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      Jimmy Whiteside grabbed the bulging trash bag and stormed out of the kitchen. “And that’s how you clean up, Amanda!”

      He threw open the door to their cheap third-floor apartment and tromped dramatically down the stairs, not bothering to throw on a coat despite the frigid night temperature outside, because Jimmy Whiteside was a man’s man, and a man’s man didn’t let a Massachusetts winter keep him from doing what needed to get done.

      Fucking Amanda, he thought as he lugged the bag outside to the dumpster. He shook his free right hand. His dominant hand. The knuckles were a little raw, but much less so than Amanda’s nose. Stay home sitting on your fat ass all day instead of keeping the place clean? You get what you deserve.

      Jimmy stepped through the slush and the sleet to the edge of the parking lot outside the building, then lobbed the bag up and over into the dumpster with a satisfying thwack. Working over Amanda always made him a little phlegmy, so he spit a big wad at the dumpster, then made to turn.

      “Hey, Jimmy,” purred a woman’s voice from behind him.

      He whirled. “What are you doing here? Amanda can’t come out and play tonight.”

      The woman, bundled up and wearing gloves, laughed. “Who says I’m here for Amanda?”

      Jimmy’s small mind raced as best it could, but it got stuck on confusion. “Why you acting all flirty?”

      “Who says I’m acting?” The woman stuck an unlit cigarette between her lips. “Say, you got a light?”

      Jimmy slapped at his pockets. “Nah, it’s upstairs.”

      “Oh. Then I’ll ask him.” She pointed behind Jimmy.

      Jimmy turned, but all he could see was the building. He squinted. “Who you mean?”

      Then he felt something cold puncture the back of his neck, and within seconds, his body started grinding to a halt. He slapped ineffectually at the back of his neck, and between the slapping and whatever had been injected into his body, he slipped, landing hard face up next to the dumpster.

      “The fuck you do to me?” he asked, but it came out more like a baby mewling, since his mouth and tongue weren’t working. He tried again, but now his lungs felt like blocks of ice. He tried scrabbling to get up, but that didn’t work either. So he lay there, forgetting who he was, where he was, or who this woman was.

      “Fucking Jimmy Whiteside.” The woman pulled out a lighter and lit her cigarette. “Huh. Guess I had a light after all.”

      She bent down, examining him in the poor light, then reached to his neck and yanked off his necklace, a Harley-Davidson pendant, Jimmy’s favorite keepsake, with her gloved hand.

      That’s mine, he thought, but he couldn’t figure out how to get it back or why she’d want it. Or why he couldn’t feel anything in his body.

      The light from the building’s spotlights dimmed and kept getting dimmer, until Jimmy’s world was reduced to one thing: the shining face staring down at him.

      The woman took a deep drag of her cigarette, got close to Jimmy’s face, and blew a stream of smoke at his unresponsive eyes. “Live to ride, ride to live,” she said, dangling the necklace over him. “Enjoy your ride to hell, Jimmy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Day 1 (Sunday)

          

        

      

    

    
      “Let’s go over the night of the murder again,” Detective Ramsford said.

      Jane Hawkins nodded, then took in her shabby surroundings as Ramsford flipped back a few pages in his notebook. The station’s interview room was windowless; the concrete walls were the color of bile, the same color as Ramsford’s tie, and were peeling due to Port Fletcher’s ocean air. The ceiling had new LED lights, or at least new since Jane had last been in here, so the bile color was crisper, but one bulb had already failed and blinked randomly, like someone didn’t know Morse code but kept trying anyway. Maybe it was on purpose, a new interrogation technique to keep the innocent scared and the guilty annoyed.

      Jane blew a stray gray hair out of her face and shifted in her chair, an uncomfortable plastic seat, decades old, on which someone had carved a penis, which pointed at her crotch. An hour into the interview and her ass was killing her, but she kept a neutral face as Detective Ramsford continued flipping pages. She leaned to peek at herself in the scratched mirrored viewing window behind the detective. She wasn’t guilty of this murder, so if anyone was watching, they’d get no show from her.

      Ramsford gave her a stern look, his eyes hard. “From the top. You said that Bobby Ellings called you on the afternoon of the 16th.”

      “Yes.”

      “And this was about what again?”

      Keep the answers short and simple. “He had borrowed money from me. A month ago. He called out of the blue and said he was ready to pay up.”

      “And this was how much again?”

      “Six thousand dollars.”

      “Six thousand dollars,” Ramsford echoed, scribbling away. “And then what happened?”

      The stray hair fell in her face again. She blew it back again. “I told him I’d be free later. He suggested nine o’clock, so I was there at nine.”

      “Nine.” He raised his eyebrows in that I-don’t-believe-you way. “Very prompt of you.”

      “I didn’t like Ellings. That’s no secret. I didn’t want to spend any more time with him than needed. I had no reason to get there early.”

      “And you left straight from your place to go to his place.”

      “Yes.”

      “No stops in between, no errands.”

      “That’s right.”

      “And from Port Fletcher to his place in Hingham, at that time of night, it’s a what, a ninety-minute drive?”

      “A bit less, maybe an hour and fifteen minutes.” Ramsford knew that. He was hunting for a time discrepancy. She’d played this game before.

      “And when you got to the building, his apartment door was wide open.”

      She returned his hard look, using her gray eyes to her advantage as she bored into him. “I definitely didn’t say that. I did say that I knocked, then the door creaked open.”

      “Jane, that glare of yours,” Ramsford said, grinning. “It always throws me off.”

      She laughed. “I’m the one in the hot seat, Bill. I mean, Detective Ramsford. Do you mean to tell me that when you interview a real suspect who stares at you, you start babbling?”

      “It’s different with you here, Jane. I interview people all the time,” he said, leaning back on his penis-free chair. “But usually not celebrities.”

      Jane waved the celebrity comment away. “Come on, you’ve known me for years. I’m just a regular person. And you’ve helped me out a lot.”

      She glanced down at her own notebook. She’d been taking notes too, just not about the pretend interview. She’d been writing down possible book plots, along with some things she needed at the grocery store.

      Jane liked to write accurately about small-town police interviews for her cozy mystery novels. She’d mock-interviewed with everyone on the small Port Fletcher force over the years, including several times with Bill Ramsford, but she’d run into him a few weeks ago, mentioning that she was thinking about her new book, and he invited her to the station to brush up. He clearly didn’t like being alone. She was alone, too, but she wasn’t lonely. She had no desire to keep anyone close to her, except for her daughter, but her daughter had no desire to keep close to Jane.

      Although Jane had been a law-abiding citizen for twenty years, it was smart to stay on the good side of the local police. You never knew when you’ll need the law on your side.

      They chatted for a few minutes about some new interrogation techniques that Bill had picked up in an online course, then he started paging through the notebook, as if to start the mock interrogation over. Jane cut that short for the benefit of her sore ass. “Oh, my goodness, look at the time.” There was no clock in the room, and she wasn’t wearing a watch. “You’ve been so helpful, Bill.”

      She stressed the last word and added a small smile for his benefit. Bill had asked Jane out a few times over the years, both before and after his divorce, and she’d always passed, as she had no interest in another relationship after Donald, but they’d remained friendly.

      Ramsford straightened, running a hand down his bile tie. He really should find a lover, and one with good taste. He clearly needed wardrobe advice. “My pleasure, Jane. Can’t wait to read the new book.”

      “Then I do hope I’ll see you at my book launch tomorrow night.”

      He beamed. “I traded shifts to be there.”

      They stood, and Jane extended a hand across the table. “Then I will see you tomorrow, Detective Bill Ramsford. And again, thank you. You’ve been such a help.”
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        * * *

      

      Jane drove back home, her car windows rolled down to usher in the first warm air of the year. April on Cape Cod could mean 70 degrees or snow, and in the first few weeks of this month, Port Fletcher, nestled mid-Cape and facing Cape Cod Bay, had seen both already. Maybe spring had finally arrived. More likely, this was a typical Massachusetts false spring. Massachusetts weather could be an asshole.

      After arriving home, Jane changed into jeans and a hoodie, then went outside to putter in the yard. It had been a bitter, windy winter, unsurprising when you live on a peninsula jutting into the north Atlantic, and the yard of her Cape-style home was littered with cast-off branches and the leaves from the next-door neighbor who never raked.

      Hands on her hips, she surveyed the cleanup. She’d pile the branches next to her fire pit, then rake up the leaves and dump them over the fence and into her neighbor’s yard.

      Your leaves, your mess.

      As she puttered, a few couples and singles from the block strolled by, soaking in the Sunday sun. They gave Jane genuine waves hello, and she mimicked them back.

      “Can’t wait for tomorrow night!” they said. Or “Congratulations on the new book!” Or “Port Fletcher is so lucky to have you!”

      If only Port Fletcher knew what they really had in her. Who she was to them and who she really was were so, so different.

      After an hour of picking up limbs and raking, she’d had enough. Back inside, she opened a can of Sprite, took a big swig to create some room, dumped in some rum, and plopped onto her couch.

      A picture of her late husband Donald, displayed only for infrequent guests who expected a widow of twenty years to honor the memory of her murdered spouse, graced the mantelpiece, although it was hidden by two thick candles she’d never light. Her eyes never settled on Donald’s picture, instead always brushing passed it. Donald had made her who she was today, or at least he’d set this version of her in motion. He wasn’t worth a glance, dead or alive.

      All the other pictures on display featured people she’d never met and places she’d never been. She had no other family except for Kate, she never vacationed, and the mantel looked too empty without pictures. Jane was, to Port Fletcher, the type of person who should have friends everywhere and plenty of pictures on display, so she did what she could to keep up appearances.

      Jane got up from the couch, swiping the cold Sprite can across her forehead. She made sure the doors were locked, then tramped upstairs, shed her clothes, and showered, washing away the cleanup sweat and grime, letting the hot water work into her neck and shoulders. If this were a TV commercial, the shower would release all of her tension, a “Calgon, take me away!” moment of bliss.

      If only real life worked like that.

      Her writing office was in the second of the home’s two bedrooms. She put on a robe, then went to her office and sat at her desk, fired up her too-ancient computer, which served well for writing but not for much more, and checked her email. A note from her agent, Margo — she’d overnighted a box of a dozen books, and would Jane sign them and use the enclosed label to send them back in the same box? A few gifts, a few copies for Margo, and so sorry she couldn’t make it to the Cape for the book launch. Jane wasn’t expecting her to make it — they had a business relationship and weren’t friends, although sometimes Jane suspected that she and her agent had different views about their relationship. No problem. She replied that she’d look for the books and get them back right away.

      This was the only room in the house in which Jane felt truly comfortable. A single copy of each of her books took up the top shelf of a pine bookcase. She never read her books after finishing them, but they served as accountability. Keep writing if you want your work out in the world. Above the bookcase hung a few framed newspaper articles featuring a younger and smiling Jane — gifts from Margo, so Jane hung them up in case Margo ever visited, which she never had. Next to the articles hung a plaque announcing that Jane had been nominated for an Agatha, an industry award for cozy mystery writers. She’d lost to author Louise Penny that year, but it was fine — the winning plaque would probably have been too big for her wall anyway, and Louise Penny probably had a bigger office.

      Sunday was typically Jane’s errand day, and today’s errands were walkable, so she changed back into her prim and proper interview clothes for the stroll to town, finishing the outfit with sneakers. Port Fletcher always expected Jane Hawkins to be prim and proper.

      Ritual time. She checked every closed window to make sure it was locked, making sure that the first-floor windows had tape on them from the sash to the casing. She bolted the back door twice, checked her purse for her keys three times, and tucked a piece of red thread into the jamb as she shut and locked the front door. Old habits truly are the hardest to give up.

      Jane’s off-the-beaten-path neighborhood lacked both sidewalks and traffic, so she walked along the side of the road until she hit the main drag leading to town. Since it was the first nice day of the year, plenty of people were out and about, including several people walking their dogs.

      Dogs. She’d drop off her weekly food donation at the local shelter tomorrow and say hi to Rigsby, a collie mix she’d been thinking about adopting. Rigsby was a very good girl and would make for a great companion. Jane wasn’t sure she was ready for a companion, or even if she needed one, but she’d fallen for Rigsby as soon as she’d seen her.

      Are collies good guard dogs? Or just good dogs? She’d have to decide if she was looking more for protection or companionship. Not sure one dog could excel at both. It would have to be a pretty special dog.

      Jane jaywalked across Main Street to Knead, Port Fletcher’s best bakery in her opinion, though that was a competition between only two. This bakery was walkable, which made it Jane’s winner. Inside, the six tables were taken up with townies, all regulars. Port Fletcher caught few tourists in its snare; the town was bracketed by two bigger towns with much better beaches, so the tourists mostly drove through here instead of stopping here. Strangers here tended to stick out.

      “Afternoon,” Jane said to Ray, who owned the bakery with his wife Rae. Jane thought for the hundredth time that there had to have been a better name for the bakery than Knead when you had a Ray and a Rae owning the place. Port Fletcher embraced punny store names, although most of them were painfully bad. Rae and Ray. Binary? Binaray Bakery?

      “Afternoon, Jane,” Ray said. He nudged his wife, who was putting pastries into the front case. “Our famous author’s here.”

      “Oh, stop,” Jane said. She wasn’t a blusher, but wished she could blush on command. She felt like that’s what folks expected of her.

      “The usual?” Rae said as Ray got Jane’s medium coffee to go.

      “Please. Oh, and add a cupcake. Any of the frosted ones.” Good thing about being a regular is it cut down on needless chitchat.

      Rae boxed up the goods — a maple-frosted cupcake plus Jane’s usual dozen mini-muffins, which served as five days of breakfast when coupled with bananas — while Ray rang her up. Jane put the change in the paper tip cup on the counter.

      “Big night tomorrow night,” Ray said, tipping his chin toward a bulletin board that had a flyer for Jane’s book launch event tomorrow night.

      “I’m not sure why folks still come to the launches,” Jane said. “This is book 18, after all. And it’s much easier to buy the book online.”

      “Don’t be coy. You’re the biggest celebrity this town’s got,” Rae chirped from behind the counter. “Well, there was that ballplayer who almost made it to the majors. And that lady who’s almost a hundred.”

      “Port Fletcher — a town of almosts,” Ray huffed.

      “That’s why we fit in, dear,” Rae added.

      Jane forced out a genuine-sounding chuckle, although Ray was right — nothing much went on in Port Fletcher. “I’m blessed to live here. We all are.”

      She stopped at the CVS for a few essentials, then walked home, dropping the empty coffee cup into the fire pit in her back yard before ensuring that the red thread on the door was still in place. Good. Inside, she put the muffins away and checked the tape on the windows.

      All good. It always was. But you never know.
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        * * *

      

      Jane napped for a few hours, then listened to the blues on the local college radio station as she lightly cleaned, paid a few bills, and made dinner for one. She checked her cell — no calls or texts. She looked reflexively at the spot on the counter where she’d had a landline and answering machine, but she’d given those up months ago after keeping track of every call her landline had received for a month and finding that they were all marketing calls, even though she was on the “do not call” list, which served as the “please spam me” list. A better list would be the “please leave me alone” list. She’d sign up twice for that.

      After her dinner for one, she read for a while, checked all the locks, then went to the kitchen. Out came the cupcake, which she put on a white plate and placed on the four-person kitchen table that had rarely seen four people. Then came a fork and napkin, then a lighter and candle.

      From the stove drawer, where most people keep cookie sheets and oversized pans, she took out a velvet bag and withdrew a framed picture of Kate, the estranged daughter she’d given up for adoption thirty years ago. Jane had taken the picture when the two of them were at a bar when her daughter had turned twenty-one. She’d seen Kate twice since then. She propped the frame against the fruit bowl centered on the table, then poured herself a shot of bourbon.

      She sat, stuck the candle in the cupcake and lit it, then raised the shot glass to Kate’s picture and slugged the bourbon, relishing the burn.

      “Happy 60th birthday to me,” she said to Kate’s picture, then blew out the candle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Day 2 (Monday)

          

        

      

    

    
      Morning arrived with a doorbell ring, knocking Jane out of a dream where she was being chased, or maybe chasing someone. Her first thought was that she hoped she’d been chasing someone — being chased was no fun. Her second thought was: who the fuck was ringing her bell before seven?

      She fumbled her way downstairs and checked through the front door peephole. Nobody there. She moved to unlock the door, then stopped. Instead, she padded in bare feet, stopping at every window to glance out quickly and listen. Nothing at the back door, either. She checked her taped windows. All good.

      She padded back upstairs for her cell. No messages, including no messages from Kate.

      Back downstairs, she palmed a Phillips screwdriver, then unlocked the front door.

      There was a FedEx box on the stoop. She scooped it up, feeling the heft, then went inside, locked the door behind her, and squinted at the label.

      Right. The books.

      She knifed open the box and lifted out the books, a dozen hardcovers of her new Beachcomber Belle release, Death Under the Boardwalk, along with a note and the return shipping label. The hardcover run was for libraries, or people who wanted to overpay for books — most of her print sales were for the paperback. And way more people bought the ebook instead of print. The ebook-only people, Jane thought, were animals, although she was grateful for the royalties.

      The note read, Jane! So excited for this new Belle story!! Hope the party tonight goes great!!! ~ Margo. Classic, spunky, glass-half-full Margo. Jane loved everything about her agent, except that the longer Margo wrote, the more exclamation points she used. Good thing Margo didn’t write fiction.

      She texted Margo that she’d received the books, cursing FedEx’s efficient yet too-early delivery, then made some coffee and ate a few of the mini muffins along with a banana.

      After a quick shower, Jane dutifully signed the books, sealed the box, and affixed the label. She’d drop it off after her stop at the shelter to see Rigsby and donate some food.

      The drive to Take A Paws — the no-kill shelter sported possibly the worst of Port Fletcher’s punny business names — was short. Once inside, Jane hoisted the 25-pound bag of puppy chow onto the counter.

      Kendall, a dowdy middle-aged woman who helped run the place and had blonde hair and a long nose that made her look like a golden retriever, was at the counter. “I have great news, Jane. Rigsby got adopted! She left yesterday. Such nice owners. They have a big back yard and two kids. Rigsby will be a perfect fit for them.”

      Kendall droned on, but Jane didn’t hear much past, “Rigsby got adopted.”

      Jane had been dragging her heels on deciding about adopting Rigsby, and she certainly had no claim to the collie, but over the last month or so, she’d bonded with the dog, had imagined Rigsby sleeping on the couch, sleeping on her bed, curled at her feet while Jane wrote another Beachcomber Belle mystery.

      Jane tried to make her face look happy, but more likely she looked like she’d just sat down too hard on a bicycle seat.

      Along with happiness for the dog (sincere) and sadness that she wouldn’t see Rigsby again (also sincere), Jane quickly pictured tracking down the new owners, slitting their throats, then clamping a hand over their wounds to feel their hot blood pump against her palm as the life emptied out of their eyes. That thought took all of two seconds. It was also sincere.

      She pushed the daydream away. “I’m thrilled that Rigsby found her forever home,” she said, her voice catching.

      Kendall must have seen through Jane’s mask, because she patted Jane’s hand and replied, “She really took to you. And thank you again for coming in each week. Maybe you’ll find your forever friend here. We’ve got some new arrivals, plus the long-term residents would still love to find a home. You want to come back and take a look?”

      She’d go without a dog forever. She’d stop donating food. She’d spend the rest of her life alone — just like she had for the past 20 years. Fuck this place, and especially fuck Rigsby’s new owners. She hoped that their big back yard developed a sink hole and took the house with it. Rigsby, of course, would have sensed it coming and escaped. She was a smart dog.

      “I’ve got to run, Kendall, but of course I’ll be back. Every dog needs a home.”

      “And every home needs a dog,” Kendall twittered, then added hastily, “Or a cat. Are you interested in a cat?”

      God no. “I’ll see you soon.”

      She strode slowly to her car, got inside, made sure the windows were rolled up, then beat her hands against the steering wheel until the meat of her palms turned scarlet.
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        * * *

      

      Jane stewed about Rigsby through the afternoon, feeling restless, trying and failing to write, puttering with words but without results. She abandoned the writing and picked out an outfit for the night’s book signing, slacks and a conservative blouse, then tried a few hairstyles. Should she wear her shoulder-length gray hair loose? No, it was too poufy, and she looked like she just woke up. Ponytail? No, she wasn’t trying to masquerade as an eight-year-old. Messy bun piled high? Sultry, but she didn’t want sultry, plus today it looked like a mound of wet newspaper. She went with clipping it all back, looking for all the world like a dowdy sixty-year-old mystery novelist.

      She made sure she had two good author Sharpies — not all pens worked well for signing books — then grabbed a sweater, as yesterday’s summer-feel weather had turned back to mid-spring chill. She shot a middle finger at Donald’s picture without looking at his ugly face behind the candles and left for the event at six. The signing started at seven and she wanted to be sure there were no hiccups, not that it would matter, plus she had nothing else to do.

      Seaside Books wasn’t big enough to have its own event manager, so Jane worked with Bree, the owner slash manager slash events coordinator slash horrible delegator. Bree had coned off a parking spot for Jane, who slid her Honda Accord into the designated space in the lot next to Bree’s shiny new Tesla. Jane had no need for a vehicle with all those fancy electronics that tracked your every breath. Her old Accord did its job. Plus, who knows what someone could do with all that tracking information?

      Bree met her inside. “We’ve set it up like last time,” she snapped, marching Jane toward the back of the store. Whenever Bree said “We’ve,” it meant “I’ve.”

      “Plenty of chairs,” Bree continued, “here’s your table, wine and cheese and crackers over there.” She pointed to another table along the Science and Reference shelving. “I ordered extra copies of your first book in case we get some new Jane Hawkins fans who want to start at the beginning.”

      “This looks great,” Jane said to Bree. “Thank you so much for your hard work.”

      Bree took Jane’s hands in her own. “How are you feeling about this? Nervous? Excited?”

      Jane forced a smile. “It’ll be great. I’ve done enough of them to no longer be nervous. Thanks so much for hosting. I’m sure the night will go well.”

      Book events were the worst part of being an author. She’d rather write, send the manuscript off, then give herself a month’s break before starting the new one. She didn’t like mingling, or small talk, or remembering to laugh graciously. Being in the spotlight was not in her wheelhouse. It felt like posing. Not just because Jane was a typical introverted writer. It was more that the longer she was in front of people, the better the chance that her past might come up. Most people were polite, but there could be someone who wanted the spotlight for themself, someone who wanted nothing more than to dig for dirt. Everyone had dirt, but Jane had truckloads. Hence the bourbon, and a handful of Tic Tacs to quash the smell, accompanying her dinner of pasta salad earlier.

      As seven ticked closer, the space filled with attendees. Soon, every chair was taken, and folks lined the walls, boxing Jane in, flooding the space with murmur and laughter and heat. It was time to play the grateful author.

      At the stroke of seven, Bree clanged an old-timey ship’s bell to silence the chatter and draw attention to herself. “Thank you all for coming tonight,” she started as the crowd hushed. “Our author tonight needs no introduction, but I’ll give her one anyway.” The newbies in the crowd laughed. Bree turned to address Jane directly. “Jane Hawkins, author extraordinaire, you’ve put Port Fletcher on the map, and it is such an honor to have you here tonight.” Turning back to the crowd, she added, “Jane will read from newest book, Death Under the Boardwalk. Then she’ll take some questions, and then she’ll sign your books.” Bree spent another five minutes pointing out where the food was, how to pick up pre-ordered books, what Jane would and wouldn’t sign (Jane always ignored that and signed whatever people brought up), and a litany of do’s, don’ts, where’s, and when’s.

      As always happened at the events, when Bree spoke, the attendees looked at Jane instead, so she did her best to freeze a slight smile on her face as Bree finished up.

      Jane read all of chapter 1 — she wrote short chapters, so that took all of five minutes. Then came applause. Then came fifteen minutes of questions, the same ones that she answered at every book event, and then came Bree taking another five minutes showing people where to line up and how to approach the table. She then stood behind Jane, who was seated at the table.

      It was nice to see her fans. Actually, that wasn’t true. It was nice to know she had fans; if only there was a way to never see them. Most professions didn’t allow for public fandom, so these people showing up just to see her still felt overwhelming. She limited herself to one event per book, so after tonight, she wouldn’t be in the spotlight again until next year, after the next book was done.

      Bill Ramsford muscled his way to be first in line. “Jane,” he said, offering her his hardcover with two hands like it was something to be sacrificed at the altar. “You are such a blessing for our town.”

      “Why, thank you, Bill,” she said. “It’s so good of you to come.” She signed his book To Bill — you are such a help! Enjoy! The way he was looking at her made her glad she hadn’t gone with the sultry hair.

      Bree, standing to the side, took Bill’s arm. “Thank you for coming, Detective. I’ll show you to the wine.”

      Jane signed, said “thank you for coming” to everyone, posed for selfies (which she hated but expected), and the line chugged along until there were a dozen folks left.

      “Could you sign this for me?” a man asked, placing a book in front of her.

      This wasn’t one of Jane’s books. It was a non-fiction book, a hardcover entitled Bay State Butchers: Massachusetts Serial Killers in the 20th Century by Esmir Roux. Jane started, then caught herself.

      “I’m sorry, this isn’t one of my books,” she said to the man. He looked to be in his early 40s, with thinning hair, and gave off an Ichabod Crane vibe.

      He chortled. “Oh, my apologies. I meant these.” He added three of Jane’s books to the pile — books one, two, and the newest.

      “Two signings per customer,” Bree said, stepping forward.

      Jane waved her away. “It’s fine.” It was not fine. Her stomach churned — something here felt off. “Just my signature, or personalized?”

      “Personalized,” the man said. “It’s Esmir. Esmir Roux.” He spelled it, then tapped the serial killer book. “This is my book, by the way. And I’m so glad to finally meet you, Jane Hawkins.”

      Jane pinned a smile to her face as she wrote “To Esmir” in each of her three books and signed her name. Why did he bring his own serial killer book? She pushed the books back to him, tamping down the urge to bolt out of the shop.

      “I’d love to talk sometime,” Roux said. “I’m the host of the podcast Mass*Murderers.” He stopped, looking like he expected her to fawn over him.

      “I don’t listen to podcasts, Mr. Roux. But I know what they are. What is your podcast about?”

      “Massachusetts murders, unsolved ones, and how some of the murders might tie together. My downloads have been impressive.” He spouted off some numbers in the tens of thousands, numbers that meant nothing to Jane. She barely knew the sales figures of her own books.

      “Jane,” Bree said, reaching over and tapping the table, “we’ve got more guests waiting.”

      “If I could,” Roux said before Jane could reply, “I am a fan of yours, but I’d also love to interview you for my podcast. Your husband … his is one of the cases that I’m looking into. It’s been twenty years, and his case is still unsolved.”

      The attendees within earshot fell silent. Jane’s stomach went from churning to dropping out of her body and hitting the floor with a wet thwack. For twenty years, since the police had declared the case cold, she’d been fearful of someone probing into Donald’s murder. Now that the time was here, her mind went dark.

      “That,” she started, “was a long time ago, Mr. Roux. It was a very painful time for me, but I’ve moved on. I’m not interested in talking more about Donald’s murder. Please.”

      “Let’s go,” Bree said. “Ms. Hawkins has signed your books.”

      “Through crowdsourcing,” Roux said as he picked up his books, “and new investigative techniques, we can solve these long-cold murders and bring whoever committed them to justice.”

      “I’m not interested in talking, but thank you,” Jane said. God, he sounded full of himself. And confident. Too confident.

      The bourbon, pasta salad, and Tic Tacs from earlier threatened to reappear.

      “Here’s my card,” Roux said as Bree led him away. “We really should talk.”

      Jane’s mouth was open and she was ready to respond, but instead, she shook her head, then dropped his card into her purse.

      The next person in line stammered, “Hi, umm, I’m a really big fan.”
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        * * *

      

      Bree returned and consoled Jane, who signed, posed, and smiled for the rest of the event, but all in a blur, her veins icy, her insides shaky. Roux had left, but the room still felt cold.

      Jane took two glasses of wine into the restroom, chugged them, then splashed cold water on her face.

      “Fuck,” she said, tossing the glasses into the trash. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” She forced the wine and her dinner to stay down.

      Esmir Roux? What kind of name was that? And the gall, to show up with one of his own books.

      Maybe he’d wanted her signature as a handwriting sample? No, that was all twenty years ago. And she’d signed enough books over the years that it couldn’t be that hard to find her signature out there.

      Investigating old murders was definitely not what she wanted to hear tonight.

      Someone knocked on the restroom door. “Just a minute,” she said, tamping down the urge to say “Shit your pants out there” instead.

      She leaned against the wall. She hadn’t felt this rattled in a long time. It was like Esmir Roux had seen her scuttling on a counter and trapped her under a glass. She’d talked to the man for all of two minutes, and now she felt old, queasy, little.

      Okay, take those in order.

      

      
        
          	
        Old. Well, you just turned sixty. But that’s not really old.
      

      	
        Queasy. What he’d said had shocked you, sure. But he wasn’t the police. He probably knew nothing about you. Just a curious fan with a crush on serial killer stories.
      

      	
        Little. That’s how you feel whenever you’re scared. Little. You’d been scared plenty when you were little. You’d been scared plenty more when you were married. You’d taken care of it. You’ll take care of it now.
      

      

      

      

      She braced both hands on the sink, looked at herself, and said, “You are Jane Hawkins. Get out of your head and get back out there.” Which she did.

      After the last guest left, Bree locked the front door, then ordered a few staff members to break down the event tables and clear the food. She sauntered over to Jane.

      “You had a good night,” Bree said. “Sold all your books, even the early ones.”

      “Thank you so much. It did go well.”

      Bree huffed. “Except for that one guy. I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

      It wasn’t a secret that Jane’s husband Donald had been murdered 20 years ago during what the police had called a botched burglary. It wasn’t a secret that no one had been caught, or that the police had no leads. The investigation had dried up long ago, and Jane was fine with that. More than fine.

      What was a secret for now, one Jane intended to uncover, was why Esmir Roux wanted to talk to her about it.

      Jane packed up her things, then walked outside. One light off the side of the building illuminated the few cars in the lot, keeping the end of the lot bathed in darkness. She paced quickly to her car, keys in hand.

      From behind her she heard, “Jane.”

      She whirled around, startled, her bag hitting her in the opposite shoulder. Esmir Roux walked out of the shadows from behind the bookstore.

      He held up both hands. “I just want to talk.”

      Jane clenched the keys in her fist, making sure the Accord’s key, the longest on her chain, poked out between her pointer and middle fingers. She focused on the hollow of Roux’s exposed neck as he walked closer.

      “I have nothing to say to you,” she said, stopping next to the hood of her car, keeping her voice low and deliberate. A quick glance to the store. No one else was coming. “And what a thing, to come here tonight to bring up my husband’s murder.”

      “It’s more than your husband,” Roux said, stopping six feet from her, his hands still raised. “It’s a series of murders. They’re old, twenty years, at least. Ten of them. Including your husband. I think they were committed by the same person.”

      Jane’s stomach somersaulted. Ten. She leaned against the hood, hoping the move looked casual. “Ten murders. Twenty years old. And you need me … for what?”

      Roux’s face was cloaked by the light in back of him, but Jane knew he was smiling. “Ten victims. No witnesses. Dead ends all around, according to the police. I can look at things differently. I’m good at it. I can find answers. I can give you closure.”

      Jane gripped the keys tighter. “It’s been twenty years. Time has given me closure.”

      Roux dropped his hands, opened his arms as if beckoning her to approach. “Then answers. This could be a serial killer. A monster took your husband’s life, took nine other lives. Answers for you. Answers for their families. Answers for the community. That’s all I want. Answers.”

      “I don’t care,” Jane started, paused, then continued. “What I mean is, I don’t care about answers at this point. Not for Donald. Not for nine other murders that don’t concern me.”

      “Don’t they?” he asked.

      That icy feeling in her veins again. “Come again?”

      “I mean,” he said slowly, “that no one affected by any of these ten murders can truly know peace until the monster” — that word again — “is caught.”

      “I’m not interested in helping you, Mr. Roux.”

      He raised his arms again. His shadow, splashed across the hood of her car, looked skeletal. “Think about it. That’s all I ask. You have my card. On the record, off the record, anything will help. Both of us.”

      He turned, then walked back around the store and disappeared.

      Jane wondered three things as she braced herself against her car: where he’d parked, how much force she’d need to puncture his throat with a car key, and how she’d make him pay for calling her a monster.
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        * * *

      

      She drove home slowly, carefully, checking her rearview for the headlights of cars following her, one of many old habits that she thought she’d left in her past but now she’d have to dust off.

      Back at home, her house quiet and serene, the tape and thread undisturbed, Jane shed her purse and coat, then sat in her living room, in the dark, for five minutes, regulating her breathing, trying but failing to think of nothing. She could feel it bubbling up inside of her, that Jane of the Past feeling, the chaos and rage. She missed that feeling, but she couldn’t let it loose again. Jane of the Past needed to stay in the past.

      She slipped off her shoes, then, the house still cloaked in darkness, she padded to the kitchen, poured herself a shot of bourbon, and took the stairs down to the basement. No problem snapping the lights on here — she’d long ago blacked out the basement windows.

      She dragged a sheet of plywood over to one of the unfinished walls and tented it against the concrete, then dug around in late Donald’s workbench until she found a rubber mallet.

      She pounded the plywood with the mallet, over and over, screaming and grunting, releasing, doing damage to neither the wood nor herself, until, panting, she felt empty, as well as sore. If the neighbors had heard, well, too bad.

      She showered, twenty minutes of hot water trying and failing to wash away the icky feeling coating her — Esmir Roux and ten unsolved murders and Rigsby’s new owners. She slipped on some sweatpants and a long-sleeved tee, poured another bourbon, this time cut with water and ice, and went into her office.

      She turned on her computer. It was a ten-year-old tower, long in the tooth, but she didn’t want to replace it. She knew what worked and what didn’t, could fly on the old keyboard, didn’t mind the older monitor outfitted with a bulky webcam. She’d thought about getting a laptop, but her routine was write at home, here, in the office. A new computer would be great, so why replace something that worked? But it was temperamental, like her, and it was being temperamental right now — refusing to boot up properly. She gave the tower a smack, which solved the issue.

      She’d been considering ending her Beachcomber Belle series. Belle had solved enough kooky murders (the killings themselves never shown on the page, since they were cozy mysteries) to last her fictional small town for decades. Maybe it was time to do something different. Something darker. She’d have to push Belle the character to the sidelines — or would she? Nah, her readers enjoyed Belle’s spunk and fearlessness and goofiness. They didn’t want her to change. Belle couldn’t set out on a bloody revenge tour. And she definitely couldn’t be the murderess.

      Jane was behind, deadline-wise; agent Margo was expecting a first draft, at least a synopsis, in the next month. Jane had never let her down, and honestly, after eighteen books, sending Belle out into the world was all muscle memory. She’d hit her deadline. But she didn’t have a plot yet.

      She pawed through some index cards, each with a high-level Belle plot idea, all viable if not quite believable. Sigh. She plucked out one of the more promising ones — in Belle’s quaint seaside village, a candy store owner fallen on hard times is forced to sell his business, and the new owner seems shady, and rumors start flying that he’s in the Chechen mafia, and curious Belle does her curious Belle thing, and hijinks and danger ensue, and it all gets wrapped up in 60,000 tidy, cutesy words.

      If only the real world worked like that.

      Speaking of which — a little research on Esmir Roux. She plucked out his business card to make sure she got his name right. She started at his Wikipedia page. Hmm. It had been recently edited. Esmir was forty-five years old, born in New York City, got his undergrad at Lafayette, and was never married as far as she could tell. No children, either. There wasn’t much info on his life before he got into writing and podcasts. The bio and success stories were glowing, so he probably had written the page himself. He’d published two books, the one he showed her and a dense-sounding tome about investigative techniques in the nineteenth century. He’d listed some plaudits about the Mass*Murderers podcast, download numbers and reach and listener hours, but Jane didn’t know enough about podcasts to know if those were braggable. She’d never listened to a podcast. Maybe she needed to start.

      On to Amazon. The reviews for Bay State Butchers were mixed. The hardcore true crime fans panned it for occasional factual errors and a clunky writing style. Some of those folks seemed to know more about the murders than the murderer probably did. Good to remember. But other readers were pleased with the book, mostly New England readers who liked the local flavor. There were few reviews for the dense academic book — it appeared to be self-published, so maybe all the university presses, which loved dense academic work, weren’t all that interested, even the local ones.

      She didn’t want to spend any more time on Roux tonight. But his time would come.

      Jane got to work on the Belle candy store Chechen plot, the bourbon loosening her mind, pushing Roux to the background, where he stood, smirking. Jane gave him the finger as she typed.
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