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        NEWS 5—Akron, Ohio

        October 27, 2016

        Local Teen Dies in Hit and Run

      

        

      
        A nineteen-year-old boy died tonight after being fatally struck by a hit-and-run driver in Highland Square. The teenager was found in the street just after 5 a.m. by a resident walking his dog. He was transported to Akron General Medical Center where he was later pronounced dead. His name has not been released pending notification of his family. There were no surveillance cameras near the intersection where the hit and run occurred. Police are urging anyone with information to come forward.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          MONDAY

        

      

    

    
      The television blared from her living room. Josie could hear it from her bedroom on the second floor of the house, even with the door closed. As the first notes of the theme song of WYEP—the local news station—drifted up she sighed, gathered up the wedding magazines on her nightstand and headed downstairs.

      Her fiancé Luke was sprawled on her couch, his tall, muscular frame taking up almost the entire space. A foam takeout container straddled his lap, and from it he shoveled French fries into his mouth. Both feet rested on her coffee table, almost touching the stack of mock wedding invitations she’d been trying to get him to look at for the last two weeks. His eyes were glued to the television where the twelve o’clock news broadcast nonstop coverage of the Interstate Killer’s trial, which had started that morning.

      “Luke, can you please turn that down a bit?”

      He didn’t even look at her. Josie put the stack of magazines onto the coffee table and sat down next to him, her thigh brushing his. He still didn’t look away from the television. On the screen, reporter Trinity Payne stood outside the Alcott County Courthouse, the breeze lifting her dark hair as she spoke confidently into her microphone. “Opening arguments in the trial of the Interstate Killer, Aaron King, were scheduled to begin this morning. However, King reportedly fell in his cell just a few hours ago, splitting his lip on the sink. Prison officials tell us he required several stitches.”

      Luke snorted and popped another fry into his mouth. “Fell. I’ll bet he fell.”

      “My money’s on the guards,” Josie said, trying to engage him—the King case was one of his favorite topics of conversation lately—but Luke seemed not to hear her. She looked around. “Did you get me a cheeseburger?” she asked.

      No answer. From the depths of the cushions, he produced the remote control, using it to turn the volume up even louder.

      “Luke?” Josie said, but he dismissed her with a wave of his hand.

      Blue eyes flashing from the screen, Trinity Payne went on, “Aaron King is believed to be responsible for up to thirty murders in the state of Pennsylvania in the last four years, although investigators have only been able to link his DNA to eight of those murders, the most recent of which happened right here in Alcott County.”

      “Should have been my stop,” Luke said under his breath.

      It was a familiar refrain. A year earlier, the Interstate Killer had been caught by a state trooper who had pulled him over for a routine stop. King had been speeding along Route 80 in central Pennsylvania, down a stretch of highway that Luke usually patrolled. That night he had traded shifts with a coworker so he could go to dinner with Josie and her grandmother, Lisette, to celebrate Lisette’s birthday. Luke’s colleague had taken all the glory and fanfare for the capture of the serial killer who had terrorized the state for nearly four years.

      “I’m glad it wasn’t your stop. You could have been killed,” Josie pointed out, gently squeezing his thigh. His knee jerked away from her touch.

      Her hand recoiled and she felt the familiar sting of tears behind her eyes and blinked them back. She shouldn’t feel rejected—this had been going on for months now—but she did.

      “Luke,” Josie said, taking the remote from his hand and turning the volume down.

      “Hey,” he protested, sparing her a glance for the first time that day.

      She forced a smile. “I thought we were going to spend some time together today. Just you and me. No work, no distractions.”

      “I’m right here,” he said.

      No, you’re not, she thought. His gaze had already traveled back to the television.

      She picked up a mock-up of their wedding invitation from the coffee table. “I thought we could talk about the wedding. Your sister sent these for us to look over.”

      “Really?” he snapped.

      “Oh, well, we don’t have to use any of the invitations Carrieann sent. We can probably find others online. I’ll get my laptop.”

      “Please, Josie, not now.”

      Josie stared at him, her body stiffening. “Oh, okay. Well, maybe we could—”

      “Look, I just wanted to relax today, okay?”

      “Oh, sure, yeah,” Josie agreed. “We haven’t had much time to relax together lately, have we?” Her duties as Denton’s chief of police took up far more time than she had ever anticipated. She lived in a constant state of guilt. She knew that most of what he was struggling with had nothing to do with her, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that if she had more time for him, maybe he wouldn’t be drifting away from her more and more each day.

      She pushed closer to him, leaning into his side, but he shifted away from her, his fingers scrabbling along the bottom of his takeout container for the last of his fries. He tossed the empty box onto the other side of the couch and Josie raised an eyebrow. “Would you like me to throw that away for you?” she asked pointedly.

      “I got you a burger,” he said, as if he hadn’t heard a single word she’d said in the last five minutes. “It’s in the kitchen.” He motioned to the television. “Shh. They’re bringing him into the courthouse.”

      With a heavy sigh, Josie turned her gaze back to the screen. She heard Luke’s barely audible groan as the sheriff’s deputies led King from the car to the courthouse with a jacket over his head. “They don’t want to show how bad his lip looks,” Luke said.

      For the benefit of the viewing public, WYEP flashed King’s mug shot across the screen. King was young, only twenty-three, with pasty skin, unruly brown hair and a scraggly, wild beard. He had a long, narrow nose that hooked slightly at the end and dark eyes that seemed to penetrate right through the camera. Every time she saw his photo, it gave her the creeps. She was glad Luke hadn’t been the one to stop him; King had gone after the trooper who had made the stop with a machete, a fact which Luke overlooked each time he bemoaned his horrible luck in not having been there.

      By Josie’s estimation, Luke had had enough trauma to last a lifetime without adding a machete attack to the list. A year and a half earlier he’d been shot and nearly killed helping Josie solve a string of disappearances of teenage girls in her town.

      But that wasn’t the thing that had turned him from a loving, good-humored, passionate fiancé into the apathetic stranger before her. Four months earlier he had gone around to his friend Brady’s house to watch an NHL playoff game to find that Brady had shot his wife, Eva, and himself in a murder-suicide. The Conways had lived in the small town of Bowersville, out of Josie’s jurisdiction, so she hadn’t seen the aftermath of the crime, but Luke hadn’t been the same since. It was like Brady Conway had taken a part of Luke with him when he shot his wife and himself, and Josie wasn’t sure she would ever get it back. Try as she might, she couldn’t seem to reach him anymore. Each day brought a new degree of distance and a new level of sadness and uncertainty for Josie.

      “A real live serial killer,” Luke said. “I could have had that arrest. How many people can say they arrested a serial killer?”

      Josie could. “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be,” she said. She picked up the remote once more and turned the television off. “Luke, we have this time together today. I really thought we could—”

      He sat up straight, color flooding his face. “Hey, I was watching that.”

      He plucked the remote out of her hand and turned the television back on, blasting the volume once more.

      Josie said, “Luke, I’m trying to have a conversation with you.”

      His eyes remained glued to the screen. “About what?”

      “Whatever you want to talk about.”

      His gaze swept over the coffee table and then he met her eyes. “Please, Josie, I’m tired.”

      She was about to reply, but he was already engrossed in the WYEP broadcast again; a million miles from her even though there were only a few inches between their bodies. Not for the first time, she wondered what had happened to him. His tenderness, his innate sense of chivalry and his absolute normalcy were the things that had drawn her to him. She knew these bouts of coldness were not really about her. She understood that. But she wasn’t sure how many more of them she could take.

      She had suggested he get counseling; he clearly hadn’t processed what had happened to his friends and she suspected that he blamed himself. If he had arrived a few minutes earlier, maybe he would have been able to prevent the whole thing.

      Her cell phone rang into the cold silence between them and both their heads turned in the direction of the sound—she had left it on the foyer table. “I have to get that,” she said quietly.

      Crossing the room, she snatched the phone up and pressed it to her ear. “This is Josie.” It was Lieutenant Noah Fraley, her second-in-command.

      “Boss,” said Noah. “We have a situation. I think you need to come and meet me right now.”

      She didn’t ask why. She simply said, “Okay,” and listened as Noah rattled off an address she knew she should recognize, but that wouldn’t come to her in that moment. She hung up and grabbed her jacket from the closet.

      “Josie?” Luke called from the living room.

      “I have to go to work,” she said.
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      She hadn’t realized just how tightly knotted the muscles in her shoulder blades were until she was a mile away from home and her body finally started to relax. She knew she shouldn’t hide behind her work, but it was the only place she felt in control. But her relief quickly dissipated as she arrived at the address Noah had rattled off and suddenly realized why it had seemed so familiar to her.

      Noah stood outside of the large Victorian, a grim, fixed look on his face and a Denton PD patrol officer with a clipboard guarding the front door by his side. “We’ve got a crime scene?” Josie asked.

      Noah nodded.

      “Have you set up a perimeter?”

      “Yes. I’ve got someone on the back door as well. All points of entry are covered.”

      “Is she—is she dead?”

      Josie honestly didn’t know how she would feel if Noah told her that Misty Derossi was dead. It was no secret that Josie detested her; ever since she caught her late husband, Ray, sleeping with the notoriously promiscuous stripper, she’d found it difficult, but after Ray confessed he’d fallen in love with her, well, that changed everything.

      “No,” Noah said. “At least, not yet. EMTs already rushed her to the hospital. I’ve got a man following to report on her condition. A neighbor found her unconscious. An older woman who lives next door hadn’t seen Misty coming or going for a few days and came to check on her. She knocked and got no answer, so she went around to the back and said she found the back door partially open. She came inside and that’s when she found Misty unconscious on the living room floor. Then she called 911. Misty was beaten pretty badly. Most of the house is undisturbed but the living room is a mess. You’ll see.”

      Josie stilled her mind for a moment, resetting herself to put her personal feelings aside and treat this like any other case. She stepped past Noah and he followed her as she nodded to the patrol officer and watched him record her name onto the crime scene log. Just inside the front door, one of their crime scene officers had set up a small supply area.

      The city of Denton was roughly twenty-five square miles, many of those miles spanning the untamed mountains of central Pennsylvania with their one-lane winding roads, dense woods and rural residences spread far and wide. With a population edging over thirty thousand, it wasn’t big enough to have a crime scene unit, but they did have a small contingent of officers who were specially trained in evidence collection and scene preservation—an Evidence Response Team, or ERT.

      At the supply station, Josie and Noah donned Tyvek suits with booties, skull caps, and latex gloves. “Have you got someone canvassing the neighbors?” Josie asked. “To see if anyone saw anything?”

      “Yeah,” Noah replied. “I’ve got two officers out now.”

      As she followed Noah deeper into Misty’s home, she saw that he was right—the exquisitely furnished and carefully arranged rooms looked untouched. Josie and Noah had walked through this house once before, almost two years earlier, when Misty had gone missing after Ray’s death. The place was filled with ornate antique furniture that looked as uncomfortable as it did fancy. Apparently dancing at the local strip club was extremely lucrative.

      “Like I said, almost everything is in its place,” Noah said as they moved down the first-floor hall.

      “You said the neighbor found the back door ajar,” Josie said. “Any signs of forced entry?”

      Noah shook his head. “Nope. Either Misty left her back door unlocked or she let her attacker inside.”

      “Broken windows?”

      “None.”

      “Misty’s car?”

      “Parked around the back of the house in her garage.”

      Noah stopped at the entrance to a sitting room near the back of the house. He waved a hand, indicating she should enter first. “You ready? Watch your step.”

      Josie swallowed a gasp as she entered the room. The once pristine living room looked as though a tornado had torn through it; the hardwood floor was covered in glass, wood splinters and maimed pieces of furniture; the light-blue floral pattern of the area rug was splattered in blood; a few feet away, a small wooden coffee table lay splintered in half with a clump of blond hair hanging from the jaws of the broken wood. Josie counted three large lamps on their sides around her, shards of their hand-painted glass scattered around the room. One whole area of cream-colored wall to Josie’s left was caved in where someone had been thrown against it so violently the drywall had buckled. Josie took a few more careful steps into the room, a small white object next to one of the evidence markers drawing her attention. She knelt and pointed to it.

      “My God,” she said. “Is that a tooth?”

      She heard Noah take a breath. “Yeah,” he said. “Paramedics said Misty was missing one of her top front teeth.”

      She tore her eyes away to survey the rest of the room and counted three of her officers at work. One dusted the walls and furniture for prints while another vacuumed fibers from the round area carpet in the center of the room. The third officer followed the yellow plastic evidence markers that had been placed throughout the room, taking photographs of every detail. Clad in their white suits, just like Josie and Noah, all of them took slow and careful steps, as though walking across thin ice. They glanced up at her when they felt her watching.

      “Boss,” said the officer with the small, handheld vacuum.

      She nodded at him and he moved from the area rug to a thick, white fleece blanket discarded on the floor. He pointed to it and the photographer picked her way over and snapped several pictures of it. Then the blanket was flattened and vacuumed for any hairs or fibers remaining on it. A bloody handprint marred its clean white surface—Misty’s handprint, judging by the size of it.

      Then something else caught Josie’s gaze and she pointed to the item beside the couch.

      “Noah, what the hell is that?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The infant bouncer chair was a soft gray with green and yellow pastel polka dots. It lay on its side and the mobile that normally hung from the U-shaped bar over the seat had been snapped off, its soft zoo animals sad and scattered across the floor. Beside the bouncer lay a small stuffed elephant and a crumpled green blanket just big enough to swaddle a newborn.

      “There was a baby? She had a baby? Is it—?”

      “The baby’s not here,” Noah said quickly.

      That didn’t quell the awful feeling of anxiety blooming in Josie’s stomach.

      “I didn’t even know she was pregnant.”

      Noah nodded. “The neighbor said that Misty was due any day. Based on what we found in the upstairs bathroom, we believe she delivered the baby here at home. But there’s no sign of it. We found a dog locked in the basement, barking up a storm. The neighbor said she’d care for it until things get sorted out.”

      “When did she deliver?”

      “We don’t know, but I think it was in the last day or two. The neighbor says she saw Misty four days ago and she was nearly due.”

      “You think she was alone when she delivered?”

      “I don’t think so. Come upstairs.”

      Josie followed Noah up the steps and he led her past a room that Misty had obviously prepared as a nursery. Josie glanced in; the walls were yellow with animals dancing across them; the dresser, changing table and crib all looked newly bought. If Misty had really given birth in the last twenty-four to forty-eight hours, she wouldn’t have had a chance to use any of it.

      Noah led her past the nursery to the master bedroom and the first thing that hit Josie was the smell: stale sweat, a strange sweet smell that she couldn’t place, and the faint coppery scent she knew to be blood. The room was a mess. The massive bed, couched in an ornately carved mahogany bed frame was littered with crumpled towels and sheets, the bedspread tangled in a heap on the floor. Wadded towels, washcloths, and sheets made a trail into an adjoining bathroom, almost all of them covered in dried blood.

      “We’ve processed this room already, so you can move freely,” Noah told her.

      Josie went to the master bathroom. “She had her baby here.”

      “Yeah,” Noah said.

      Josie didn’t know much about childbirth, but she knew Misty must have had help.

      “Where’s her phone?” Josie asked.

      “We haven’t found it.”

      “Did the elderly neighbor see anyone coming or going? You interviewed the neighbors closest to her first thing, right?”

      “I did. I talked to them myself.”

      “Did they see anyone? Perhaps carrying a baby? Any unusual vehicles?”

      “No one saw anything,” Noah said.

      “We need to issue an Amber Alert for the baby immediately.”

      “Based on what?”

      “This meets the criteria. Amber Alerts are to let the community know when a child under eighteen is missing or has been abducted and is in imminent danger. If a newborn baby is not here and it’s not with its mother, then we need to treat this like an abduction. I’m not taking any risks, not with a newborn baby.”

      “Boss, we don’t even know the sex.”

      “Then you need to find out. Someone should be talking to her ob-gyn. What about her best friend? The one who called us when she went missing last time?”

      “I already have a call out to her,” Noah told her. “I found an appointment card on the fridge for a local ob-gyn and sent Gretchen over to their office to see what she could find out.”

      “Good,” Josie said.

      Gretchen Palmer was the department’s appointed detective. Josie had hired her shortly after she became chief of police and needed a detective to replace her. Gretchen was approaching forty and had worked as a detective in Philadelphia most of her career. She was seasoned and no-nonsense and a real asset to her team.

      Noah frowned. “We have no photo, no vehicle, no witnesses.”

      “I know. It’s not a lot to go on,” Josie said. “Let’s at least try to find out the sex as quickly as we can before we put out the alert. What about the father?”

      “According to the neighbor, Misty wouldn’t talk about him to anyone.”

      “So, it’s possible that this is domestic, and the father has the baby,” Josie said. “We need to find out who he is. We also need to work out who helped her deliver, and whether she was even planning a home birth.”

      “Boss? Lieutenant Fraley?” a voice from downstairs called. She recognized it as the officer standing sentry outside of the house. “Someone here to talk to you.”
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      Out on Misty’s wrap-around porch, a woman in her mid-twenties paced, hugging herself tightly. She was dressed in dark-blue jeans that were rolled at the bottom and cuffed neatly above a pair of strappy sandals. On top, she wore a black sweater over a white T-shirt. Her skin had the deep orange hue of a spray-on tan, clashing with the jet-black hair which flowed down her back in waves. When she saw Josie and Noah she raced over to them, opening her arms as though she were about to embrace one or both of them, then pulled up short, wrapping her arms back around herself again instead.

      “Can I help you?” Noah asked, pulling off his disposable head covering.

      For a moment, the woman’s eyes were drawn to Noah’s thick brown locks. Josie had to admit, they looked even more expertly tousled after the removal of the cap than they had before he put it on.

      “Ma’am?” Josie said.

      She smiled uncertainly, her eyes darting briefly toward Josie. “My name is Brittney. Lieutenant Fraley called me. I’m Misty’s best friend. Is she… is she okay?”

      Noah pulled off his latex gloves and extended a hand, which Brittney shook. “That’s me,” he said. “Miss Derossi is alive but badly injured. She’s at the hospital now. We don’t have word on her condition yet, but a neighbor found her unconscious.”

      One of Brittney’s hands flew to her mouth. “Oh my God. Is the baby okay?”

      Noah looked at Josie. “Brittney,” Josie said. “The baby is missing.”

      Brittney gasped. “What? What do you mean missing? She had the baby?”

      “Do you know if Misty was going to have a boy or a girl?” Josie asked.

      “A boy. Oh my God, where is he?”

      Josie ignored the question, asking her own instead. “When is the last time you spoke to or saw Misty?”

      Brittney touched a hand to her chest. “I don’t know. Maybe four, five days ago? I travel for work, so I’ve been out of town. I told her I’d be back for her due date. I texted her a couple of times yesterday and the day before, but she didn’t respond. I didn’t think anything of it. Sometimes if she is tired or feeling really shitty, she’ll take forever to return a text.”

      “When was her due date?” Josie asked.

      “Tomorrow. I just got back today.”

      “What do you do?” Noah asked.

      “I’m a sales rep for a pharmaceutical company. Wait—so, when did she have the baby?”

      “Sometime in the last twenty-four to forty-eight hours by the look of her bathroom.”

      The color drained from Brittney’s face. “Her bathroom?”

      “She gave birth at home,” Josie said. “Brittney, do you know—did she have a midwife lined up?”

      Brittney resumed pacing before them. “No. No, she didn’t. She was going to go to the hospital. I don’t understand. She didn’t call me. Who was here?”

      “We were hoping you could help us with that,” Noah said.

      “Brittney,” Josie said. “Did Misty tell you who the baby’s father is?”

      “No, it was a big secret. She wouldn’t even tell me. No one knew. She said maybe she would tell me after the baby was born.”

      “Why would she keep it a secret?”

      Brittney shrugged. “I don’t know. I told her whoever it was, it wasn’t a big deal—I mean, not to me. She was super sensitive about the whole thing. You know, she had an ectopic pregnancy when she was, like, twenty and it almost destroyed her insides. I was surprised she could even get pregnant, ’cause the doctors had told her she couldn’t. When it happened it was like this big miracle. So, I was joking with her that I really wanted to know what man finally knocked her up, but she wouldn’t say. She just said that there were some things she needed to get in order before she started telling people.”

      “Like what?” Josie asked.

      “I don’t know. It was weird, you know? She wouldn’t even tell me. We’ve been friends since kindergarten. I pushed her a lot at first, but then it got to the point where every time I brought it up she’d get really upset, so I stopped.”

      Josie frowned. “Is it possible that her pregnancy was a result of a non-consensual encounter?”

      Brittney stopped pacing and stared at Josie. “What? You mean like, rape?”

      “Yes. Would she have told you?”

      “I don’t know. I mean she had some problems now and then with customers where she worked—you know she worked at Foxy Tails, right?”

      “Yes,” Noah said.

      “Well, the guys there always got totally obsessed with her. I mean she was really good at her job. These dudes would come in night after night to watch her dance. She had a lot of regulars who would pay extra for private dances.”

      “She had relationships with several of those men, didn’t she?” Josie asked pointedly, ignoring the look Noah shot her.

      Brittney nodded. “Misty liked to play the field. I mean, there was one guy she was really serious about. Ray Quinn. He was a cop. Oh—” Brittney broke off and smiled awkwardly at them. “I guess you already knew that.”

      It occurred to Josie that Brittney had no idea who she was. The two had never met, but Josie had been on television a lot in the last eighteen months in her capacity as chief of police. Just one of the things she loathed about her new position. Of course, with Josie’s long dark hair beneath the cap she’d donned before entering the crime scene, Brittney probably didn’t recognize her.

      Josie said, “We knew Ray.”

      She felt Noah’s eyes burning a hole through her profile but didn’t look at him.

      Brittney said, “Yeah, well she was pretty serious about him. They were going to get married. She really wanted to settle down and always used to say that he was the kind of guy you would want to start a family with. He was like, the love of her life. The one, you know?”

      Josie felt a tiny stab just under her diaphragm. For a split second, the air was trapped in her throat and she couldn’t get it out. She did know. She knew exactly because Ray had been the love of Josie’s life. Her “one”. Misty had been a blip on his romantic radar. They’d only dated for about a year after Josie and Ray’s marriage broke up and Ray had never signed the divorce papers. Had refused to sign them, in fact. Not only that, but Josie knew by Misty’s own admission that she had also been sleeping with Ray’s best friend during that time.

      Before Josie could point out that fact, Noah said, “Did she date anyone after Ray’s death?”

      Brittney shook her head. “Not that I know of—I mean, not seriously.”

      Josie put a hand on her hip. “We need to know who she was sleeping with after Ray passed.”

      Brittney stared at Josie, two circles of pink rising in her orange cheeks. “Oh, well, I can tell you a few of them…”

      “A few of them?” Noah said, not quietly enough.

      “Well, yeah, she… there were… Misty didn’t have a serious boyfriend besides Ray, but she always had men, you know?”

      “What do you mean, she had men?” Josie said.

      Brittney shrugged. “Well, there were a lot of men interested in her. She likes the attention. Some of them she kind of felt bad for so, you know, she would have her flings. A lot of guys got obsessed with her, but she was never serious about them. You have to understand that Misty didn’t consider a relationship to be monogamous unless she was married. That’s why she planned to stop working and seeing everyone else after she married Ray.”

      “But she slept with married men,” Josie said. “Is there a possibility that the father of the baby is married and that’s why she thought people would judge her?”

      Another shrug. “Well, I guess so, but I think she still would have told me. I mean I knew about most of the married guys she slept with so it’s not like it would have been a big surprise if one of them was the father. She probably still would have told me.”

      Noah looked upward and Josie could see he was making calculations in his head. “She would have gotten pregnant sometime in December—probably the first week or two—can you think back to then? Do you remember her ever acting strangely? Or being upset, or withdrawn?”

      Brittney touched her chin thoughtfully. “No. If anything, she seemed happy during that time. I remember thinking it was weird, you know, because it was near the holidays. The first Christmas without Ray and all? I thought she would be really depressed. I mean, I didn’t really see her because I was away training for my job, but we texted and talked on the phone. I remember feeling relieved that she wasn’t, like, suicidal. I mean I remember in high school she was ra—”

      Brittney stopped abruptly.

      “She was assaulted when you were in high school?” Josie coaxed.

      Brittney’s gaze dropped to the ground. “I shouldn’t say anything. It’s not my place to—she never wanted to talk about it. She told me, but that was it. She was a mess though. For months after that.”

      “Did she report it?” Josie asked.

      “No, no. It was a guy she was seeing, and she said that it would be his word against hers. She just didn’t think anyone would take her seriously. She stopped seeing him after that, obviously. But she was messed up for a long time after. She didn’t seem that way when she got pregnant. She was really happy about it.”

      “But she wouldn’t talk about the father,” Noah said. It wasn’t a question.

      Brittney shrugged. “I think she would have eventually, once she sorted out whatever needed sorting.”

      “We’ll need those names,” Josie told her. “Of the men she was seeing—everyone she saw since Ray’s death, even guys she was seeing before Ray died.”

      Noah pulled out a notebook and wrote down the names as Brittney rattled them off. Some of them, Josie recognized. “Get somebody to run down all of their alibis for the last forty-eight hours,” Josie told Noah.

      He nodded and looked back at Brittney. “Anyone else? Anything else you can think of that might be important? You mentioned the customers at Foxy Tails. Could one of them have been fixated enough on Misty to attack her?”

      “I don’t know. Anything’s possible. I mean she’s had some stalkers over the years for sure. None that have ever gotten violent though. You should talk to her boss, Butch. He would know better than me.”

      “Of course,” Noah said.

      “One last thing,” Josie said. “You said Misty knew she was having a boy. Did she have a name picked out?”

      Brittney smiled. “Yeah. Victor Raymond. Cute, right?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Josie watched from the porch as Brittney pulled away in her old model Toyota Camry, heading to the hospital to sit by Misty’s bedside. The name was bothering her. The Raymond part hurt, of course, but she had only ever known one Victor in her lifetime, and he’d been evil to the core. In fact, Victor Quinn had routinely beaten his wife while his young son hid under the kitchen table or behind the couch. Ray used to tell her that the amount of blood and guts he saw on the job couldn’t hold a candle to what he’d seen in his own home before the age of thirteen.

      Had Misty really named her baby after Ray’s father? Not for the first time, Josie had the sense that Misty had somehow appropriated her life and was mismanaging it horribly.

      “Boss?”

      She looked away from Brittney’s tail lights to see Noah staring at her with a furrowed brow. Josie sighed. “Yes?”

      “You want to ask for that Amber Alert now?”

      “Yes. Immediately.”

      “You think it will do any good? With so little information?” he asked.

      “There is always a chance that if we issue the alert, someone will notice a friend or family member who suddenly has a newborn child with them and call us. We can’t take any chances with this. The Amber Alert is top priority. When we’re done here, we’ll head over to Foxy Tails and talk to the boss. Do you have Misty’s cell phone number?”

      Noah flipped through a few pages in his notepad and showed it to her. She keyed it into her own phone and called it, but was sent directly to voicemail. “Call the station, have someone there write up some warrants,” Josie told Noah. “We’ll find out where the phone last pinged, see if we can triangulate its location. Although, if I just stole someone’s baby, I wouldn’t be carrying around their phone.”

      “You’re assuming we’re dealing with someone smart,” Noah said.

      “Listen, I want someone going through Misty’s personal effects. See if there is anything useful. Let’s try not to damage anything though. If the department has to pay to replace any of her furniture, it’s going to get expensive.”

      As Noah nodded and started walking back toward the entrance of the house, a black Chevrolet Cruze pulled into Misty’s driveway and Detective Gretchen Palmer hopped out, raising a hand in greeting as she approached. She was dressed in what Josie had come to think of as her uniform: black slacks with a white Denton PD polo shirt under a black leather jacket that had seen better days. It was a man’s leather jacket and had been worn and scuffed over many years. Josie was certain there was a story there, but it wasn’t her place to ask.

      “Boss,” Gretchen said, addressing Josie as she reached the top of the porch steps, her notebook already out. She pulled a pair of reading glasses from the inside of her jacket, slipped them on and ran a hand through her short, brown spiked hair as she read off her findings. “Met with the ob-gyn. Derossi wasn’t planning a home birth. Due date was tomorrow—she was having a boy—and they were going to induce her next week if she didn’t go into labor on her own. In fact, she had an appointment she missed yesterday. She came to them about two months into her pregnancy. Everything was picture perfect. No complications. Baby healthy as can be. She never mentioned the father, and there was nothing on her chart. While I was there, I popped down to the emergency room. Miss Derossi’s skull is fractured and there’s some bleeding on the brain. They’ll likely need to do surgery. She also has a missing tooth, a fractured wrist, and severe bruising on her forearms and on her throat. Looks like someone tried to choke her and she fought back pretty hard so our bad guy hit her over the head to knock her out and make his escape.”

      “Jesus,” Josie said. “We have to find the baby. What else have you got?”

      Gretchen flipped a page in her notebook. “They think the head injury was sustained within the last few hours. The docs also said she probably gave birth yesterday; she’s still bleeding a lot and there’s some tearing. Whoever was with her didn’t sew her up. They’ll do that at the hospital now, and they’ve already called for an ob-gyn consult.”

      Josie grimaced. “Is that typical? Do midwives usually stitch women up if they… tear during home births?”

      Gretchen looked at her over top of her reading glasses. “Most midwives would, so long as the tear wasn’t too complicated or deep.”

      “So, we can safely assume that whoever was here with her yesterday and helped her deliver her baby, most likely wasn’t professionally trained and didn’t have Misty’s safe recovery as a priority. If it was the same person, they let an entire day go by and then took her baby by force.”

      “Strange, isn’t it?”

      “Because why would you need to take the baby by force after all that? Why not just wait till the mom was asleep and sneak off with him?” Josie said, thinking aloud.

      “You think there was another person.”

      “Yes. There was someone who helped her deliver the baby and someone else who took the baby. I don’t think they are one and the same.”

      “Is it possible this person took the midwife with him?”

      Josie shook her head. “I don’t know. We’re assuming it was a midwife. Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe the person who helped her deliver was working with the person who took the baby—or maybe they’re in trouble too. We don’t have enough evidence to make an educated guess either way. But just to be safe, better check on all the trained midwives in Denton. There can’t be that many.”

      Gretchen made a notation on her pad.

      “Anything else?” Josie asked.

      “Yeah. There were no issues with any of the testing done during Misty’s pregnancy. From a cursory exam of Misty herself, she doesn’t appear to have had a complicated birth. So, we should be looking for a healthy baby. As long as whoever took him takes care of him, he should be okay.”

      Josie shook her head. This was about as far from okay as it got.
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      The search of Misty’s home turned up little more, aside from an ornate antique desk with several locked drawers on each side, but no sign of a key. Noah suggested breaking into it but by the looks of it, having it fixed when Misty had recovered would cost more than the department’s monthly gas budget. Instead, Josie had one of her officers call a locksmith to see if it could be opened with minimal damage. One of Josie’s primary responsibilities as chief was keeping the department afloat financially. She no longer had the luxury of jumping into a case with the sole purpose of solving it; every decision had to be weighed against the department’s budget constraints.

      One of Josie’s senior officers managed to find his way into Misty’s laptop, but even that held little in the way of helpful information or leads on a suspect. They could see the sites she visited frequently—her banking site and email, which were useless without a password, Amazon, Babies “R” Us and a site called “Your Pregnancy Week by Week”—but none of that told them anything that would help locate her baby.

      Josie hoped they’d get something from the prints taken at Misty’s house, although that would take time as well, as they had to use the services of the state police for all fingerprint searches. It often took a few days, but Josie thought she might be able to convince them to expedite it, especially with such a fragile life at stake.

      Josie felt a small thrill working alongside her officers at the crime scene, like she was just a detective again, not stuck behind a desk facing a mountain of paperwork. God, she missed this.

      She was pulled away from her thoughts by the sudden buzzing, ringing and vibrating of cell phones all around her. The state police must have accepted the Amber Alert, thought Josie with relief. They were in charge of reviewing all Amber Alert requests and then issuing them once accepted. Now all Josie’s team could do was wait.

      She and Noah stepped outside, peeling off their suits. They had done all they could at Misty’s house, gleaned as much information as they could without the kind of testing you could only expect from a lab. “I’ll head over to Foxy Tails with you,” she said.

      Noah froze and stared at her. “You sure?”

      The last time she’d been to the club had been the night that she caught Ray locked in a passionate embrace with Misty. It was common knowledge on the force and Josie didn’t want to set foot in the place ever again, but the buzz of being back in the field and the thought of Luke’s cold reception waiting for her at home was enough to persuade her otherwise. Besides, Ray was long gone, and Misty’s baby was missing. Her own feelings about Misty had to be put aside. She had a job to do.

      “Yes,” she said. “I’m sure.”

      “Boss,” one of the patrol officers called. Noah had started calling her boss immediately after she took the position of chief. It was kind of a joke, but now it was what everyone called her. Anything was better than chief. No one would ever replace her predecessor.

      Josie and Noah turned to look toward the street where the patrol officer was pointing. Beneath a slowly darkening evening sky, a black stretch limousine sat curbside.

      “Well,” Noah said. “That’s not something you see every day.”

      One of the tinted windows toward the back of the limo rolled down, and Mayor Tara Charleston’s face peeked out. Her brow was severely arched. “Chief Quinn,” she called. “A word?”

      Josie looked at Noah. He shrugged. With a sigh, she pulled off her Tyvek booties and made her way to the limousine. The door opened as she approached, and she climbed in, pulling it closed behind her. The mayor was alone in the back, enveloped in one of its long, taupe leather seats wearing a deep-blue evening gown with pearls to match, her dark hair swept back in an elegant French twist.

      “Oh shit,” Josie said.

      She tried to pat down her own hair, which had reacted to the static electricity from her cap. She probably looked like she’d stuck her finger in a socket.

      Tara frowned at her. “You forgot, didn’t you?”

      “The benefit. Tara, I’m really sorry,” Josie said.

      “Did you even buy a dress?” Tara asked.

      “Of course I did. I—” She broke off, thinking about the slinky black dress that hung on the back of her bathroom door, of how she had agonized for months over what kind of dress the city’s first-ever female chief of police should wear to her first charity benefit—a benefit thrown by the mayor to fund the women’s center she’d always wanted to build. Josie hated hoity-toity, fancy, dress-up events—she hadn’t even enjoyed her prom—but she thought the women’s center the mayor was proposing was sorely needed in their city. It would be a tremendous resource for the women of Denton. Plus, she was chief now. Apparently, these were the types of things chiefs of police got behind and attended. She wondered absently if Luke was waiting at her house in his tuxedo, or if he’d even remembered at all.

      “Chief Quinn, you know how important this benefit is to me. I’ve worked for months to put this together. Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to get Eric Dunn and Peter Rowland in the same room? The promises I had to make? Even a small donation from just one of them could make the difference between building this women’s center and scrapping the whole project.”

      “I know,” Josie said. “I’m sorry.”

      Peter Rowland was a billionaire who had grown up in Denton. He had gone on to make a fortune developing state-of-the-art security and surveillance systems which he sold the world over to various companies, especially casinos. He lived in New York City, but Josie knew he still kept a home in Denton. Eric Dunn was a casino mogul who had been trying for months to close a deal to build a casino on some unused land just inside Denton’s city limits. Josie knew from her previous conversations with Tara that Rowland was interested in negotiating a contract with Dunn to have his security system installed at Dunn’s casino in Denton and any other casino Dunn opened in the future. Personally, Josie thought opening a casino in Denton was a horrible idea, but she understood that Tara was only interested in Dunn’s money. That was what politicians did: they used people. Josie hadn’t been able to figure out Tara’s angle in inviting—damn near insisting—that Josie come to the benefit, but she was a little relieved to have gotten out of it.

      “I did buy a dress,” she assured Tara. “I had every intention of attending.” She motioned toward the outside, where Misty’s huge Victorian sat now dark and silent, the officers packing up their crime scene kit and evidence. “But we’ve got a serious situation here.”

      “I know,” Tara said. She opened her clutch purse and pulled out a cell phone which she waved at Josie. “I got the Amber Alert and made a call to the station and found out where you all were. This is her house, isn’t it?”

      For a moment, Josie simply stared at her. The way Tara said the word “her” was the same way Josie had said it since she’d found out about Ray’s affair. The way any woman would when referring to their husband’s mistress, like something dirty in their mouths that they couldn’t wait to spit out.

      Tara dropped her phone back into her clutch and looked out the window. “I knew she lived in this neighborhood, but I’ve never been here before.”

      “We are talking about Misty Derossi, right?” Josie asked.

      Tara nodded, her gaze lingering on Misty’s house while Josie waited for her to speak again. When she did, her voice was low. “My husband had an affair with her.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Josie said, not as shocked as she should have been. She couldn’t help but wonder if Misty had been sleeping with Tara’s husband while she was engaged to Ray. It wasn’t impossible.

      Tara met Josie’s eyes. “He thinks he is the father of her baby.”

      Josie said nothing.

      “I’m not so sure.”

      “Why do you think he isn’t?”

      Again, Tara’s gaze flitted away from Josie. She sounded exhausted. “Not many people know this, but my husband and I can’t have children. It’s me, not him. We always said we would adopt, or at least foster children or something like that, but then life just got in the way. We both had our careers… I found out about his affair in November of last year.”

      “Misty would have become pregnant sometime in the first two weeks of December,” Josie pointed out.

      “Right. Well, my husband claims they… saw each other one more time after things broke off. Late November, early December. I told him the timing doesn’t necessarily add up, but he refused to believe me. Honestly, I think he wants it to be his baby. He had these grand plans for raising it, co-parenting with her while still being married to me.” Here, Tara laughed harshly and rolled her eyes. “Men can be such idiots sometimes. Anyway, he finally confronted her. Imagine his surprise when he found out he wasn’t the only person she was sleeping with.” Here Josie detected a small amount of satisfaction in Tara’s expression.

      “Did he let it go after that?” Josie asked.

      “Eventually. At first, he said he’d insist on a DNA test, but over time he gave up on the idea. We’ve been in counseling. I’m sure you can imagine the strain the entire thing has put on our marriage.”

      Josie wanted very badly to ask why Tara stayed in the marriage at all, but held her tongue. Tara was ambitious, and Josie knew that her husband, a well-respected surgeon, was good for the image she liked to project of a power couple ready, willing, and able to lead the city of Denton. The scandal would not play well if she wanted to be re-elected. Nor would a divorce.

      “Why are you really here?” Josie asked.

      “I imagine your first line of inquiry will be into who the father of the baby is.”

      Josie remained silent. She wasn’t sure she liked where this was going.

      “I wanted to head you off at the pass. Save you some time by letting you know that my husband’s name would likely appear on your list of potential fathers.”

      “I appreciate your candor,” Josie said. “Where is your husband, by the way?”

      At this, Tara smiled. “He’s at the hospital. He was called in for an emergency surgery a few hours ago.”

      That didn’t absolve Tara’s husband since they really had no idea of the precise time Misty had been attacked, but Josie understood what Tara was offering, so she said, “If your husband has an alibi, why are we having this conversation?”

      “Because I was hoping that having eliminated him as a suspect, it wouldn’t need to be made public record that he was sleeping with Misty Derossi.”

      “You understand that my department will have to verify his alibi, don’t you?”

      “Yes, of course. I’m only asking for some… discretion.”

      “I can be discreet as long as there’s nothing criminal going on.”

      Tara bristled. She had expected total compliance, but Josie wasn’t going to give it to her. There was a baby missing, and Josie was going to find him no matter what stones she had to kick over—and no matter whose feathers she ruffled.

      Slowly, Tara reached into her clutch and pulled out a compact which she flipped open, checking her eyeliner. “You know, we’ve never really discussed it, but you’re still considered an interim chief.”

      “What exactly are you saying?”

      Tara continued to look into the small mirror, running a fingernail beneath one of her eyelids. “I’m saying, my first choice for chief of police of this city probably wouldn’t be someone with a history like yours. All that business last year and then the excessive force allegation.”

      “That’s all it ever was,” Josie pointed out. “An allegation. Made by a junkie who overdosed two months after I took this position. You know that.”

      Tara snapped the compact shut, her eyes burning into Josie’s. “And you know that you have kept your position as chief because I have allowed you to do so. What I should have done after Chief Harris died was find a candidate with the right experience and an impeccable record.”

      Josie nearly blurted out the words, “Then fire me” but stopped herself. She’d never wanted to be chief, and missed the kind of hands-on police work her staff got to do, but she didn’t need a war with the mayor right now. She needed to find Misty’s baby. Instead, she said, “My staff are loyal to me. They know me and trust me—in no small part because I was Chief Harris’ choice to take over. I was his choice because I was clean, and I got the job done. I will be as discreet as I can, Mayor Charleston, but if I find out your husband is implicated in anything illegal, my discretion goes out the window.”

      Tara glared at her. Her unspoken threat filled up the air between them, making it fizz with tension.

      Josie pasted a fake smile onto her face and gripped the door handle. “Well,” she said. “I’m glad we had this chat. I’ll be in touch.”
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