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PROLOGUE


Labor Day Weekend

She needed this.

A chance to get away from everything and everyone.

She didn’t mind the rain pouring down outside. Not at all. It made it a great day to finish up, then be on her way.

Things had … piled up lately.

Not the first time in her life. She’d learned that sometimes the only way to get out from under the pile was to leave.

Step out of her life, let the curtain close behind her, take a break to do something else, then restart fresh.

The front doorbell rang.

Odd.

The only person who knew where she was had been here last night … to their mutual satisfaction.

As far as anyone else was concerned, she wasn’t here. Nobody was. That was the whole point.

Must be something random. A kid selling candy, magazines. Miserable weather for it, but she wouldn’t mind some candy.

She opened the door.


CHAPTER ONE


Light, glare-white, glazed the lower two-thirds of a townhouse, reflected blindingly off its windows, and darted shadows behind an early drift of leaves pooled at the bottom of its steps. Across narrow Red Hill Street, police tape ribboned the sidewalk.

Walking between two television vans toward the light, Detective Ford Belichek stopped and looked behind him.

It wasn’t only light that changed at this border. Dark did, too.

In the distance, night softly blurred into misty midnight. A quiet place, where people relaxed into peaceful rest.

That’s where he was supposed to be, starting vacation. Though leave was more accurate. As in, he was ordered to leave.

But when he heard this call, something deeper than habit and a hell of a lot more insistent than obeying the human resources department impelled him.

He half-turned, focusing on the close-range darkness.

On porches, spectators became wraiths topped by pale, shocked ovals of faces. At street level, those behind the light had no form. Only movement betrayed them.

Murder did this, Belichek knew, dividing its universe into light and dark, truth and doubts.

Inside the glare, a slender young woman in a vibrant blue dress stepped before a man with a camera perched on the shoulder of his Washington Capitals t-shirt.

The camera carried the logo of a network-affiliated station from across the Potomac River in Washington, D.C.

Homicide among the neat brick houses and tidy lawns of Fairlington, Virginia, still had a shock value lost in too many places. Put that homicide in Fairlington’s historic Old Town and media interest ratcheted up.

A camera light came on, focused on the woman in the blue dress. Holding a microphone near her mouth, she spoke.

He couldn’t hear words, yet he knew they would recite facts without sharing the truth.

Because the truth had not yet been excavated. That was his job.

“Belichek! Over here.”

Detective Tanner Landis shouted from where he stood, fully in the light. It shaved the clear-carved lines of his face, glossed his dark hair, and starched the white shirt under his sports jacket.

Some dismissed the guy for how he looked and dressed.

Lousy policework in Belichek’s view. Reserve judgment until the facts are in.

The facts of their partnership proved Landis was a good cop.

Landis called again, impatient. “Told them you’d be listening and wouldn’t go off on vacation like a normal person. The brass will have something to say when they find out, but in the meantime, I can use you.”

“Coming.” Belichek didn’t say the word loud enough for Landis to hear above the hum of machinery and chatter of humans. Landis hadn’t waited for it anyway, moving with characteristic ease toward the house. Sure of Belichek’s response.

He caught up with his partner at the base of the steps leading to a front door that looked as old as the house and those surrounding it in Old Town Fairlington, Virginia, which — considering George Washington actually had slept here, along with a number of his contemporaries — had it pushing three centuries.

“What’ve we got?” he asked Landis.

“We? As of twenty-seven minutes ago, I’ve got primary on a body, likely homicide. Lucky me, with the department developing a leak some scumbag podcaster’s spreading to the world. What—”

“Gossip.”

“—you’ve got is a sickness that brings you here when you’re on vacation as of tomorrow. A sickness I fully intend to take advantage of. You know who they’ve proposed giving me as second in place of you? Terrington. Can you believe it? Terrington. You’d think it was a conspiracy to make me appreciate you. As for the leak, yeah, gossip so far. Doesn’t make me feel warm and fuzzy about the prospects of something about my case not slipping through.”

Landis jerked his head to the uniform coming down the townhouse’s steps toward them. Ford recognized him. Smith? Was that his name? He’d done a decent job on a domestic murder-suicide earlier in the year.

“What’ve you got for us, Schmidt?”

Schmidt, not Smith. Figured Landis remembered.

*   *   *   *

Oliver Zeedyk waited until the guy, surely a cop, quit looking around like a murderer was about to drop out of the sky in front of him.

He took the camera out of his jacket, smoothly to not attract attention, turned it on, and caught that cop talking to the others by the steps.

With luck— But when was he lucky?

It probably wouldn’t be usable on the show. Maybe, just maybe, he could use it to help ID the cops. Put faces with names.

Three cops — two in plainclothes, one in uniform — went up the steps and inside. There were still a lot of cops around, but low level. If he didn’t make a big deal of it, he had a chance to get atmosphere footage for the next show.

Damn. The light was crap, washing out even the garish police tape.

Didn’t matter, he reminded himself. People subscribed to the show to hear him, not for glossy video. Maybe the bit with the cops would do for a moody background to sound bites and banner quotes to make an audience salivate. A big audience.

And there would be sound bites. Killer sound bites.

He clamped his mouth into a straight line to keep from grinning.

He’d known this would happen — known something would happen — and he had all the pieces in place to make his mark.

Screw those jackasses who’d pushed him out. Sanctimonious prigs. Saying he hadn’t lived up to their standards.

Screw their standards.

He knew what he was after and he was going to get it.

Everything was in place.

This was exactly what he’d planned for.

“Hey, aren’t you, uh…?”

He wouldn’t mind mainstream media recognizing him, but if the cops… He turned.

Not a cop. Not media, either. Had to be a hanger-on. A crime junkie. There was lots of talk about groupies drawn to true crime podcasts, especially women who got their jollies following serial killers, but plenty of guys listened to him, too.

This guy was young, skinny, pale.

“Yeah. Oz Zeedyk. I have the DMV podcast.”

That was aw-shucks modest. He was the DMV podcast.

“Right, right. Great name. Taking the DMV for the District, Maryland, Virginia, and using it for Death—”

“Murder and Violence.”

“Right, right. Suppose I shouldn’t be surprised you’re here, huh?”

“I go where there’s death, murder, and—”

“Violence. Right, right.”

“—violence,” he completed himself. Didn’t like this guy rushing the end of the name. Never knew who could overhear. He repeated the podcast name as many times as he could. “Especially a murder in this sort of neighborhood.”

“Right, right. That’s the big interest in this situation, huh?”

“Of course. Rich neighborhood, rich people.” Bitterness eased under a flow of warmth through Oz at knowing more than ordinary people. “This is going to be a big case. Really big.” He tapped the guy lightly on the chest. “Be sure to listen to Death, Murder, Violence. Going to be lots of surprises on DMV during this investigation.”


CHAPTER TWO


“A reeker, that’s what we’ve got for you. From what the neighbors report, the owner was supposed to have left Labor Day weekend. It must’ve been in the house these past three weeks,” Officer Schmidt said.

Three weeks with a string of heat records for September dates in the Washington, D.C., area — which produced more than its share of hot air at the best of times — and kept air conditioners running on high.

Everywhere except in this house, where life had fled, leaving its disintegrating shell. The disintegration hurried along by no AC.

“Actually, body doesn’t reek much now, but the house—”

“ID?” Landis interrupted.

“Tentative. No ID on the body, which makes sense, being at home. No sign of a purse or wallet on cursory look when we made entry. Backed out when we saw the body. Neighbors say a woman lives here alone. Late twenties. Body looks to be the right size, hair color to match the descriptions. The woman who found her is pretty shaken, but she says the clothes — what she saw of them — look like the resident’s.”

Belichek looked up, frowned.

The uniform added, “Since she was supposed to be away. Nobody was surprised there wasn’t activity.”

“Have you lined up somebody to officially ID her? Why not?” Landis asked as Schmidt shook his head. “There’s gotta be family, friends, co-workers, neighbors.”

“There’s plenty of those,” Schmidt said, starting acid dripping into Belichek’s stomach. “What there isn’t is a face to recognize.”

“Shit.” Landis snapped the word.

“With the heat and the time… Not much in the way of hands, either.”

“Cut off?” Landis’ tone didn’t change, yet Belichek knew the possibilities shifting through his partner’s brain acquired an additional stream.

“No. Bones are there. More like, maybe she put her hands up in front of her face. Didn’t do any good.”

Schmidt looked like he wanted to spit. The kind of body he’d described could do that… when it didn’t suck your mouth and guts dry. He glanced toward the TV cameras, refrained from spitting, then continued reporting.

“Shotgun, from what I saw. Close range. ME’s investigator isn’t committing, but sure looks like both barrels.”

Landis muttered another curse. “Fingerprints?”

Eyes on the leaves at his feet and hands propped on his hips, Schmidt shook his head again. “Scientists aren’t optimistic. As I said, best guess is she put her hands up to try to protect herself. Add on three weeks being shut up in a house with no AC in this heat. There’s not much there.”

In the silence, Belichek guessed the others were thinking, as he was, that instinct could be damned futile against a double-barreled shotgun.

“Shee-it.” This time Landis drew the word out to multiple syllables of resignation. “That means dental records, we’ll have to— Now what?”

Schmidt’s head-shaking didn’t cease at Landis’ sharp tone. “Told you there’s not much there. ME’s investigator said she’s not optimistic about putting the jaw back together any time soon. Or getting enough useful teeth. They’re mostly shattered.”

“Shee-it,” Landis repeated in disgust. “At least with bones we can check medical records. Let’s go.”

Landis started up the stairs, and Belichek followed, reporting their identities and getting outfitted.

Inside, Belichek skirted the mass that had once been human, and now was the province of the medical examiner’s office. Landis stopped, considering the disposition of the body, judging angles and distances.

Belichek would do that, too, but not until the lull when the ME team was packing up, after this beehive of activity and before they took the body.

Landis looked over his shoulder at him. “Suppose you’re going to do your open house tour?”

“Yeah.”

He usually started by looking around the crime scene — especially if it was someplace personal. Victim’s or suspect’s, a home gave color and depth to the crime the dead body so seldom could.

It worked for them — him and Landis — coming at the crime from slightly different angles right from the start. They saw different things.

He left his partner with the body and the ME’s people. Schmidt stayed there, too, attaching himself to the primary.

Smart if he had his eye on making detective.

A break for Belichek, who preferred to observe alone. Except for the crime scene investigators, of course. They had true possession of the house for now. Everyone else was here on sufferance, as long as they didn’t get in the way.

From the entryway to the living room, he nodded at the woman in protective gear over by a knot of dead plants at the front window as she methodically processed the room.

“Stay behind the coffee table,” she ordered.

He nodded again.

They’d done this before. Her setting the limits, him sticking to them.

There’d be plenty to process. From here, he could see the living room and, partly visible through connecting archways, a smaller room past it with an antique desk, with more dead plants. Then, beyond that, lit up like the inside of a snow globe, a tiny glass-enclosed porch extending into a patio, where the plants were not dead. Yet. Winter would be gunning for them soon enough.

A privacy fence separated the brick patio from the neighbor next door and the alley behind. The side of a garage formed the third wall. Flower beds lined the entire area, with breaks only for the lockable gate to the alley and the doors to the garage and back door.

Drawing his gaze to close range, he considered a layer of debris littering the living room. Contents of drawers and shelves spilled across each other, mixing richly colored paisley napkins with a broken ivory candle, two playing cards, a book with a brick mansion on its cover and another with a plain red leather binding, resting on the edges of fanned pages.

Gaps showed.

Gaps where a TV, other electronics might have been expected to sit. And smaller gaps. He wondered if this victim had boasted the sort of silver and antique collections he’d seen in houses in this part of Fairlington.

Not wanton destruction. All tied to searching for or removing items. Saleable items.

Beneath the debris, the room presented the kind of place anybody could like. Nothing fussy. Straight-lined beige sofa with plenty of cushions. An ottoman for your feet and a coffee table for a drink. Bookshelves filled with books, not doodads. An oil painting over the brick fireplace, where most people might put a portrait. Instead, this edged toward abstract, though even he could tell it showed trees arching over a river without it looking like a photograph. It gave him the impression of a breeze moving through the trees. Pretty good for a painting.

He stepped over an upside-down tray that appeared to have been displaced from the ottoman.

Without going any deeper into the room, a framed photograph, askew on an eye-level shelf, drew his attention.

A group photo. By a river, with trees arching over it—

His gaze snapped back to above the fireplace mantel.

—like the painting. Close enough to be the same place.

A place important to the owner of photograph and painting.

The painting bought because of the resemblance or because it was the same place?

Possibly the other way around — the photo taken at that spot because it was so close to the painting.

He focused on the photograph. Squinting a bit to bring it into sharper focus, both because of the distance and the angle.

A hard thwump in his chest felt as if someone punched him.

On the right side of the group in the photo, a little apart, yet still looking more relaxed and at ease than usual, stood Maggie Frye.

Assistant Commonwealth’s Attorney Margaret Frye.

Mags.

The most tenacious prosecutor in Fairlington County. The one he and Landis worked with most. The one he respected most. One of the rare people he’d call a friend.

The fiercely private person who’d guarded her past.

And the last person on this earth who needed any more tragedy and grief in her life.

Staring at the photo that included Maggie Frye, memories surfaced. Ones he thought were long settled. He swore.

A litany of curses. Long and vehement. He was aware of heads turning toward him, the woman by the window, more techs in the hallway, the group around the body, but he didn’t stop. And he didn’t move.

“What is it?” Landis asked, now beside him.

Belichek pointed.

“The photo? What about—? Is that…? Maggie?” Landis leaned toward the photo, also without going farther into the room. “It is. It’s Mags. What the—?”

Belichek swung around on Schmidt, still trailing Landis. “Who lives here? The name.”

“Chandler— No. Chancellor. Sorry. It’s Chancellor.”

“Jamison Chancellor.” Belichek heard the heaviness in his own voice, failure the anchor dragging it down. Felt the stillness as everyone watched him. “Founder of the Sunshine Foundation. The one everybody said was creating something good out of the murder of her aunt years back. Vivian Frye — her aunt, and Maggie’s.”

A murmur rose now. Maggie? Maggie Frye? From the CA’s office?

No sense holding on to that secret any longer. Maggie’s past was going to be out there for everybody to paw over now.

But he said the words only to Landis.

“Our victim is Maggie’s cousin.”


CHAPTER THREE


Ford Belichek hung up from the worst phone call he’d ever made.

And there was tough competition. A lot of tough competition.

He stared out the windshield of his vehicle, back in the dark, where he’d retreated for privacy for the call.

He’d made sure the uniform he’d sent to pick up Maggie was already outside her townhouse before he called.

He figured they had twenty, maybe thirty minutes before Maggie got here, but only because the uniform would be driving. Maggie behind the wheel, and it would be fifteen, tops.

He needed every second to start trying to get answers to the tough questions she would ask.

Instead, he found a phone number he’d tracked down a while back but hadn’t had cause to use before.

“Hello.” The voice sounded a damned sight more alert than most people when they were called in the middle of the night. Made sense, since the guy had been some hot shot Army special ops type.

“Carson? J.D. Carson?”

“Yes.”

Not who’s calling? Or any of that stuff. Another sign he had more than a passing familiarity with being called for business in the middle of the night.

“This is Detective Ford Belichek of the Fairlington County Police Department. You know Maggie Frye.

This “Yes” came just as strong, but still triggered So, the guy’s human after all in Belichek’s head.

“She’s okay,” he said, because he wasn’t a sadist. Then, because he was a realist, he added, “Physically.”

“What the—?”

“Listen. I don’t usually— I know some of what happened up there in the mountains, in Bedhurst. You and Maggie. And I’m saying you should get down here to Fairlington. Fast. Her cousin’s been found dead. Looks like murder.” Looks like? Hell. Hard to make this anything other than murder. “She knows. She’s on the way to the scene. Maggie needs … a friend. Support.”

And he wasn’t going to be able to be either.

Not and investigate her cousin’s murder at the same time.

His own reactions? … Those would come later.


CHAPTER FOUR


The smell in the house might have been what bothered him the most when Maggie arrived, not twenty minutes after he’d called her.

Not the smell itself. He’d encountered that enough. So had she. Not enough to ignore it, if you ever could, but enough to work through it. What bothered him was Maggie smelling that smell. And knowing it had come from the remains of her cousin reaching the state they were in now.

She’d given no sign of noticing it.

She’d given no sign of anything.

Unless you knew her really well. And then you saw that under the tough, intelligent, dogged Maggie Frye everyone knew, she was crumbling. Shreds of heart and bone disintegrating before his eyes.

She certainly hadn’t stepped on their toes — his and Landis’ — or on the toes of any of the crime scene techs.

That had some of the old hands exchanging glances. It was totally unlike her.

She had not given a single order to add one more shot, pick up one more piece of evidence. Maybe because, watching her from the corners of their eyes, everyone had already gotten every shot, every piece of evidence.

But other than a few gruff, Sorry, Maggies, no one said anything about her connection to this crime.

“Maggie,” Belichek said to her, hands in his pockets, head down as if contemplating the tall baseboard that ran around every room, even in this small office where they stood. “What’s with this?”

“With … this?” She sounded groggy.

“Your cousin. Living here.”

“Oh. Owning this house.” Her face seemed to crack, but not into a recognizable smile or a sob, and the pieces remained out of sync, not sure which direction to go. “Jamie inherited it from a great-aunt on her mother’s side. Along with the money to run it.”

“That’s how she funded starting the Sunshine Foundation?” Landis asked.

The foundation was renowned for practical aid to families, admirable finances, and its youthful founder.

The cracks in her face deepened. “No. She hadn’t inherited when she founded Sunshine. She wasn’t even in high school when she started it. Earned money with all kinds of fund-raisers, including damned bake sales, if you can believe it. Also marching into businesses, soliciting funds. Didn’t know what hit them. By the time she was out of college and had this place, she’d put the Sunshine Foundation on the map.”

“Why was she found here like this? Why didn’t somebody notice? Had to be weeks.”

Landis cut him a look, surely remembering the uniforms reporting neighbors said she was supposed to be on some trip. Belichek wanted to hear from Maggie — if she knew, what she knew.

She loved her cousin. He didn’t doubt that. But best to know from the start how tuned in she’d been to her cousin’s life.

He suspected not very, considering how much Mags worked and how good she was at stiff-arming people from getting close.

At least she had been that way.

She’d been different since she came back from a case in Bedhurst in the western part of Virginia. Not cuddly — hell, she was still Mags. But different.

“She left — she was supposed to leave Labor Day weekend to spend a month at a cabin in Pennsylvania, somewhere along the border with western Maryland. Final push to finish another book. She’d done this before with three previous books. You know about her books?”

He nodded, Landis grunted acknowledgment of the books acclaimed for a straightforward, unpretentious approach to becoming a better person, making a better world.

People loved reading her books. As far as Belichek could tell, none of those people actually changed.

Jamison Chancellor didn’t ask for much — just to have everyone be happy, just to change human beings.

Had she died for that goal? Or something a lot less esoteric?

Maggie continued. “Said she needed to shake free of the daily running of the foundation to finish.”

“When was she supposed to leave, get back?”

“I don’t know precisely. She might have told me. I don’t know. Her parents, our other cousin, the foundation, they’ll all know.”

The words came flat, but Belichek knew. He thought Landis did, too.

She blamed herself for not knowing those details.

Then, she said something more. “They wouldn’t be surprised not hearing from her. Any of them, all of them. When she does these stints, she cuts herself off. No phone, no Internet, nothing. I don’t believe anyone even knows where this cabin is precisely. I don’t. But we need to find out. Check it. Be sure she hadn’t been there and come back. Pin down the timeline.”

So there was still their Maggie inside.

“We will.”

Except the body wouldn’t be in this state if Jamie Chancellor had come back recently.

Nobody could blame Maggie for not incorporating that bit of detail into her thinking, even as they all noted how different it was from her usual every-detail-sharp focus.

One question from Landis and she spelled out the basics they needed.

Names, addresses, relationships, work and romantic history. She acknowledged gaps in the romantic history. What she told them was accurate, but there might be guys she hadn’t known about. Everything presented logically, organized — perfect for their purposes, except it took the guts right out of her.

Then she stood, silent and still, watching the techs some, but mostly staring.

Nobody suggested she get out of there.

Not until one of the uniforms assigned to the door came up to Belichek apologetically and said in a low voice, “There’s a guy insisting we let you know he’s here. Won’t take no for an answer. Name of Carson.”

“Check him in as far as the front steps.”

Then Belichek went to Maggie.

“Time for you to go, Mags.”

She blinked. It didn’t change the dullness in her eyes. “I’m not getting in anybody’s way.”

“No, you’re not. Still, time for you to go.”

“If I leave…”

“It’s going to be just as real if you stay. C’mon.”

He gestured her to go ahead of him. The fact that she did with no more protest confirmed what he’d thought.

Landis fell in behind him. “She can’t drive.”

“She won’t,” he told his partner.

Outside, Maggie slipped off the coverings and checked out automatically.

“I’ll leave you all to it. I know you’ll do everything you can to find out who did this, and I’ll tell her—” She swallowed. “—family exactly that.”

She went down the stairs.

They remained at the top.

She half turned back toward them, to say something more, Belichek thought. Then a figure stepped from the shadow cast by a police vehicle and moved toward her. She stilled.

The man looked better than in photos a few years old Belichek looked up. More settled. Solid.

Getting out from under a murder charge could do that for a man.

J.D. Carson didn’t put his arms around her, which would have been the absolute wrong thing to do for Maggie. He didn’t touch her at all.

He said, “C’mon, Maggie. I’m driving.”

“I have to tell her parents. They’re down in Fredericksburg.”

Landis had already dispatched a pair of officers to the parents’ house an hour away with orders to wait for Maggie, but to go in with her, to catch those first, uncensored reactions. Just in case.

“Then that’s where I’m driving.”

After a long moment of staring at Carson, Maggie said, “Okay.”

As he turned to head back into the darkness with her, Carson met Belichek’s look and gave a single, short nod of acknowledgment.

Landis elbowed his back. “Your doing?”

“Yeah.”

“The guy from Bedhurst?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.”

They stood there for another fifteen seconds.

“C’mon,” Landis said.

*   *   *   *

Before they entered the house, a male voice called, “Are you the officer in charge?”

It didn’t come from the scattering of spectators in front of them, but from their left. They both turned.

A man stood on the steps of the house next door.

“Sir?” Belichek stepped half in front of Landis.

His partner didn’t need a second invitation. He went into the house.

“It’s a tragedy. Young woman like that.” The man didn’t sound particularly broken up. But some people didn’t.

“It is.”

He shifted his head, as if trying to see into the house, though it was impossible from his angle. “When will the house be released?”

“That decision’s well above my pay grade.”

“Going to be caught up in bureaucracy, is it?”

“Less bureaucracy, more a murder investigation.”

The man expelled a sharp breath out his nose. Impatient, scoffing. “Shame. As I said, a real shame a young woman like that.”

The right words, even the tone was right. But that breath…

Incongruity always caught Belichek. When words said one thing, actions another, lies often caught in the cracks. Lies that revealed truth.

“You knew the household, then?”

“Household?” he repeated sharply. “You make it sound like there were others. It was only her on the deed.”

“Is that so? Have you given your statement, sir?”

“I don’t have anything to say for a statement. Don’t know a thing. Wasn’t here. Don’t know—”

“With your familiarity with the household—” He emphasized it. “—we want to be sure to get your statement. Officer Schmidt?”

The young uniform had been about to follow Landis inside, but came immediately to Belichek’s side. “If you’ll get this gentleman’s statement with as much information about the neighborhood as possible?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I just wanted to know—”

“If you’ll come down here, sir,” Schmidt told the neighbor. “Or we can go inside your house and—”

“No, no. I’m coming down.”

Belichek went inside, feeling good about Schmidt’s career prospects.

Landis came up to him. “Interesting?”

“Odd.”

He nodded, knowing Belichek’s distinctions. “Now? Or later?”

“Later.”

Then they got back to work.

Examining the proof of the worst failure of Ford Belichek’s life.


CHAPTER FIVE


The accumulation of information and observation was a talisman of sorts.

Protecting Belichek against horror, against smell, against pity, against guilt, against the burn chewing on his stomach and spitting bile into his throat. His mind and motor skills followed a familiar path over the next hours, collecting views of unique scenery.

Finally, with the crime scene crew working toward wrap-up, the neighbors questioned, the body mercifully dispatched, the TV lights and cameras long departed, the sky in the direction of the Potomac River pearled gray, Belichek and Landis sat on stairs to the second floor to drink tepid coffee.

“First question,” Landis said, beginning a routine they’d developed at the start of their partnership to help shift mental gears from the first gathering of information — any information, all information — to the beginning of sorting and assessing. “Why wasn’t she found until now?”

It was a good first question. And a much more specific one than the global ones Belichek started with in his own mind. Like how could anyone see murder as the solution?

There were no satisfactory answers he’d ever found for that.

Or, the ones it would take the entire investigation to answer, like why had Jamison Chancellor been murdered and who had done it?

Landis’ question had an answer. One both he and Landis knew. Didn’t matter. It was the posing and answering of the question that got them started.

Belichek played his role. “Like Maggie said, Jamison Chancellor was supposed to leave for a month.”

“Left and came back? Or never left?”

“Never left, pending more information. Or she came back almost immediately, based on the decomp.” Even with no AC, that didn’t happen in a couple days. “Car’s in the garage.”

The building off the back patio was so small it looked as if it had been built around the compact. A spill of potting soil churned the floor near the driver’s door, probably from somebody trying to get in.

“She could have gone train, plane, hitched, got a ride—”

“Not to the mountains. But we’ll have to cross it off. Find out where she was supposed to be and get with authorities there, too.”

Crossing off possibilities, even improbabilities, was a substantial part of their job.

Landis nodded. “Everybody thought she was away. Nothing looked wrong. Mail, newspaper, all stopped. Lights scheduled and a neighborhood kid taking care of the back garden. It wasn’t until the neighbor with a spare key came by this evening — yesterday evening—” he corrected in acknowledgment of the arrival of another day, “to borrow a book that they found the body. Looks like she never got out of here.”

Belichek looked between the uprights of the open railing. Some painter had a picture of kids sitting like this on steps, peeking out at the grownups’ party. Norman Rockwell maybe.

No party here. The pro cleaners who came in after crimes would have plenty to do, even though the forensic team had taken the grossly stained rug from the front hall off to the lab, along with cartons of other carefully transported evidence.

“Then where’s her purse and phone?” His turn to ask a question.

“Killer took the purse with the phone in it.”

“What’s the fourth key to?” In a pocket, the victim had four keys on a ring. One checked to the garage, a second to the car, a third to the front door. The fourth didn’t fit anywhere, including the Sunshine Foundation, which they’d checked in the past hour. “And why take the purse? He took the time to check out the rest of the house, take what he wanted. He had time to go through the purse and take only what he wanted.”

“First question’s no good. No use speculating without more intel. As for the purse, he might have gotten interrupted,” suggested Landis. “He didn’t touch the third-floor office — computer, printer. So, he grabbed the purse on the way out.”

“They usually start with the purse. Cash, credit cards — and why not take the car? Not a luxury vehicle, but not junk.”

“A specialist. Computer stuff not on his list, couldn’t be bothered with the car. Pressed for time. Or rattled after killing the homeowner.”

“You think the mess was from being rattled? Feels dismissive. Going after specific things by the most direct route possible.”

“Okay. This burglar wasn’t as organized as most and he forgot to start with the purse, had to grab it on his way out. Maybe interrupted by Jamison Chancellor.”

“That’s a big one — killed first? Or surprised the burglary in progress?”

“Trick question,” Landis objected.

Murderers trying to look like a burglar rarely looked like burglars panicked into murder. Landis knew the signs as well as he did. Not to mention the body’s position right where it would be if someone fired from just inside the doorway. As if the victim opened the door to someone with a gun and backed up or heard someone at the door, headed that way, only to be met by the intruder who’d let themselves in.

Landis kept going. “Maybe the killer wanted something in the purse and it was easier to grab the whole thing.”

“Something that gave away the identity of the killer? Or something the killer needed and killed her to get?” Belichek expected no answers, so he asked another question. “Something to do with her work?”

“Doesn’t seem likely.” Landis’ view of partnership was full-time devil’s advocate. He did the job damn well. “What could she have done at the Sunshine Foundation to get herself killed? Not smile enough?”

The organization gave funding, training, and support to struggling low-income families, with its definition of family open-minded.

“Have proof of embezzling, misuse of funds, sexual misconduct, illegal political contributions, drug smuggling, laundering money for the mob—”

“Whoa, Belichek. Remember, these are the people who’re determined to make lemonade out of the lemons the world dishes up. Help the unfortunate.”

“Can you think of people more vulnerable to being exposed doing something nasty or a group that’d be a better front for bad guys?”

“Okay, okay, Mr. Optimism. But before we get too deep down that road, it’s my turn. Why didn’t anybody hear the shot — or shots?”

“Corner lot, so no neighbor on one side. According to Schmidt, next door says he had acoustic insulation put in during recent renovations and nothing from outside is heard inside. Something to check. The old lady behind is across the alley and… well, old lady. Also, possibly shot during the day when most people are at work and kids at school.”

“She was supposed to have left Labor Day weekend when people were home, so more likely to have heard.”

“People away for the weekend. Or she was shot during the Fairlington Labor Day fireworks.”

Landis groaned. “Perfectly timed? If it’s one of those, I’m handing the whole thing over to Terrington.”

“No, you’re not.”

“No, I’m not. We need to work this timeline. We’ll get her phone records. Talk to people at her work. Confirm the timeline by more than the old lady neighbor who found her and said she talked to her the Friday evening of Labor Day weekend. It’s still going to be a bitch to pin down this long after.

“You know what the homicide detective’s gold mine is?” Landis didn’t expect an answer. “Twenty-four hours before the victim dies and twenty-four hours after. And it looks like we don’t have a single second of those forty-eight hours. Not a nugget, not a trace of dust. Nobody saw anything, heard anything, suspected anything. Jamison Chancellor had no enemies, never did a bad thing in her life, those who benefit financially from her death don’t want it, and the ME says no sexual assault.

“On top of which, Jamison Chancellor apparently spends the twenty-four hours before getting dead alone, packing for a trip, talking to nobody, seeing nobody. And we don’t come on the scene until three weeks after she dies. That trail isn’t cold, it’s Duluth in January.”

“We build it slowly—”

“Not the pebble and mountain stuff again. We’ve got nothing there, either.”

“Knowing what’s not part of the mountain is also important.”

“Well, we’ve got one hell of a discard pile, but nothing else.”

Landis drained the last of his coffee and levered himself off the step. His shirt still looked white, unwrinkled. Belichek’s shirts never looked that good, even when he first put them on, that’s why he’d taken to wearing dark shirts.

Landis said, “Starting phone records tomorrow — actually, later today. Right now, I’m going to the office, check with the team that made notification, get a couple hours’ sleep, then get started. How about you?”

“Think I’ll stick around a while, look through papers in the upstairs office.”

They’d seen neat, undisturbed files in the third-floor office on their first survey.

Unlike the small room on the first floor with the antique desk, the upstairs office was clearly where she worked. The computer setup. A broad expanse of built-in desktop in front of a large window facing the back. An upholstered chair with a knit throw on it, bracketed by bookcases.

And oddly, almost eerily, untouched.

“Okay. Let me know if there’s anything hot. When you come in to the office, we’ll go to the Sunshine Foundation.”


CHAPTER SIX


From where he sat, Ford Belichek could see through the office’s entryway to the living room and the back of the photograph still angled on the bookcase.

He’d asked for it to be fingerprinted. The tech returned it to the same position.

That photograph bothered him.

The cousins were adults or nearly so — too old for it to have been taken before their aunt’s murder.

He also wondered about the way it was turned. As if someone meant to pivot it — so they didn’t have to look at it or so it didn’t look at them? — but didn’t finish the job.

He chewed on that a minute before he rose from the step and headed upstairs.

Another, narrower set of stairs came up from the back door, through a back hall off the kitchen. Probably originally servants’ stairs, from a time when lots of people had servants or were servants.

He didn’t pause at the second floor, with its two bedrooms and 1950s bathroom, but went directly to the third floor, where the slanted roof and bump-out window created an office, with a bathroom beside it, decades younger but smaller than the one below.

First, he prowled the office, looking at book titles and studying photographs of smiling faces, blooming flowers, and blazing Christmas trees.

He took the desk chair, drew on gloves and pulled open the drawer with files marked “bills” and “financial statements.” These files were too thin to have everything. Most likely backups. The tech guys had the computer, which likely had the up-to-date information. He might get to these files eventually, but first he’d check material that didn’t duplicate.

He let the drawer’s own weight slide it closed.

He got up and returned to the bookcase. Crouching before it, he pulled out several photo albums and six bound books filled with writing. He selected the most current and went to the end. It ended in August. The handwriting was slanted, with dots trailing the i’s and crossbars displaced from the t’s. But it was surprisingly readable.

He dropped into the cushioned chair with a matching ottoman, flipped back to the start of that journal and started reading the soul of Jamison Chancellor.


DAY ONE


CHAPTER SEVEN


Shock didn’t last forever.

It couldn’t. Humans adjusted. Accepted. Moved on.

Hendrickson York had seen it many times.

He’d done it himself once before with Vivian.

He’d do it again.

He just had to control the situation.

He stood at the side of Jamie’s desk in the modest offices of the Sunshine Foundation. The top of her desk was cleared of its usual neat but ever-proliferating piles because of her hiatus to write another book.

There’d be no sense moving to this office to mark his ascendence in the Sunshine Foundation, because it had been one of Jamie’s conceits to have all the offices the same size. The ones on this side of the hallway each had the same low half-circle window.

It all looked a little strange at this early hour.

But he hadn’t been able to return to sleep after the police came to his door with the news, so he’d come here.

Maybe he’d move the foundation headquarters. Somewhere polished, where donors could visit.

He stooped slightly to look out the window from this angle. He’d seen the view from the numerous guest chairs, of course, but not from the chair behind the desk.

If anything, he believed the view from his desk was better.

That would have been typical of Jamie.

Who was dead now.

He needed to remember that.

To continue thinking things through, so he said the right things.

Shock wouldn’t last. He’d adjust, accept, move on.

Especially with what he’d learned from Jamie.

And he had learned from her, as young, as inexperienced, even naïve as she’d been, especially at the start.

Ah, the start. So unlike the more recent years.

Those early days of the Sunshine Foundation, when Jamie’s youth and inexperience had been the charm, the key to unlock donations, when each dollar had seemed a miracle, rather than a pittance. And she had so looked up to him. That couldn’t last forever, either.

Nothing did.

Not even shock.

He’d already gone a long way toward adjusting.
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Fairlington County Police Department News Conference

Good afternoon. I’m Public Affairs Officer Elliott Kepler. That’s E-L-L-I-O-T-T. K-E-P-L-E-R. This will be a brief update at this time, with further updates as circumstances call for them. First, we will have a statement from Chief of Detectives Wilson Palery. That’s W-I-L-S-O-N P-A-L-E-R-Y. Then I will take a limited number of questions. All inquiries will come through my office. You all have my contact information. Now, Fairlington County Police Chief of Detectives Palery. Chief Palery.

Chief Palery: Thank you, Officer Kepler.

Ladies and gentlemen, the Fairlington County Police Department was called to a residence on Red Hill Street in the Old Town area of Fairlington at eleven thirty-seven last night. A person was found deceased within that residence.

The call originated from a neighbor who obtained entrance to the residence with a key known to have been shared by the homeowner.

We are not releasing the identity of the deceased or other matters pertaining to the investigation, pending official identification of the victim and notification of next of kin.

We ask the media’s cooperation and professionalism in not speculating on the identity of the deceased to avoid potentially causing distress to family members. We will share the identity when it is confirmed.

Public Information Officer (PIO) Kepler: Thank you, Chief.

Chief of Detectives Palery leaves the room.

PIO Kepler: Now, I’ll take a few questions.

Washington Post: That residence, the one where there was police activity last night, is the home of — is listed as the property of Jamison Chancellor, founder of the Sunshine Foundation. Do you have any reason to think the victim is not Jamison Chancellor?

PIO Kepler: We are not speculating on who the deceased is or who it is not. When we have ascertained the identity of the deceased and in accordance with the pursuit of our investigation, we will release that information.

WTOP Radio: Why has the identity not been established?

PIO Kepler: That is an aspect of the investigation which we will not go into at this time.

Washington Post: Will you confirm Jamison Chancellor owns and has been known to live at that property.

PIO Kepler: We are not speculating on the identity of the owner of that property.

WTOP Radio: It’s not speculation. It’s on the tax records and—

PIO Kepler: We are not speculating. If you have no other questions…

Unidentified Media: (shouting)

PIO Kepler: ABC.

ABC: Has the family been notified of the identity of the deceased?

PIO Kepler: We are not commenting on identity or family connections of the deceased. Ted, your question.

Fairlington Leader: What about the connection to Assistant Commonwealth’s Attorney Margaret Frye? Why was she at the scene?

PIO Kepler: Members of the Commonwealth’s Attorney frequently go to crime scenes. Ms. Frye, in particular, works closely with our department—

Death, Murder, Violence Podcast: Yeah, real closely.

Unidentified Media: Shut up, Zeedyk.

PIO Kepler: — in making sure our investigation leads to the conviction of the perpetrator.

Fairlington Leader: What was the cause of death?

PIO Kepler: That will be determined by the medical examiner.

NBC: When will the cause of death be released?

PIO Kepler: You’ll have to ask the ME’s office its likely timeline for making that determination.

Washington Post: How is the investigation proceeding without the victim’s identity?

PIO Kepler: There are many avenues to pursue.

Washington Post: Including the official identity?

PIO Kepler: Of course.

Death, Murder, Violence Podcast: What about the detectives on this case? Why aren’t they here?

PIO Kepler: They are pursuing the investigation.

Death, Murder, Violence Podcast: That’s Tanner Landis as lead and Ford Belichek as second? Why isn’t Detective Terrington the secondary? He was originally, wasn’t he? And Belichek was supposed to be on vacation.

Fairlington Leader to Death, Murder, Violence Podcast: Hey, you had that on your podcast this morning. How do you know—?

Death, Murder, Violence Podcast: Found sources. Try it, you might like it. Does the department not have confidence in Detective Terrington? Is that why he was pulled off? Was Belichek called back from vacation?

PIO Kepler: The Fairlington County Police Department does not discuss personnel matters publicly. The entire department is working as a team to investigate this situation. All—

Death, Murder, Violence Podcast: Yeah, yeah, but it’s clear the higher ups didn’t have confidence in Terrington or why stop Belichek from going on vacation? Or is it Landis they don’t—?

PIO Kepler: The Fairlington County Police Department has confidence in all its detectives or they would not be detectives. That’s it for now, everyone. I’ll let you know when we have more information to share.

~~ End news conference transcript ~~
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CHAPTER EIGHT


Landis put away the earbuds he’d used to listen to the in-house stream of the news conference.

He left the privacy of the back stairwell and spotted Roy Isaacson the instant he walked into the detectives’ area.

The detectives had the dubious pleasure of being housed in a bullpen of pods in an area left open when a line of glass offices along the outside wall met an oddly angled interior wall. That interior wall held a bank of elevators at the far end, a break room, two conference rooms, and the back stairwell.

The glass offices — a design feature used throughout the building and that served as shorthand for those of higher rank — let more daylight into the area than it otherwise would have had. That was the pleasure.

The dubiousness came from those offices — with the exception of the one belonging to their Chief of Detectives — housing free-floating bureaucrats. Too senior to fob off with a regular pod, not yet persuaded to retire or move on, they dotted these glass cubes that diminished in size like nesting dolls the closer they got to the corner. Several of their occupants enjoyed poking into the business of the working-stiff detectives in the bullpen.

Talk around the department made them the most likely source for the leaks to this podcaster who’d appeared out of nowhere.

Reasonable.

Landis, though, wondered if the leaks also involved Roy Isaacson.

Isaacson was pleasant enough on the surface. But that’s what you got with Isaacson — surface. Maggie learned that before breaking up with the jerk last spring. The only thing that kept the breakup from happening faster was Maggie hadn’t been around him much, because she worked constantly.

Unlike Isaacson. Who found enough free time in his shifts to hang out where he didn’t belong — like here — picking up tidbits he traded and leveraged like a peddler in a bazaar.

Isaacson also spotted Landis.

He finished what he was saying to Danolin, a long-time detective who gave nothing away, then sauntered out as if he hadn’t been rousted by Landis’ arrival. If everyone in the detectives’ room was like Danolin, Landis wouldn’t mind Isaacson’s forays here. Not as much, anyway.

Before Landis could reach his desk, Terrington’s head popped up over the top of his cubicle. “Landis, have you heard what this shithead podcaster said?”

“How do you have time to hear what some shithead podcaster said, much less care? Did you put together the paperwork for phone records?”

“I wasn’t listening to it.” If he didn’t have a deep voice, he’d sound like a whining kid. “Isaacson told me about it. I was checking the transcript. And it wasn’t only the podcast. It came up at the department’s news conference just now. Kepler should’ve stuck up for me, made it clear—”

“I don’t care what—”

“You should.”

Landis pivoted to the voice behind him.

Roy Isaacson himself.

He’d circled back through the back stairwell to see what he might have stirred up to the surface of the bullpen.

“Nice of you to take time out of your busy day to visit again, but we’ve got this case—”

“You should care what this Oz guy is saying on his Death, Violence, Murder Podcast,” Isaacson repeated. “Not as much as Terrington does about being called second-rate, but, still, you should care that his latest podcast said Detective Tanner Landis, the lead on this very high-profile case, is famed for spending more of his time in bed — not his own bed — than on the job.”

“The little slime,” Terrington muttered, solely in his own defense.

“Don’t pay attention to him — or any of them,” Landis advised. If Isaacson took any of them to include himself, he wouldn’t mind. “Clearly doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Everybody knows I give equal time to the job.”

Even Isaacson allowed a slight smile, though he didn’t join in the general guffaws.

Neither did Terrington.

Truth be told, Terrington wasn’t first rate. If he put the energy into the job he wasted on being touchy about his rep and whining about other detectives getting bigger assignments, he’d be a hell of a lot closer.

“Yeah, funny for you, being half of the department’s hotshot duo. Even when this podcaster delivers what sounds like a slam, it’s still praising you for being a sword master. Me—”

“Sword master? What kind of bullshit is that?” Eddy Knarr asked.

“I like it,” Landis said. “That’s how I’m answering the phone from now on. Sword Master Landis. Can somebody get me a nameplate?”

“Meantime,” Terrington said with sufficient loud vehemence to compete with more guffaws, “this Oz-something podcaster’s making me look bad. But he’s right about one thing — I should be secondary. How can Belichek be secondary? He’s supposed to be gone. In fact, he is gone. Maybe he did leave on vacation, otherwise why isn’t he here doing his jo—?”

No longer amused, Landis said, “He is doing his job. Same way everyone should be. Get on that records request and, Knarr, where is the report on the neighborhood canvass?”

Everyone snapped back to business. Except Terrington, still pouting. And Isaacson, who waited another half a minute, smirking at them all before turning to leave again.


CHAPTER NINE


Celeste Renfro arrived at the Sunshine Foundation even earlier than usual. Hendrickson’s car was already parked there. First time he’d ever beaten her in.

Why?

No, don’t get distracted. Prioritize. On a day like this, that was vital. Prioritize.

The first matter was when would the police get here? Even more important, how much did they know?

If they knew some, there was no sense in trying to hide anything except the vital issue. Maybe that was a better approach, anyway. Be as open as possible, which made it seem more likely she was being entirely open.

Jamie would say to be completely honest.

Jamie…

Celeste forced herself forward when she wanted to stop. Just stop. Stand still and do nothing.

Jamie wasn’t here anymore.

Jamie had no say in this.

Celeste had to decide on her approach. And once she decided, it couldn’t be changed.

Tell them as little as possible?

Or go as close to the truth as she could?

*   *   *   *

“You spent all night there, didn’t you?” Landis asked as he drove them from the neighborhood of mid-rises where the Fairlington County Police Department resided to the offices of the Sunshine Foundation in a section of Old Town.

Belichek, who had met him in the parking garage, didn’t bother to make Landis define there. They both knew he meant Jamison Chancellor’s house. He grunted confirmation.

Landis hadn’t guessed from his clothes, because he’d changed from the kit in his trunk, the one all smart detectives kept for the unexpected.

“Anything?”

“Background. Victimology.”

“Tell.”

“The sunshine’s not an act for her.”

Landis considered that for half a block. “Could’ve made her more vulnerable. A saint?”

“No. Not entirely blind to the dark, either. But she fights — fought it.”

“Anyone specific lurking in that dark?”

Belichek drew in a long breath and sighed out. “Not that I’ve cracked yet. Either she was worried about someone else reading it or she knew so clearly what she was writing about she didn’t need to make it clear. Think there were a couple guys who made her uneasy. No names.”

“Statement from the neighbor — the one who found her — says she’d been dating a guy named Carl Arbendroth, but broke it off. First half of August, somewhere in there. That matches what Mags said last night.” Though she hadn’t known the name.

“Any idea of the identity of the second guy?”

“No. Someone she sees regularly. One entry she wonders about the guy, the next she dismisses her concerns.”

“Could be somebody at the foundation, a neighbor, another boyfriend. Or somebody she encounters on a regular basis in her daily life, a coffee guy, a restaurant worker, or anybody. We’ll check.”

Concerns… Jamie Chancellor had deep concern for the two cousins she’d spent a big chunk of her childhood with and — even more defining — shared a tragedy with. Knowing Maggie as he did, Belichek had no trouble separating her thread from Ally’s in the journal, despite Jamie’s elliptical references.

But neither Maggie Frye nor Ally Northcutt was a hot suspect for showing up on Jamie’s doorstep and putting a shotgun blast into her face.

“Where’d you go to, Belichek? Not like you to go all unfocused when we’re talking a case, like you’re worried about Jamison Chancellor.” His grin disappeared when he looked at his passenger. “Oh, God, you are. She’s dead, Bel. Dead. Too late to worry about her. You can only do what we’re doing for her — trying to find who made her dead. You are not falling for a victim. You talk about me getting involved with the wrong women? How much wronger can it get than dead?”

“You’re full of it, Landis.”

“I see your face. Looks exactly like that obsessed detective in that old movie.”

Belichek shot his partner a look. “Do not start again on that. Never should have told you.”

“That’s what partners do. Tell their deepest, darkest secrets. You’re challenged in that area because you’re boring as hell. That’s why you resorted to telling me about your grandfather and how obsessed he got with an old movie.”

Not exactly what his grandfather had been obsessed with, but Belichek had veered off from telling Landis that complete truth. Looked like a real smart move now.

“And you have driven it into the ground ever since, going on and on about — who is that actor? Dana Andrews? — and—”

“Gene Tierney. Now there’s a woman.” Predictable that Landis knew the name of a good-looking woman. Even one old enough to be his grandmother. “But this time I got a better one to tell you about. Carol Burnett.”

That got Belichek to look at him. “I follow most of your loop-da-loop non sequiturs, but what are you talking about Carol Burnett for?”

“Saw her show on one of the cable stations that specializes in old TV shows. Love those. Old westerns. Perry Mason. Twilight Zone.”

“That’s the one I’m living in right now.”

Partner ignored that. “So, on Carol Burnett, they were doing a skit based on an old movie, like their classic on Gone With the Wind, where she wears the curtains. Only this one was on—”

“Don’t tell me, let me guess. Laura. Will you ever let that go?”

“No. Not after I watched it. The scene with the spotlight in her eyes — those were the days, huh, when men were men and detectives were detectives.”

“I told you that wasn’t the part—”

“Side issue. The core was the detective falling in love with the dead victim.”

“Landis—”

“Not that your grandfather did, since it was always your grandmother for him. But you? Spending a lot of time inside the journals of Jamison Chancellor…? Dangerous. Real dangerous.”

“Victimology. Like always.”

Landis’ voice sharpened. “Not like always.” He smoothed it out as he continued, “Anyway, this Carol Burnett skit was Flora instead of Laura, and it fits you even better. The detective’s falling for the portrait of the woman killed. The live one shows up, like in the real movie. And she and the detective get it on. But it turns out the detective prefers the portrait to the woman. Makes his life a whole lot simpler. And I can see, with your personality, that a woman who’s dead might be perfect.”

“I’m working the case, Landis. Reading to know the victim’s life. I’ll see if I can pin down who the guys are. It would help to confirm one is this Carl Arbendroth. In the meantime, what’s happening on your end?”

Belichek’s phone rang. “Mags,” he informed his partner.

“Hi, Maggie—”

“You’re with Landis? Put me on speaker. We’re on our way to the cabin where Jamie was supposed to go to. Just… Just in case there’s any evidence here.”

The knowledge that her real just in case was that her cousin was at some cabin this moment, alive, writing away, banded around Belichek’s heart.

“How do you know where?” Landis asked.

“Ally — my cousin Ally — came to Jamie’s parents’ house first thing and she knew where Jamie had gone before. She got us close enough on the map and—”

OEBPS/i/i1.png






The StarFont font is created by BB eBooks Co., Ltd., a registered company in the Kingdom of Thailand. This font is intended to supplement glyphs in various eBooks. It is freeware and may be used either for commercial or personal use.

http://bbebooksthailand.com 


OEBPS/cover.jpg
USATODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

PATRICIA






