Louis’s shirt a couple inches, peeked beneath it. “Yeah, the discoloration is spreading. He’s been here for a while. You better start talking, Eddie.”

      The three of us headed outside.

      On the back deck, a weather-worn chair was positioned beside a brand-new barbecue grill. Finch shoved Eddie into the chair. “Sit down. And don’t get up.”

      Tiny beads of sweat dotted Eddie’s forehead. “Look, I don’t know who you two are. But I told you, I didn’t have nothin’ to do with this mess!”

      “What happened to Louis?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I don’t know, lady.”

      “Oh … kay. Tell me what you do know.”

      He stood there looking terrified. Whomever he was afraid of, it was clear we were less of a risk to him than the other person was.

      “Look, there’s no way out of this.” I said. “If the cops haul you in, it’s only going to get worse for you. Protecting the person you fear won’t save you when word gets around you were interrogated by police. Even if you lie, say you didn’t say anything, no one will believe you.”

      He raised his chin, said, “You got it all wrong. I’m not afraid of anyone. I can take care of myself.”

      I resisted the urge to burst out laughing. “Why did you run when we got here?”

      Again he hesitated, perhaps debating his options, like he had any. “For all I know, you two are the ones who killed him.”

      “You were in the house when we got here,” I said. “Which tells me you knew he was dead.”

      “Naw. You got it all wrong. I mean, I did see him when I got home, but I wasn’t here when it happened.”

      “Where were you then?”

      “I spent the last day with my girl. Since Louis started sleeping here, she won’t stay over anymore, so I’ve been chillin’ at her place. I just came to shower and change my clothes. I walk in, see him dead on the floor, then you two show up, and I didn’t know what to do. So I ran.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “Ten minutes, tops.”

      “When was the last time you saw Louis alive?” I asked.

      “Two nights ago.”

      “Tell us about it.”

      “Louis rolled up in here with a wad of cash in his hand. He was wavin’ it all around, all showin’ off, actin’ like he’d just won the lottery or some shit.”

      “How much money are we talking?” I asked.

      “Seven, eight C-notes, at least. Maybe more.”

      Confused, I looked at Finch.

      “Seven or eight hundred dollars,” Finch said.

      “Couldn’t he have just gotten paid from work and cashed the check?” I asked.

      Eddie shook his head. “Naw. He don’t get paid until the end of the month, and he never has that kind of cash even when he does get paid. He has all kinds of bills. He’s dead broke.”

      “Where did the money come from then?”

      “All he said was he was quitting his job. Found somethin’ a lot more lucartive.”

      “You mean lucrative?” I asked.

      Eddie nodded.

      “Did he say who gave him the money or anything about his new job?” I asked.

      Eddie scratched his head. “I mean, he just said he was movin’ outta his mom’s place for good.”

      I sensed he was still lying. He did know something. He just wouldn’t say.

      I picked my phone out of my pocket, looked at Finch. “I’m ready to make that call now.”
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      Several hours later, I’d downed my third shot of vodka, which may have actually been my fourth shot, or my fifth. At this point, I was no longer counting. A man who’d been eyeing me from across the bar for the last half hour mustered up enough liquid courage to brush chicken-fingers crumbs off the front of his plaid, button-up shirt and make his move.

      He stood.

      He smiled.

      I smiled back.

      He raised his beer bottle.

      I raised my empty shot glass, thought about summoning the barmaid for a refill.

      The ice between us was officially broken.

      I wondered if he’d wave next.

      He didn’t.

      Forty-five minutes earlier, before he’d noticed me noticing him, I watched him scan the room, turn toward the wall, wrestle his wedding band off his finger, and shove it into his front pocket when he thought no one was looking. It was a douche move, and it begged the question: Why walk into the bar with it on in the first place just to take it off minutes later? The answer, of course, was a simple one. Whether or not he took it off depended on him first assessing the goods, scouting the bar to see if there was anyone worth taking it off for. I didn’t know whether I felt flattered or disgusted. Actually, I felt a bit of both.

      The man’s face was decent in a Keebler-elf sort of way, and his broad smile reeled me in—for a moment. When the moment passed, he shoved the tips of his fingers into his jeans pockets and headed in my direction. For a man who looked like he was pushing forty, the overall package wasn’t half bad. Sure his male-pattern baldness seemed to have taken a turn for the worse in recent years, even though he attempted to hide it by spiking up what sparse, brown hair he still had left. I imagined he assumed it wasn’t noticeable, but denial hadn’t been kind.

      He reached the table and hovered over me, his eyes like a vulture, waiting for an invitation he’d never get. With all the alcohol I’d poured into my body, he probably assumed I’d be an easy lay. If so, he was mistaken.

      “Hey there,” he began. “Want some company?”

      I didn’t want company tonight, especially his, but I offered the seat beside me anyway. Whoever said chivalry was dead must not have ever hung around a bar after eleven o’clock on a weeknight.

      He sat. “What’s your name?”

      “Lacey.”

      I thought about going full throttle and throwing in a last name too, but Lacey Thong was a bit too much to swallow, even for a dimwit like him.

      “I’m Jordan,” he said. “What are we celebrating?”

      “We’re not. Celebrating, I mean.”

      “What are we mourning then?”

      I attempted a fake smile, which I assumed looked a bit like a coyote wooing a fluffy rabbit, and said nothing.

      “Whoever he is, he’s not worth it.” He placed a hand on my wrist. “It’ll be okay, you know. Been through a few breakups myself.”

      I resisted the urge to ask if he was referring to mistresses or wives or both. “I never said we broke up.”

      “You don’t have to. I can see it in your eyes. I’m good at reading people.”

      I bit my upper lip, attempting to keep the growing urge to laugh contained.

      The barmaid walked over. I flicked my shot glass in her direction so fast it almost slid off the table. The confused look on her face when I said “uno mas” made me question whether I’d slurred my words, but she took the glass and nodded anyway. Jordan ordered a shot of whiskey. Both beverages were brought over, and we clanked our respective glasses together.

      “So you’re in a relationship then?” he said. “That’s okay.”

      Of course it was.

      “I’m not, and it isn’t,” I said.

      Now he looked confused. I downed the vodka, blinking a few times at the shot glass after I set it down on the table. It looked more and more like two glasses the longer I stared at it, but I was sure the waitress had only given me the one.

      Jordan licked his lips, took a moment to compose his wind-up, and then made the pitch. “So, uhh, sweetie. You wanna lift home?”

      “Depends.”

      “On what?”

      “What your intentions are.”

      He leaned over, whispered, “You saw me staring earlier. Hell, who wasn’t? Every man in this room would give his left nut to spend an hour with your fine ass. I believe you’re clear on my intentions.”

      Wow. What a sweet talker. How could I say no to such a fantastic offer?

      “I’m clear on your intentions,” I said. “But are you clear on mine?”

      “I have a suite a couple blocks away. No need to rush you home, is there?” He paused then added, “I tell you what. I’ll pour you another vodka or two when we get there, and we can talk.”

      “We’re talking now.”

      “It’s big and it’s private.”

      He glanced at his crotch as he said the words, making me wonder if “it’s big” referred to something other than his place or if it referred to his place and the growing erection inside his pants. Either way, big was relative. It meant different things to different people. And big wasn’t always accompanied by talent.

      “What do you say then?” he asked. “Should we go?”

      “I’m fine here for a while.”

      He trailed a finger up my arm. “You won’t regret it.”

      His patience apparently spent, he winked, stood, held out a hand. Under most circumstances, I would have considered the gesture a courteous one. Not this time. I rose and faced him, wrapping a hand around his belt buckle. I yanked him forward, pressing his body against mine.

      He laughed. “Hey now, you … ahh … I mean, maybe we should save all this pent-up energy until we get to my place, sweetie.”

      I smirked, jammed a hand inside his pocket, fished out the wedding ring he’d concealed earlier. “What about your wife? Will she be joining in on the festivities too?”

      His face paled, then warmed to a sharp, vibrant raspberry. “She’s … it’s … not what you think.”

      “It isn’t? You’re not married then?”

      “No, I am. It’s just … complicated.”

      “It always is with assholes like you, isn’t it?”

      He stroked my hair with his hand. I bristled.

      “Come on now,” he said. “Don’t ruin our night together.”

      “I don’t sleep with married men.”

      “You don’t understand. Things haven’t been the same between us lately. I’m not a bad guy. I just … feel distant. We’re not close like we used to be. I don’t know if I’m still committed.”

      It was a disgusting jumble of words from a man with no conscience, his eyes dead, without shine, like he’d strayed so far from the path he no longer knew how to find it.

      “Married is married,” I said. “Period. When you married your wife you vowed to be there for her for better or worse. Not for when it feels good. Rationalizing something you’re unwilling to fight for shows me who you really are without even knowing you.”

      Aware the midnight rendezvous was now a fleeting opportunity, his tone changed from vivacious and flirty to stern. “Give me back the ring.”

      “Why, so you can shove it into your pocket and go for round two with someone else after I leave?”

      “This isn’t funny, Lacey.”

      “Good, Jordan, or whatever your name really is. It shouldn’t be.”

      He swung for the ring and missed. I closed my hand around it and whipped it behind my head, tossing as far as it would go. Between the nineties rock music blaring in my ear, the crowd, and my increasingly blurred vision, it was hard to tell where it landed.

      “You stupid bitch!” he seethed.

      Instead of going after his ring, he directed his fury at me in the form of a balled-up fist. It connected with the edge of my jaw. A second later, as I fell to the ground, I caught a glimpse of Finch’s fist as it struck Jordan’s face, and he too went straight down.
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      My body was weightless and numb, like a giant cloud floating through air. I opened my eyes, staring at the mirrored panels surrounding the square box that contained me. An elevator perhaps. Finch cradled me in his arms, which made me feel stupid and weak.

      He looked down, gave me a sarcastic grin, and said, “After I get you back to the room, I’ll get some ice for your jaw.”

      I nodded. At least I thought I nodded. My head was pounding too hard to be sure. “You can put me down now. I’m fine.”

      Instead of complying with my request, he clutched me even tighter. “You might think you’re fine, but you’re not. A minute ago, you slapped my ass, said a few things I won’t repeat.”

      No, I didn’t. Did I?

      I rubbed a hand over my face, winced at the pain. “My chin hurts.”

      “Do you remember what happened?”

      “The guy I was talking to at the bar hit me, and then poof, you were there.”

      He laughed.

      “You got a standing O from everyone in the bar when you stood back up. You remember that?”

      I shook my head. I remembered landing on the floor, remembered Finch’s fist smacking Jordan’s face, Jordan going down. Everything else was a blur, except for a slight memory of me muttering something to Finch about him being the horse and me being the rider. The ass-slap assertion was starting to make sense.

      I didn’t need a rock to hide under.

      I needed a crater.

      “How did you … I mean, I know I told you I was going to the bar downstairs. I even assumed you’d follow me. But I didn’t see you come in.”

      “That was the point.”

      “How long were you there?” I asked.

      “The entire time.”

      “You never came over to talk to me. Why not?”

      “I figured whatever’s going on with you today, you wouldn’t talk to me about it, even if I asked. And I’d rather you told me about whatever it is when you’re sober. Besides, you did this same thing last year.”

      “Did what?”

      His forehead wrinkled as he looked at me, like he knew I knew exactly what he meant. “Binge drinking.”

      “Drinking isn’t a crime.”

      “I’d sure like to know what happened on this date that drives you to drink every year.”

      “Doesn’t matter. The night’s over now, isn’t it? The clock resets. Three hundred sixty-five days to go.”

      “Drinking to escape the demons in your past won’t change anything. Believe me. You’ll never get over it that way.”

      I wasn’t trying to get over it. I was trying to get through it. I wouldn’t get over it no matter what I did. “She was so beautiful, Finch. I can still see her face, you know? Every curve of her lips, every expression, every freckle.”

      “See whose face? Who’s the she you’re talking about?”

      “Elena.”

      “Who’s Elena?”

      “She’s … I mean, she was …”

      What was I doing?

      What was I saying?

      “No one,” I said. “She was no one. I’m drunk. I don’t know what I’m saying anymore.”

      Finch inserted the hotel card into the slot, using his back to nudge the door open. He walked to the bed, reached down, yanked the comforter toward the end of the bed, and set me down like I was made of porcelain.

      “You need, uhh, any help with your clothes and stuff?”

      I shook my head. “I can manage.”

      I attempted to stand. Not a good idea. My legs wobbled like I was trying to balance my weight on a hoverboard, which was hard enough to do sober. I sat back down.

      Finch glanced at me, shook his head. “Where are your night things?”

      “My night things?”

      He frowned, riffled through the dresser drawers. “It’s not funny. Stop laughing.”

      “I’m not laughing.”

      He handed me a T-shirt and pair of cotton leggings. “Yes, you are.”

      I touched my lips. He was right. I was laughing. “I don’t get it. I only had three, maybe four shots.”

      “Seven.”

      “What?”

      “You had seven.”

      “Oh, wow. Seven. That’s a record for me.”

      He turned. I lifted my shirt halfway, and the uncontrollable giggling started. “My shirt. It’s … well, it’s stuck, Finch.”

      He didn’t move, didn’t look back. “Try harder. You’ll get it.”

      Try harder.

      It felt like I’d slipped the armhole over my head, and my fingers weren’t coming to my aid either. Every time I tried to grab hold and tug the shirt down, I lost my grip. It was like my fingers were metal prongs, grappling at the stuffed cat I’d never win inside a toy machine.

      “Finch, I need your help, and before you refuse again, you know how hard it is for me to ask for help when I need it.”

      He arched back, looking at me with one eye half open. “How did you … what are you … never mind.”

      He gripped the shirt, fixing it before sliding it over my head the right way.

      I pulled off my jeans, flung them across the room, took the leggings he’d laid out for me and flung those too. It was too hot for pants. Much too hot.

      He pulled the comforter over my chest, handed me a glass of water. I set the glass back on the bedside table without taking a sip, twisted his shirt, pulled him toward me. “You’re handsome, Finch. You know it?”

      He pried my fingers off his shirt, set my hand back in my lap, and went for the water again. “You really need to drink this, Joss. Then you need to get some sleep.”

      He walked over to a table in the corner of the room and sat down.

      “What are you doing?” I asked. “You don’t need to sit there. I’ll drink the water. Go to bed. I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine.”

      “I don’t want you watching over me. I’m not a child.”

      “You’re acting like one.”

      He sounded mad, which made me mad. “Are you listening? I don’t want you to be here. I’m the boss. You’re the employee.”

      He crossed his arms in front of him. “I don’t care what you want right now.”

      I wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol, the emotions I’d been dealing with all day, Finch seeing me at my worst, or the fact I wasn’t getting my way. The past twenty-four hours seeped in just enough to hit me hard. Embarrassed, I cocooned myself beneath the blanket.

      “Joss, what’s wrong? Are you crying?”

      I felt the warmth of his body next to me, his hand on my shoulder. I felt like a fool. I was his boss. This wasn’t right. “It’s nothing. Please, Finch. I need to be alone right now. Okay?”

      “I know I said you should wait until you’re sober, but if you want to tell me what’s going on, I’ll listen.”

      “No, you were right. I should wait.”

      “Don’t you trust me enough to tell me?”

      “It’s not about trust, Finch. Believe me.”

      The silhouette of the moon shone through the window, casting a ray of light across his face. I poked my head over the blanket just enough to see his expression, a mixture of confusion and hurt. “Don’t be mad. Okay?”

      He stood, tucking the comforter around me. “I’ll leave you alone. Knock on my door if you need me. Goodnight, Joss.”
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        Elias Pratt

        March 17, 1983

        11:30 p.m.

      

      

      Out of breath and panting like an overworked hound, Elias Pratt leaned against the kitchen cabinets, sliding down until his backside connected with the firmness of the vinyl floor. He propped the pistol he was holding over one knee, muzzle still pointed at Donald and Dorothy Hamilton, who were slumped over on the ground. Dead. At least, he assumed they were dead. They weren’t pleading for their lives anymore. Still, he wondered if he ought to plug them both one more time just to be sure.

      For now, it could wait. The last several minutes had left him out of gas. Tired. He knew he needed to leave. He just needed a little breather first.

      Elias hadn’t expected the murders of Donald and Dorothy to take as long as they had, but then, he hadn’t had time to plan it like he usually did. Hell, he hadn’t even decided on whether he’d kill Donald only or the both of them until after he’d arrived, when fate made the choice for him.

      “You shouldn’t have gotten out of bed,” Elias muttered in Dorothy’s direction. “You might be alive right now. It’s your fault you’re dead, not mine.”

      It was a fact. Five more minutes to ransack the place, and her life may have been spared. She would have been out a husband and a few of her precious possessions, but she’d be alive.

      Elias thought back to the events that took place in this room not thirty minutes ago. The kitchen light had flickered on. Elias turned just in time to see Donald, bat gripped in hand, shouting, “Stop right there!”

      Elias had done what he was told. He stopped. Then he aimed and he fired. The first bullet went through and through, nicking Donald on the side of his chest before lodging into the wall behind him. By most standards, it was a decent shot, but in this particular situation, it was far from good enough for Elias. He needed Donald to be dead, and a decent shot wasn’t dead enough.

      Upon seeing the gun, Donald had dropped the bat and outstretched a hand in front of him, using his other hand to apply pressure to the bloody area surrounding his chest wound. Voice now soft and light, Donald seemed to understand his only option was to bargain for his life. “Now, now, son … let’s talk about this. Please. If you could just put the gun down, you can take whatever you like and just be gone.”

      Put the gun down?

      Elias laughed. Even now he couldn’t believe the look in Donald’s eye. The guy had really believed he had a fighting chance. The facts were simple. Elias’s face was covered with a ski mask. He’d just shot the guy. It should have been obvious what was coming next.

      “You deserve to die, and you’re going to die,” Elias had said before firing again. That time, the bullet hit its target, going right where it was intended. Donald went straight down. Elias stepped over Donald and said, “You’re going to hell, sir. Right where you belong.”

      The commotion downstairs had awoken Dorothy. She ran into the kitchen, arms flailing in front of her. Elias steadied the gun. A single shot smack dab in the center of her forehead was all it took, and she too was dead.

      Looking at Dorothy now, Elias couldn’t peel his eyes away from the red ooze trailing down the length of her face. It slid down her cheek, pooling on the vinyl below. He wrinkled his nose, jerking his head in the opposite direction.

      It wasn’t the death itself that bothered him.

      Death was a beautiful thing.

      A peaceful, ethereal thing.

      It was the blood that turned his stomach.

      Over the past year, Elias had robbed a total of twenty-one houses. The first thirteen occurred without incident. Precious items were taken, but everyone lived. During his fourteenth robbery, the man who lived there caught Elias after he switched on the living room light. Without a ski mask to conceal his face, the old man recognized him, leaving Elias with no choice.

      On the one hand, Elias had grown up a good Catholic boy. Committing murder wasn’t how he was raised. On the other, something inside him had changed when he popped the old man. Something satisfying. Something he now realized had been there ever since he was a young boy.

      An urge.

      A festering.

      A seed sprouting inside his young body, twisting and growing like the blood pumping through his veins.

      He thought back to a fistfight he’d had with a classmate when he was seven. All the boy did was steal his money. Three quarters, one dime, and a nickel from inside Elias’s desk. The boy had even left a note: IOU ninety cents. Steve. Steve hadn’t touched his wad of dollar bills even though it was right next to the coins, in plain sight. Still, the rage Elias felt from his friend’s betrayal wouldn’t subside. He couldn’t leave it alone. He just couldn’t. He found Steve in the lunchroom, grabbed him by his collar, and yanked him out of his seat. Once outside, he thrust Steve to the ground and jumped on top of him. He punched and punched and punched, until the principal wrapped his arms around Elias, tearing him off his classmate. Later that night, Elias’s mom sat on the edge of his bed, her eyes red and puffy. She looked worried, but not just worried … scared. “You’re not like other boys, Elias,” she’d said. “I guess I’ve known for a while now, ever since you stepped on our cat when you were three years old. I’m sure it’s hard, but I need you to control your anger. Keep it inside you. Deep inside. It’s important what happened today doesn’t happen again. Understand?” Not wanting to disappoint his mother, he’d nodded, and from then on he pushed his feelings down inside him. Deep down.

      Now an adult, everything changed when he’d murdered the old man. It was like a dormant switch inside him turned back on again. He developed a taste for death, an irresistible need that, in the last year, had only grown stronger. And now here he was, several murders later, having killed his first woman.

      When he’d popped the old man four months earlier, it was an odd feeling at first. One part shock over what he’d done. One part thrill. One part wondering why he didn’t feel any guilt after it happened. He’d stood over the man for several minutes, contemplating what in the hell must be wrong with him that he’d just committed murder, and yet he felt nothing. No sense of remorse, no sympathy—just a sea of calm. The festering wave inside him was gone. As a child he hadn’t understood what his mother meant when she said he wasn’t like the other boys. After killing the old man, he did.

      Returning to the present, Elias clenched his hands into fists, pushing his knuckles onto the ground then boosting himself to a standing position. He walked over to the Hamiltons, gave each of them a few swift kicks. Neither moved. Satisfied they were dead, he grabbed his pillowcase of goodies and started for the back door, halting when he heard what he thought was the front door opening.

      He glanced at the time on the cuckoo clock on the wall: half past midnight.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      It couldn’t be. It just couldn’t be.

      Earlier that night at the high school football game, Elias had overheard the Hamilton’s daughter Sandra saying she was staying the night at her friend Vicki’s. This was why he’d changed his plans, decided to target the Hamiltons’ house tonight instead of the Morrisons’.

      Sandra wasn’t supposed to be here.

      So why was she?

      The front door closed, and Elias heard the jangling of keys being dropped on a vinyl floor, followed by a female voice muttering, “Dammit!”

      Elias’s heart sank. He would know that voice anywhere. Sandra.

      The distance between the front door and the kitchen was a short fifteen feet, maybe less, leaving him with little time to weigh his options. He should flee, hoping he’d be far enough away by the time she screamed. He had three bullets left, and he didn’t want to use them. Not on Sandra.

      The kitchen light came on, and Elias realized he’d contemplated his decision a few seconds too long. Sandra’s ear-piercing scream penetrated the air, droning on and on until he couldn’t listen any longer. He had to act. He had to act now.

      The gun was raised once again, but Sandra didn’t seem to notice it, or him. Delirious, she was only focused on one thing: the dead bodies in front of her.

      Faced with the prospect of a shattered eardrum, Elias spoke up. “Shut your mouth, would ya? Screaming won’t do anything.”

      Eyes wide, Sandra’s mouth closed long enough for her to finally see she wasn’t alone in the room. She took one look at the masked man in front of her and jumped back, stumbling over her mother’s body in the process. She fell to the ground on top of her mother. Clothing now stained with her mother’s blood, Sandra pressed both hands over her face and began sobbing.

      Elias remained still, watching her. Frozen. Confused. Wondering why he wasn’t running, why he was still standing there, unable to take his eyes off of her. He placed the gun on the counter, thought about walking toward her, but he didn’t. “Please. Stop crying. Just stop it, okay?”

      The flood of tears continued, followed by an eighteen-year-old Sandra muttering, “Mommy, Mommy, Mommy,” like an inconsolable five-year-old child.

      It was more than he could take.

      “Sandra, please!” Elias insisted. “They’re gone. They’re dead. Get it?”

      In an instant, Sandra switched gears, her tears slowing to a trickle. She wiped them away, glared at the man in the mask. “Do I … do we … know each other?”

      He’d slipped, said her name. It was too late to take it back.

      “We do, don’t we? You know me.”

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      An awkward silence followed. It looked like she was thinking, processing, putting it all together.

      Her eyes widened.

      Recollection.

      “Your voice … I … it’s familiar,” she said.

      Even with the mask, it wouldn’t be long now.

      He thought about sparing her life.

      Could he do it?

      Was it possible?

      Of course it wasn’t.

      What if she made the connection?

      What if she figured out who he was?

      What then?

      He knew what then.

      “I’m sorry, Sandra. I’m so sorry. This wasn’t supposed to happen. You weren’t supposed to be here. I never meant for you to see any of this. If I could just explain, you’d realize I was only trying to—”

      He stopped. It didn’t matter what he said now. It wouldn’t change what had already happened.

      A terrified Sandra squeezed her eyes shut and whispered, “You’re going to kill me now too, aren’t you?”

      He didn’t respond.

      “Just do it.” She buried her head over her mother’s chest. “Get it over with. Do what you came to do. I don’t care what happens to me now.”

      Sirens whined in the distance. They were coming. Coming for him. He wondered how it happened. Had a neighbor heard the shots and called the police?

      Still unsure of his next move, he reached for his gun, shocked to find the counter empty, the gun no longer there. He turned his head, staring into the face of the person now holding the gun, aiming not at him, but at Sandra. Before he could do anything to stop what was about to happen next, a shot was fired. The bullet hit Sandra, slamming her body backward.

      “What are you doing?” Elias yelled.

      “It had to be done,” the shooter replied. “Don’t you see?”

      The shooter wiped the gun down and set it back on the counter, then turned and fled out the back door. Instead of sprinting to freedom like he’d done so many times before, Elias ran to Sandra and dropped to his knees. Pulling her to his chest, he cradled her. He should have been surprised at his actions, but he wasn’t. The moment Sandra stepped foot inside the house tonight, somehow he knew it would all be over.
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        Alexandra Weston

        August 12, 1984

        10:15 a.m.

      

      

      Alexandra Weston sat on a stiff, wooden bench on the fourth row of a Louisiana courthouse, listening to the grand jury indict twenty-two-year-old Elias Pratt on several charges of first-degree murder, followed by a swift, unemotional recommendation for the death penalty.

      While the verdict was read, the majority of men and women lining the seats inside the packed courtroom smiled and nodded in agreement. A woman sitting in the next row fist-pumped the air. A man in the same row clasped his hands together and looked at the ceiling, like the gateway of heaven had been opened and his prayers had been answered. In another row, an elderly couple clutched each other, both gushing exuberant tears of joy.

      Justice had been served for all.

      Elias wouldn’t receive a multiple life sentence; he’d be sent to Gruesome Gertie, the state’s unforgiving electric chair.

      Alexandra shifted her attention from the weeping elderly couple to Elias Pratt. He’d remained stiff and still while the verdict was read, like a pole rooted in cement. His hands were in his lap, fingers interlocked, his dull, blank eyes staring at the judge, as if she were nothing more than an extra in a lackluster movie.

      He didn’t seem to care whether he lived or died.

      He didn’t seem to care about anything.

      It didn’t surprise Alexandra.

      Killers rarely did.

      Dubbed the “Devil in Disguise” due to his boyish charm, middle-class upbringing, and devilishly handsome looks, most people speculated Elias was nothing more than a wolf in sheep’s clothing, a sweet-faced rich kid disguised as Lucifer himself. Devoid of emotion. A psychopath. A serial killer.

      Given his crimes, Alexandra could see why the public felt this way. As to her own feelings, the jury was out. She wasn’t sure how she felt yet. Elias didn’t exhibit the traits she’d come to expect in the David Berkowitzes and the John Wayne Gacys of the world. He was different. Not innocent, but different, with a quiet reverence that shocked her. Staring at him now, she realized in some ways she almost felt sorry for him. How crazy was that?

      Court was adjourned, and Alexandra stood, watching the sea of onlookers who’d come to gawk one last time, to support each other with hugs, high-fives, and smiles of satisfaction. The judge called for order. No one seemed to mind him.

      To most in attendance, they’d just witnessed what would eventually lead to Elias’s end.

      For Alexandra Weston, however, his end was just the beginning.
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        Present Day

      

      

      I woke to the sound of ice being jiggled inside a glass, just inches from my face. I pulled the covers over me, refusing to open my eyes.

      “Hey,” Finch said. “It’s almost eleven. You need to get up. You’re meeting with Alexandra Weston’s agent today. Remember?”

      I groaned.

      He peeled back the covers, pressed the cup to my cheek.

      I swatted it away. “Come on, Finch. Knock it off. I’m tired.”

      “I’ll stop when you get up.”

      He set the glass on the nightstand adjacent to the half-full glass of water from the night before. Then, in an extreme act of cruelty, he walked over to the window and yanked the curtains to the side. The room illuminated to a piercing degree, like if I looked at the window straight on, I’d see it was actually the doorway to the pearly gates. “You really hate me right now, don’t you?”

      “You have forty-five minutes to get dressed and meet Barbara Berry at the pastry place.”

      I flung the blanket off my body, realizing the only thing I had going on downstairs was a pair of black lace undies, and then I remembered tossing my pants after I’d refused to put them on.

      Upon seeing me more naked than clothed, again, Finch jerked his head in the opposite direction.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “It’s just like seeing me in bikini bottoms, if you think about it.”

      “They’re not bikini bottoms though. And they’re see-through.”

      I looked down. Huh. He was right.

      Without looking at me, he bent down, picked my leggings off the floor, and tossed them to me. I slipped them on and stood too fast, my throbbing head a quick reminder of the destruction I’d put myself through the night before. “I want to, ahh, thank you for coming to my aid last night. I mean, I’m sure I had it under control, but still, I took it too far.”

      He raised a brow. “You didn’t have it under control.”

      “In any case, I’d like to just move past it. I shouldn’t have let things get that out of hand in the first place.”

      When he didn’t reply, I looked at him. He was eyeing me strangely.

      “What is it?” I asked. “What did I say?”

      “Nothing.”

      Saying “nothing” was his way of not asking me the same question I never answered when he’d first asked it. “I just had a few too many shots, that’s all. You know me, Finch. I do this, what, once or twice a year? I’m in my thirties. I’m pretty sure it’s okay to let loose once in awhile.”

      “You’re not just letting loose though, are you? You’re forgetting.”

      I socked him in the shoulder. “Oh, come on. Are you saying you’ve never had a few too many?”

      He’d been avoiding eye contact with me since I got out of bed. At first I chocked it up to his discomfort about seeing me half naked. Now I wasn’t so sure.

      “Look, I’m sorry if it was hard on you to see me like that,” I said. “It was unprofessional. I blurred the lines between employee and friend. I don’t want you to stay mad at me.”

      “I’m not mad.”

      “What’s eating you then?”

      He wiped a hand across his face. “Last night, right before you fell asleep, you said something about a—”

      He stopped midsentence, looked at the time.

      “Something about a what?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “You know what? It doesn’t matter right now. We need to go. Never mind.”
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