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Friday,

August 27


  PROLOGUE

1:13 p.m.

Nebraska State Penitentiary

Lincoln, Nebraska

 

MAX KRAMER WORE HIS LUCKY RED TIE with his blue power suit. While he waited for the guard to unlock the door, he admired his reflection in the glass security window behind them. That Grecian hair formula really worked. He could barely see any of the gray. His wife kept telling him the salt and pepper made him look more distinguished. Of course she would say that. She always said stuff like that when she was suspicious, when she knew he was hunting for someone new. God, she knew him well, better than she realized.

“Big day,” the hulk of a guard said to him. But he was scowling instead of smiling.

Max had heard the nicknames the guards had given him in the last several weeks. He knew he wasn’t a popular guy here on death row. But that was to the guards. To the inmates he had reached hero status. And they were the ones he cared about; they were the ones who counted. They needed him to right their wrongs, to tell their stories, or rather their versions of their stories.

Yes, they were the ones who mattered, but not because he was a bleeding-heart liberal like the Omaha World Herald or the Lincoln Journal Star seemed pleased to label him. It was nothing quite as admirable as all that.

Quite simply, all his hard work, all his efforts were for a day like today. A day when he could watch a client of his walk out of this concrete hellhole. A day when he could save his client from the electric chair and walk alongside him out the front doors and into the sunlight. The sunlight and the spotlight of about two dozen TV cameras from across the country. CNN’s Larry King had already booked Max and Jared on his show for tomorrow night. And his red tie would show up wonderfully tonight when NBC aired his interview with Brian Williams.

Yes, this was what he had waited for his entire career. All the shitty pay and long hours would be worth it, and the local media attacks would come to an end.

He stopped at the doorway to the holding room, pretending to show some respect for his client’s privacy.

Pretending.

When actually he didn’t want to spend any more time alone with Jared Barnett than necessary. So he watched from the doorway.

Barnett was wearing the same faded jeans and red T-shirt he had surrendered that first day at the penitentiary five years ago, only now the T-shirt bulged from the muscles Barnett had built up during his days of incarceration.

Trading the orange jumpsuit for street clothes, Max couldn’t help thinking how ordinary Barnett looked. Even his short dark hair had that disheveled but cool look, that just-got-out-of-bed look that Max could never pull off, but that Barnett would probably make trendy after his media appearances.

Max had already made his client out to be the poor misunderstood bad boy who had been framed and then abused by a justice system that had stolen five years of his life. Now Barnett just needed to play the role. He certainly looked it.

The guard at the door stepped aside.

“Paperwork’s coming,” he said. “You want, you can wait inside.”

Max nodded as if grateful for the invitation—for what the guard seemed to consider a courtesy—even though Max preferred that the asshole let him wait in the hall. Too late. Jared saw him and waved him into the holding room. He stood up when Max entered, another courtesy. Son of a bitch! What was this world coming to when convicted murderers started being courteous?

“Relax. Take a load off.” Max shoved one of the metal folding chairs in Barnett’s direction, scraping it against the floor, the noise grating on his nerves. Only now did he realize he was nervous, nervous that Barnett would screw this up for him.

“Man, I never thought you’d actually be able to pull this off,” Barnett said, taking the seat, seemingly not bothered that Max remained standing.

It was a trick Max had learned long ago in his early years as a defense attorney. Get the client to sit down while you stand over him—instant authority. At five feet seven inches Max Kramer had to use every trick he could.

“So how does this work?” Barnett asked, even though Max had explained it several times during the appeal. His client sounded as if he believed there was still a catch. “I’m really free to go?”

“Without Danny Ramirez as a witness, the prosecution has no case. The rest of the evidence was circumstantial. As long as there’s no eyewitness testimony from Ramirez, there’s nothing to connect you to Rebecca Moore.”

Max watched Barnett, measuring his response, or rather his lack of one. Then he added, “It was quite admirable of Mr. Ramirez to come forward and finally tell the truth, that he wasn’t even there that afternoon.”

Barnett smiled up at him, but there was something about his smile that creeped Max out. Never once during the appeal process had he asked how Barnett had managed to get Ramirez to recant his original testimony, but he suspected Barnett had, indeed, made it happen, despite being locked up.

“What about the others?” Barnett asked.

“Excuse me?”

Max waited, but Barnett sat cleaning his fingernails, using his teeth to scrape them out and then bite off the cuticles. He had seen him do this in court—a nervous habit, probably an unconscious one. And now Max wondered if he had heard him correctly. What others was he talking about?

Max hadn’t handled Barnett’s original case, only the appeal. But he wasn’t stupid. He knew there had been others. Other women, all murdered with the same M.O., and the signature gunshot wound up through the jaw as if the killer had hoped to remove the victim’s identity by shattering her teeth.

It didn’t matter. Max had convinced himself of that. After all, Barnett had only been charged with Rebecca Moore’s murder. They had not been able to connect him to any of the others. So why the hell would Barnett even be asking about the others?

“What others?” Max finally asked, though he didn’t want to know.

“Never mind,” Barnett said as he spat out a piece of fingernail then crossed his arms, tucking his hands under his armpits. “You know I don’t have a frickin’ dime to my name, man,” he said, changing the subject. “I know you said I don’t have to pay you anything, but I feel like I owe you.”

Max almost let out a sigh of relief. This was a much safer topic. Move on. Because even if there had been others, he didn’t want to know about them. As far as Max was concerned this was only one case, one eyewitness. And now there was no eyewitness and no case. If Barnett wanted to get something off his chest he could find a priest. Yes, he preferred that Barnett worry, instead, about paying his debt.

Max knew Jared Barnett was the kind of man who wouldn’t like feeling that he owed anyone. He also knew it was a big deal for Barnett to admit that he might owe him. And that’s what he wanted his client to focus on.

Max had heard rumors that, after Barnett had been read his sentence of death by the electric chair, he turned to his court-appointed attorney, poor James Pritchard, and told him that it appeared he didn’t owe him anything more for his help than a hole in the head.

So Max liked the idea that Barnett thought he might feel indebted to him. In fact, he was counting on it. “I think we can work something out,” he said.

“Sure. Whatever you decide.”

“But first I have to warn you. There’s a media circus outside waiting for us.”

“Cool,” Barnett said, standing up. And that’s exactly what he looked like-cool and collected, that same lack of emotion that had carried him through the trial and sentencing and every aspect of the appeal process. “So what’s the going rate?”

“Excuse me?”

“What are these media blood-suckers willing to pay for an interview?”

Max scratched his head, his own nervous habit, which he immediately caught and turned into a smoothing of his hair. Though he wanted to rip his hair out, instead. He couldn’t believe this. The son of a bitch was going to screw everything up. Money? He expected to be paid for being interviewed?

Max had to watch his temper. He couldn’t make it sound as if he even cared whether or not they did the interviews. He couldn’t make it sound as though Barnett was doing him a favor. He didn’t want Barnett thinking these interviews would be his payback. He needed to think quickly. He needed to appeal to Barnett’s core values, to those few essentials that made him tick. One of which, certainly, was not money.

“You’re going to be a celebrity overnight, my friend,” Max told him, smiling and shaking his head as if he could hardly believe it. “I’ve gotten messages from NBC News, 60 Minutes, Larry King and even Bill O’Reilly’s The Factor. You’re going to have something money can’t buy. But I can understand if you’d rather tell them all to go screw themselves. Whatever you want to do. It’s entirely up to you.”

He watched as Barnett thought it over, forcing himself to keep quiet, to pretend it didn’t matter. Max concentrated on breathing, on not thinking about how much he wanted this, how much he needed this. He tried to keep his fists from balling up. And in his mind he couldn’t stop repeating, almost like a mantra, “Don’t you dare screw this up.”

“Bill O’Reilly actually wants me on his show?”

Max swallowed another sigh and calmly managed to say, “Yep, tomorrow night. It’s up to you, though. I can tell him—hell, I can tell them all you don’t want to put up with the whole lot of them. Whatever you want to do.”

“That O’Reilly guy always thinks he’s so tough.” And now Barnett was smiling again. “I wouldn’t mind telling a few of those assholes what I think.”

This time Max smiled, too. Perhaps he could control Barnett, after all, but he’d need some sort of insurance. For the first time since he’d met Jared Barnett, Max allowed himself to look deep into those dark, vacant eyes, and now he allowed himself to admit the truth. He knew Jared Barnett had, indeed, killed that poor girl seven years ago. Not only did Max know it, he was counting on it.
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10:30 a.m.

Hall of Justice—Omaha Nebraska

 

GRACE WENNINGHOFF HATED WAITING. The air in courtroom number five felt like a hot, wet towel wrapped around her neck. There were too many people jammed inside, generating too much heat. The squeaking of chairs as people shifted in their seats and an occasional cough interrupted the silence, but that was all. Judge Fielding’s presence kept the crowd agitated but quiet as he looked over the papers in front of him, taking his time, not a hint of sweat or discomfort on his face.

Grace reached for her water bottle, took a careful sip. Come on, let’s get this over with, she wanted to yell, but instead tapped her pen against her blank legal pad to keep her foot from doing the same. The judge scowled at her without raising his head, his eyes looking at her through his bushy gray eyebrows and over the wire-rim glasses hanging at the tip of his nose. Her pen stopped in midair. He went back to examining the papers.

Rumor was that the maintenance crew had shut off the air-conditioning in the whole building over the long Labor Day weekend, not expecting the return of ninety-degree weather. Yet, Grace couldn’t help wondering if Judge Fielding had purposely shut it off in his own courtroom, hoping to make them all sweat. It wouldn’t be the first time. Fielding loved to make attorneys sweat—sweat and wait. That combination today couldn’t be a good sign, though Grace tried to remain optimistic. As optimistic as a prosecutor could be with the humidity threatening to turn her usually straight, short hair into something worthy of a Chia Pet. She knew she’d need more than optimism today.

She glanced across the aisle at Warren Penn from the high-priced law firm of Branigan, Turner, Cross and Penn. No sweat visible there, either. How did he manage it in that three-piece suit?

She had hoped to see his client, the defendant, Jonathon Richey, in shackles and an orange jumpsuit, reducing the city councilman to the cold-blooded murderer he really was. Instead, Richey wore a steel-blue suit and crisp white shirt with a red and blue pin-striped tie. The slick politician didn’t look affected in the least by his arrest or the allegations against him. In fact, he looked rather smug, and Grace worried that some old-boy network had already taken care of the outcome of this case. Judge Fielding had a reputation of protecting his inner circle. Could he do it in front of a crowd of spectators and under the scrutiny of the media?

Beneath her own jacket Grace could feel her silk blouse sticking to her skin. She glanced down at it to make sure it didn’t look as bad as it felt. What a day to wear silk. 

The blouse had been a birthday gift from Grandma Wenny, who had been trying to dress Grace in pink since she was six years old. Although her grandmother had reassured her that this was fuchsia—not pink—her thick German accent making fuchsia sound like some erotic, slightly naughty color. Thinking about that made Grace smile.

She watched Judge Fielding, looking for signs that they’d be proceeding soon. He flipped over another page and started at the top with his index finger. This was only the bail hearing. At this rate, she couldn’t imagine how long the trial would take.

She reached to rub the knot still gathered at the base of her neck. The three-day weekend had been too short. Her husband, Vince, insisted they could live with the stacked boxes everywhere. Easy for him to say, he was leaving for Switzerland tomorrow morning. Yes, it was business-a new client insisting on meeting his American account rep face-to-face. It left Grace and Emily to fumble around in their new home surrounded by the chaos. But Vince’s trip and even the boxes weren’t the cause of the knot at the back of Grace’s neck.

She loved their new house, although it was a far cry from new. The century-old Victorian had plenty of character and enough space for them to convert part of it into a mother-in-law suite—or in this case a grandmother suite—for Grandma Wenny.

The renovations were a pain in the neck—yes, maybe even a partial cause for the very real pain in her neck. There’d been workers tramping in and out of their house, leaving mud and sawdust and holes where walls once were. Still, Grace knew all of this was the easy part. The real work, the real challenge, would be in convincing Grandma Wenny to leave her South Omaha home, the small drafty two-bedroom, mouse-infested bungalow where she had lived for over sixty years, where she had raised three children and one granddaughter. That granddaughter had pledged—actually pinkie-swore-—to take care of the stubborn old woman, and Grace intended to fulfill her pledge.

“Ms. Wenninghoff,” Judge Fielding bellowed, grabbing her attention.

“Yes, Your Honor.” She stood up casually, resisting the urge to wipe her damp forehead.

“Please continue,” he told her as if they’d been waiting only a few minutes, and as if she had been the one holding them up.

“As I was saying, and as you can see from the arrest warrant, Mr. Richey was arrested at Eppley Airfield. Mr. Richey is a flight risk and, therefore, should be denied bail.”

“Judge, this is preposterous.” Warren Penn drew the word out so slowly it sounded like four words instead of one. He also took his time standing up then moved out from behind the defense table as if he required additional room to make his statement. Grace guessed it was more for the benefit of towering over her.

“Mr. Richey,” he continued in the same drawn-out manner, “is a businessman. He was simply making a business trip. This trip has been on his calendar for months. I have his appointment calendar and phone logs available for Your Honor.”

He waved a hand at the pile on the defense table but made no effort to get them. “Jonathon Richey,” he went on, “not only owns a local business here in Omaha, but he’s a city councilman. He’s a deacon at his church and president of the downtown Rotary Club. His wife, two of his three children and all five of his grandchildren live within this community. Mr. Richey certainly does not pose a flight risk. Taking all this into consideration, Your Honor, I’m sure you’ll agree that Mr. Richey should be released on his own recognizance.”

Grace watched Judge Fielding nod and start flipping through the papers again. This was ridiculous. He couldn’t possibly be buying any of this crap. Not unless he was looking for an excuse. She glanced over at Richey. Was there some under-the-table deal already set up? He still looked too calm, too cool for this sauna. Grace rubbed her neck again and was disappointed to find it damp.

“Your Honor.” She waited until she had his attention, then she pulled out an envelope from her file folders and stepped out from behind the prosecution table. “If I understand correctly, Mr. Richey owns a business that specializes in commercial and residential computerized heating units.”

She looked over at Warren Penn, waiting for his nod of confirmation. “I have his United airline ticket that was confiscated at the time of his arrest.” She made her way forward to hand over the envelope with the ticket inside. “I’m just wondering, Your Honor, what kind of heating business Mr. Richey might have in the Cayman Islands.”

She heard the crowd behind her hum and whisper and shift in their seats.

“Mr. Penn?” Judge Fielding was now looking over his glasses and down his nose at the defense attorney. To Grace’s disappointment, Warren Penn didn’t flinch.

“Mr. Richey meets with his clients, often in a designated place that the client requests.”

Grace wanted to roll her eyes. That Fielding was even considering this was crazy. But here he was again, flipping over papers as if he had missed something in the documents he had already examined.

She turned back to her table and noticed Detective Tommy Pakula sitting two rows down, shifting in his seat, impatient and ready. He was dressed for court, a collared shirt and tie, jacket and trousers, just in case she needed to call him today. Instead of calling him, she reached down behind her chair and pulled up the duffel bag.

“Your Honor,” she said, bringing the bag out in full view of Judge Fielding, but more importantly in full view of the courtroom, “there is one more thing Mr. Richey had in his possession when Detectives Pakula and Hertz arrested him at Eppley Airfield. He had this travel bag with him. If he was not fleeing the country, perhaps Mr. Penn might explain this.” Grace unzipped the bag and turned it upside down, allowing the stacks of hundred-dollar bills to fall out onto the table.

This time the room erupted. Several reporters clamored out the door. Warren Penn shook his head as if, of course, he had an explanation for this, too. Grace scanned the room, and now she noticed that Jonathon Richey’s smug look was gone.

“Okay, okay,” Judge Fielding yelled, ignoring the gavel. He seemed pleased that his voice could still silence a room.

“Your Honor,” Warren Penn began, but was interrupted when Fielding put up a hand.

“Bail denied.” He stood even as he added, “Court is adjourned,” and then escaped, not giving Warren Penn the opportunity to explain or argue.

Grace ignored the defense table as she repacked the duffel bag. The crowd had already turned into a crescendo of voices, shuffling feet and creaking chairs. She wouldn’t need to worry about being accosted by reporters. They’d spend their energies on Richey, the price of being such an upstanding member of the community.

“Better make sure it’s all there.” She looked up to find Detective Pakula.

“Thanks for being here,” she told him. He nodded, and she knew Pakula well enough to leave it at that, not to make a big deal of it.

“I found a witness who might be willing to testify against Richey.”

“Might?”

“He needs some convincing. Doesn’t wanna open his mouth if there’s a chance he’ll walk.”

“He won’t be walking,” Grace said, finally shoving the last of the money into the bag. She knew where Pakula was going with this, and she didn’t want to hear it.

“You know that and I know that. And that’s what I’m trying to tell him.” Pakula looked around, making sure no one was within earshot. “Our credibility’s not riding too high right now with that asshole Barnett on every frickin’ talk show claiming the OPD framed him.”

“Let him talk. Sooner or later he’s going to screw up, and when he does I’ll be there to nail his ass. Only next time it’ll be for good.”

“You and me both.”

Grace knew the Barnett appeal had been eating at Pakula as much as it had been at her. In the last several months she had gone over and over the case against Barnett, hoping there was something, anything they might use. Five years ago, she had put her heart and soul into prosecuting Barnett, convinced that it was, indeed, Jared Barnett who had coerced seventeen-year-old Rebecca Moore into his pickup that cold afternoon in the dead of winter, probably promising her a warm ride home from school. But instead he drove her to a remote place where he raped and stabbed her repeatedly before shooting her through the jaw, shattering her teeth.

There were others. Four women, killed in the same manner, all within two years. Grace and Pakula were still convinced that Jared Barnett was the killer in each case. But other than circumstantial evidence, Rebecca’s case was the only one they could actually connect to Barnett.

That connection was Danny Ramirez and his eyewitness testimony, testimony that he saw Rebecca getting into a black pickup being driven by Jared Barnett the afternoon she disappeared. It had been testimony so convincing, so descriptive, that the jury hadn’t hesitated to convict him. Then suddenly, after five years, Danny Ramirez confessed he hadn’t even been out that afternoon. Without his testimony, Barnett was free. It was as simple as that.

What wasn’t simple was the amount of criticism leveled at the police department and the prosecutor’s office. So much so that even a recent string of convenience store robberies had the media impatient for a resolution.

Grace glanced at the defense table, noticing that Penn and Richey had started to make their way out the door, taking a good portion of the crowd with them. That’s when she saw him.

Jared Barnett stood in the back row, waiting his turn to get out the door—standing and waiting as if he were just one of the spectators.

“Speak of the devil,” she said to Pakula, and he followed her gaze.

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered. “I saw him outside on the steps one day last week. Just can’t stay away, can he?”

Grace had seen him, too, only it was in the coffee shop across the street from the courthouse, and then again right outside her dry cleaner’s. She tried to convince herself it was Jared Barnett’s way of thumbing his nose at them—at all of them. Not that he had singled her out. But just as he got to the door he looked over at her, and he smiled.
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7:30 p.m.

Logan Hotel—Omaha Nebraska

 

JARED BARNETT LISTENED for the elevator, waiting for the grind and scrape of metal, the whine of the hydraulics.

Where the hell was he?

He stayed in the shadows and leaned against the wall, ignoring the avalanche of plaster his shoulder set loose. No one had seen him enter the building. No one except the skinny crack whore with dirty-blond hair and eyes so glazed over she’d never remember what day it was, let alone his face.

At the end of the hall someone was cooking spinach.

God! He hated that smell.

It reminded him of his stepfather who’d forced him to eat everything off his plate, and if he didn’t, the bastard shoved his face into the green glob. He couldn’t help thinking the stench belonged here. It was a perfect addition to the dog piss on the carpet and the cockroaches skittering in and out of cracks and under doors. It also seemed the perfect place for Danny Ramirez to call home.

Jared shifted his weight from his left foot to his right then switched the sacks of takeout to his other hand. The food would be cold, though it didn’t matter much. He was hungry and he loved Chinese food, even cold Chinese food. Although he was getting tired of holding the bags. He had thought about setting them down, but the frickin’ roaches would be all over them in seconds.

Jared checked his wristwatch, needing to squint to make out the time in the dim light. Ramirez was late.

Why the hell was he late?

Jared had followed him three nights in a row and could set his watch to bastard’s promptness. Now, all of a sudden, he was late. Had someone tipped him off?

But then he heard the elevator, the screech and then the whine. Ramirez was on his way up.

Jared stayed in the shadows, waiting. Reaching the sixth floor took forever, a noisy journey of squeaky pulleys and wobbling metal. He was glad he had taken the stairs up. Finally the doors opened.

Danny Ramirez looked smaller in this crappy light. Jared watched him walk down the hallway, one of those jerky walks with quick little steps. Ramirez was at his door with the key in the lock before Jared started down the hall after him.

“Hey, man,” he said and Ramirez nodded without looking up. “How ya doing, Danny?”

This time Ramirez did a double take, his eyes getting wide as he recognized Jared.

“I brought us some takeout,” he told him, holding up the bags, wanting to calm Ramirez’s worries. “Chinese.”

“What are you doing here?”

“What are you talking about? You didn’t think I’d come by and say hey?”

Ramirez finally got the door opened, but now he hesitated.

“You did me a big favor,” Jared said, this time with a smile. “I just wanted to buy you dinner and say thanks.”

Ramirez was studying him, meeting his eyes as if looking for the truth there.

Then suddenly he looked away and shrugged. “You don’t owe me anything. Your redheaded friend already paid me. Even threw in a laptop computer.”

Jared smiled again. It didn’t take much to buy off someone like Danny Ramirez. He understood him all too well. That’s why he couldn’t trust him.

“Hey man, it’s just some kung pao chicken and chow mein. A few egg rolls. It’s no big deal.”

He let Ramirez think about it while he stood there pretending it was no big deal, still not making any attempt to leave. Finally Ramirez shrugged again and waved him into the small apartment that looked like a cross between a rummage sale and a garbage dump.

A pile of clothes covered a threadbare recliner, and Jared could smell what had to be dirty socks or rotten eggs. Magazines and comic books were stacked on the floor. A collection of beer bottles and cans shared the shelves with discarded take-out wrappers and foam containers. A cardboard pizza box lay open on the coffee table with two pieces left, the toppings suddenly skittering out of the box.

Ramirez started shoving things aside as if to tidy up for his guest. While he moved stacks and collected trash, Jared pulled out an oversized, black trash bag from one of the take-out bags and began laying it over the scuffed linoleum floor in the middle of the room. Ramirez glanced at him a couple of times before he stopped.

“What are you doing?”

“I don’t want to make a mess,” Jared told him.

Ramirez laughed. “You’re kidding, right?”

He came over to take a closer look, examining the plastic and even walking onto it, stepping carefully as if looking for a trap. But, of course, he didn’t see it. He was still looking down at the black plastic under his feet when Jared whipped the knife out from the same take-out bag. All it took was one slash up under and across the throat, so quick that Ramirez saw the blood splatter the plastic before he realized it was his own.

He grabbed at the wound, his fingers slipping into the gaping flesh as if attempting to hold it together. His wide eyes met Jared’s, shock and realization contorting his entire face before he finally crumpled onto the plastic.

Jared looked around the room and decided on the recliner. He shoved the clothes off, checked for cockroaches, then grabbed the other take-out bag and sat down.

Danny Ramirez wasn’t going anywhere. There was no big hurry to take out the trash. Jared Barnett pulled out a plastic fork and the container of kung pao chicken and began to eat.
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MELANIE STARKS QUICKENED HER PACE. The sun peeked from behind the bell towers of St. Cecelia’s Cathedral. The days were already growing shorter. Summer was almost over but was making one last grand stand. It was only the beginning of her walk, and already Melanie could feel her breathing becoming labored. The air was thick and heavy with moisture.

She studied the horizon in the opposite direction. Having cursed sunrises for years she almost hated to admit how much she enjoyed them now. But this morning’s sunrise gave her a bad feeling, even a sudden chill as a trickle of sweat made its way down her back. The sun was barely able to squeeze through the storm clouds that were gathering, a tombstone-gray sky streaked blood-red. It was an eerie combination, and she could hear her mother repeating one of her silly superstitions:



Red sky in morning,

Sailors take warning.

Red sky at night,

Sailors’ delight.

 

The weather only seemed to fuel her restlessness, to ignite her disappointment, her frustration. Oh, hell, she should call it what it was-her anger.

Yeah, that’s right.

She was angry, pissed off. Jared hadn’t been back two weeks and already things were changing.

She resented having to cut short her morning walk. What was it about his sudden freedom that took precedence over her own? That’s what it felt like when he called last night and left the message to meet him for breakfast. Summoning her as if he could still boss her around just like when they were kids.

He had used that brief yet demanding tone of his, “Meet me at that place we talked about. It’s time.”

“It’s time,” she mimicked under her breath.

She had no idea what the hell he was talking about. It was as if he were speaking in code. As if they were kids again, plotting one of their childish conspiracies.

Ever since he had gotten back he had been planning something, something big or so he kept saying. But, of course, he couldn’t tell her until it was time.

That was Jared, so secretive and always calling the shots. He expected complete loyalty with no questions and no hesitation. It had always been that way.

Even the Rebecca Moore thing. Jared didn’t bother explaining. Instead, he insisted the police got it wrong. Melanie knew that could happen. She’d seen it happen years before.

She pumped her arms, keeping her pace and not letting her anger slow her down. She hated that Jared made her feel like she still owed him. It didn’t help that she wasn’t there for him during the  trial.

But here he was—out of prison. Free. And it was as if nothing had changed in the five years he had been away. Yet everything had changed. She had changed, or at least, she thought she had.

Although it couldn’t have been very much. Why else would she be rushing to meet him, rushing once again to do whatever her big brother told her to do?

She didn’t like cutting short her walk. It had become her daily ritual, her daily gospel and the replacement for a quick fix of nicotine and later still, four cups of hot scorching coffee. The coffee had helped her get through the initial withdrawal from the cigarettes. Now this new compulsion, a three-mile morning walk, replaced the caffeine.

She didn’t need Dr. Phil to see she had simply transferred addictions. She took the same walk every day at the same time. Even walked at the same pace. Only today she had to quicken the pace if she intended to meet Jared.

Quicken, she decided, but not cut short.

She pushed back her shoulders as if this one defiant thought was the same as standing up to her big brother. Something she had never been able to do in the past. But that was the past.

Maybe Jared needed to see that she wasn’t that same little girl he could boss around. She was an adult, a grown woman with her own son. She had been forced to grow up while Jared seemed to live in the past, even moving back in with their mother when he was released from jail.

That was a mistake.

Their mother was crazy with all her black magic and superstitions. Certifiably crazy or so she and Jared liked to claim, making up any kind of excuse for why she kept picking loser husbands like both their dads. Saying their mother was crazy seemed better than admitting she was simply stupid.

Maybe that was Jared’s problem. Melanie thought about teasing him that maybe he had inherited Mom’s crazy gene, though she knew full well that she would never dare to tease Jared. He would see it as a betrayal, and he would remind her, again, that all they had were each other because of the past they had survived and the secrets they continued to share.

Melanie turned left at Fifty-Second and Nicholas Streets and headed into the Memorial Park neighborhood, a stretch of huge brick homes with carefully manicured lawns. Not a ceramic gnome in sight. That made her smile, thinking of her son, Charlie’s, newest obsession of stealing lawn ornaments, though it annoyed her as much as it amused her.

She couldn’t help thinking that maybe it was another example of like mother, like son. After all, she had taught him well, making a game early on of their escapades. It may have started as a game, but it bugged her that Charlie still treated stealing as a game, completely unaware of the risks and dangers.

Yes, she had taught him well, maybe too well.

She’d brought him in when he was only eight. They stole packs of ground beef—quickly graduating to T-bone steaks—from the HyVee on Center Street, stuffing them into his school backpack.

Charlie became so good at it she didn’t even notice him steal the Hostess Twinkies and Bazooka bubble gum until they appeared later on their kitchen table, alongside the packs of meat. He was a natural, and now, nine years later with that baby face and lopsided grin, he could still get away with almost anything.

Their game had started as a matter of survival, a way to supplement Melanie’s string of crappy jobs. So what if Charlie swiped a few silly lawn ornaments as long as he brought home a leather jacket or enough CD players to pay the rent?

What did it matter that he still considered hot-wiring Saturns a game? Maybe it was that carefree attitude that kept him from getting caught, though Melanie worried that it had more to do with luck than attitude. They had had a long string of good luck, and lately she found herself not trusting it to hold up. But she didn’t dare tell Charlie that.

Luck and a little bit of opportunity. That had been her ticket out of the stink hole she grew up in. For the last ten years she had provided a nice home for herself and Charlie in the middle of Dundee, a respectable Omaha neighborhood. A good family neighborhood, though not quite like this one that she was now walking through.

She kept to the sidewalks, wondering if anyone behind these huge, decorative doors would understand. How could they with their polished black BMWs and Lexus SUVs in their driveways, not a missing hubcap or spot of rust in sight, let alone a homemade In-Transit sign Scotch-taped to the rear window?

She walked past the only pickup parked in the street, a white Chevy. She knew before she saw the attached beat-up trailer that the truck belonged to a lawn service. Then she saw two young men, shirtless and glistening with sweat, down on their knees on the front lawn of the house. They both had what looked like oversize scissors, and they were cutting blades of grass from in between the pristine white picket fence, obviously unable to use the array of machinery on their trailer for fear of scarring the white wood.

Melanie resisted the urge to laugh. What did it cost to have something like that done? She wanted to roll her eyes and make some sympathetic gesture in recognition of their plight, but then they would have known. They would have realized that she didn’t belong here, either, that she was an outsider, too. So instead, she just smiled and continued walking.
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