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         February 19

         AMBER ALERT

         
ISSUED FOR: MAINE

Tala Lewis

         
	Missing Date: February 17


            	Missing From: Eastrock, ME


            	Age Now: 17 years old


            	Sex: Female


            	Race: Filipino


            	Hair Color: Dark Brown


            	Eye Color: Brown


            	Height: 5 feet 9 inches


            	Weight: 130 pounds


            	Description: The child was last seen wearing a purple coat, black sweater, jeans and black boots.


            	Anyone having any information should call 911.

         

 .

         
            March 31, 2017

            POLICE EXPAND SEARCH FOR MISSING TEEN:

            MISSING EASTROCK GIRL MAY HAVE GONE TO NEW YORK, FRIENDS SAY

            By Mark Picard, Herald staff writer

            EASTROCK—Police are widening the search for missing Eastrock teenager Tala Lewis.

            “We’re exploring the possibility that Tala may have left the state,” said state trooper Detective Neve Graham. “Obviously, we just want to bring Tala home.”

            Tala, 17, was last seen February 17 after spending time with friends. Those same friends say she was supposed to meet them that night, but never showed.

            “She was happy that day,” said best friend Kendra Granger. “We hung out with friends and made plans to go to New York after graduation. She said she couldn’t wait to get out of here.”

            “I can’t believe she’d just take off,” said friend Luke Pelletier. “But the only place she’d go is New York. She wouldn’t leave her friends for any other reason.”

            While friends and family have a hard time believing Tala would leave without word, police say that many runaways eventually end up in larger cities where they can blend in and avoid attention.

            Tala was last seen wearing a sweater, coat and boots. She is 5'9" tall with dark hair and eyes. Anyone with information should call 911 or the Maine State Police.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

            April 26, 2017

         

         [image: ]There were three words Neve Graham hated to hear. They echoed in her ears as a twig snapped beneath the sole of her boot. They found something.

         It was late April, but there were still patches of snow in the heavily sheltered woods, despite it being a sunny day. Another few rains and it would be gone soon. New shoots of life burst through the dirt, rotting vegetation giving away to something vibrant and green, despite the stubborn snow.

         God, she hated spring. It smelled like death to her, all that decay stripped bare by the slow but relentless thaw.

         “You see it yet?” called a voice.

         Neve turned. Coming along the path toward her was Charlotte deBaie, death investigator for the area. “Just got here,” she replied. “Can I carry some of that?”

         Charlotte waved her away as they started down the rough path down the rocky hill. “Do you think it’s her?”

         “It’s someone.” When she’d gotten the call earlier, she’d been told that hikers had found human remains at the Edgeport state park, commonly referred to simply as “the Falls” by locals. The area only had one missing person, but that was one too many as far as Neve was concerned. Part of her wanted to give the family closure, but there was no goddamn way she looked forward to making that visit.

         Maybe it was a tourist. A lone hiker who hadn’t told anyone where they were going. It was possible—it happened occasionally.

         Charlotte’s boot skidded on a loose rock. Neve reached up to steady her. She really didn’t want to break the larger woman’s fall at the bottom of the bank. Plus, the guys would make lesbian jokes for the next month, regardless of the fact that both Neve and Charlotte were in relationships with men.

         When they finally reached bottom, they had to pick their way along the rocky terrain bordering the river to where the falls growled and splashed. A young man was sitting partway up the steep incline. Neve recognized him as Gareth Hughes, one of the caretakers of the park. He was pale and perched on a rock about ten feet below the bridge that allowed hikers to cross over the falls.

         “Climbed all that way down just to climb up again,” Charlotte muttered, watching where she stepped. “Sounds about right.”

         Neve smiled slightly. “Better to come down the path than that.” She pointed where Gareth sat. That was just an invitation for a broken neck, which was what had probably happened to the person he’d found. There was a path from the parking lot to the upper level of the falls as well, but it was tricky terrain.

         Finally, they reached the base of the falls, where they were soon joined by Gareth’s brother, Owen, and Neve’s fellow state trooper Vickie Moore, who was in uniform and the first on the scene. There were others as well, but Neve was primary since it was a female body. She’d been looking for Tala Lewis for two months, ever since the girl went missing.

         Neve and Charlotte suited up to preserve the scene and made their way twenty feet up the side of the falls. The rocks and vegetation were wet from melt and rushing water, making it a slippery mess.

         “Be careful,” Neve cautioned as her own toe slipped on a slimy patch. Damn booties.

         “Not my first rodeo, girlie,” Charlotte replied, deftly avoiding the same spot. Somehow, she managed to look cool and graceful while a tiny trickle of sweat ran down Neve’s back.

         Gareth reached down to give her a hand up the last couple of feet. Then, when Neve stepped to the side, he helped Charlotte as well. The bridge was only a few feet away—a good place for anyone else to stand so as not to contaminate the scene any more than it already was.

         “Where is it?” Neve asked the younger man.

         He pointed to a pile of rocks that looked as though it had been part of a landslide at one time. Behind them, Neve saw alders, more rocks, and a boot. A boot that looked as though it might still have a foot in it. She swallowed. She’d been doing this job for ten years now, and it never got any easier.

         She and Charlotte approached in single file, Neve stepping on the hard rocks in an attempt to preserve the scene as much as possible. She paused on top of the largest boulder and looked down.

         Shit.

         The body had been a young woman at one time. It was surrounded and still partially covered by rocks. Long black hair stuck to the scalp and tangled with debris on the ground. She wore a puffy purple jacket, ripped and stained with blood, and jeans stuffed into black boots. Her skin was almost the same color as her coat, with patches of red. Freezer burn, Neve thought. It wasn’t the bloat that got to her—or even the smell. Thank God it was still too cool for bug activity, and the rocks had kept her covered until meltoff started. No, what got to Neve was the grimace, and there always seemed to be a grimace. It was the one reminder that what they were looking at used to be alive. The girl’s revealed a slightly crooked eyetooth.

         Charlotte began taking photos with her phone. “It’s her, isn’t it?”

         Neve nodded, her throat tight. They both knew they’d have to compare dental records before they could say anything publicly, but there was no doubt in her mind. “It’s Tala Lewis.”

         And it was obvious her death hadn’t been an accident.

         
              

         

         The moment Audrey Harte saw the unmarked police car pull into the drive, she knew something bad had happened. Detective Neve Graham was a friend, but things had been strained between them ever since Neve made it clear she didn’t fully trust Audrey, or her fiancé, Jake. It wasn’t that Audrey blamed her; Neve had every reason to be wary as a cop, but not as a friend. Audrey would never betray her that way.

         So if Neve was there, unannounced, then something bad had happened. Audrey turned away from the workers building an extension onto the old farmhouse that would soon be her Grace Ridge facility for troubled teens and walked toward the spot where Neve had parked under an ancient apple tree. There would be blossoms on the tree in a few weeks, toward the end of May, but for now it was thick with buds. It was obvious back there, on what locals referred to as “the Ridge,” that spring had truly arrived.

         Neve climbed out of the car and shut the door. She wore a black pantsuit and white shirt that indicated she was on duty. Was it Jake? Audrey’s mother? No, someone would have called her, unless it was really bad.

         “What’s wrong?” Audrey demanded, closing the distance between them with long strides.

         Neve leaned against the car. Her dark hair was back in a tight bun, but curls had managed to escape regardless. They had met as children, and Neve had been the first black person Audrey had ever seen that wasn’t on television. Audrey was also the first person Neve ever met whose eyes were different colors. They’d been fascinated by each other, and became pretty good friends.

         Then Neve’s father arrested Audrey and her best friend for murder and put an end to that.

         Neve crossed her arms over the chest of her button-down. “We found a body this morning.”

         Audrey’s shoulders sagged. “Tala Lewis?”

         Neve nodded. She looked defeated. “Yeah.”

         “Shit. Alisha is going to be heartbroken.” Alisha was Jake’s niece, who’d been good friends with the girl who’d disappeared a couple of months ago. Alisha clung to the hope that her friend had taken off to New York or LA to pursue her dreams of becoming an actress. She was convinced that Tala would send word as soon as she was settled in, even though the girl was much more considerate than that and would never let people worry about her.

         “I’m going to ask you not to say anything to her until we know for sure. I haven’t talked to the parents yet.”

         “Of course.” She didn’t like keeping secrets from Alisha, but she couldn’t be expected not to share the news with friends, and her mother—Jake’s sister, Yancy—had a reputation as a gossip. It would be all over town before suppertime.

         Neve was silent for a moment, giving Audrey a chance to study her. She looked exhausted; there were dark circles under her wide eyes, and tension in her brow. “What else?” she prompted. It was obvious now that Neve had sought her out not because of Alisha, but because she needed to talk. “Is it Bailey?” Bailey was the daughter of Neve’s boyfriend and was currently incarcerated at a juvenile facility, awaiting trial for the murder of her stepmother, Maggie. The same Maggie whose father Audrey had helped kill.

         It all felt so very incestuous.

         “No. She’s good. The lawyers are optimistic.” She shifted against the car, turning so that her back was against the driver’s door. “The body we found had been stabbed. Multiple times.”

         “The body” rather than Tala. Either Neve was being very diligent about not committing to the victim’s identity, or she was trying to be impersonal. “I don’t suppose there’s any way it could have been accidental?”

         Neve gave her a sharp look, as if questioning her intelligence. “We found her back the Falls. Someone had taken the time to cover the body with rocks.”

         Audrey leaned against the car as well. A cool breeze ruffled her hair. “So now you have to tell the parents their daughter was murdered.”

         “By someone who seems to know the area and had the thought to leave her in a spot where she was very unlikely to be found. If it wasn’t for the park guys doing some work, we might not have found her. Once the warm weather hit . . .”

         She didn’t have to explain any further. Audrey had worked with the police enough—and watched enough TV—to have an idea what bugs and animals could do to a corpse.

         “You’re thinking it was someone local.”

         Neve sighed. “I hate the cases with murdered kids. I thought when I left New York I was leaving this kind of stuff behind.”

         Audrey didn’t know exactly what had happened, but she knew Neve had been shot and almost died, and that her parents had begged her to give up the city, because her father had almost been killed on the job years earlier. It was the reason they’d moved to Edgeport.

         “It’s been getting worse,” Neve continued.

         “Since I came home,” Audrey supplied, because of course it was all about her.

         “Shut up.” Neve scowled at her. “You coming home didn’t have anything to do with what Bailey did, or this. It’s just that I’ve been much more affected by crimes involving kids because of it.”

         “Welcome to my world.” Audrey had started into her career as a forensic juvenile psychologist because of her own background, but it soon became more than that. She wanted to help kids, but now her life was so full of wounded and even criminal teenagers that she sometimes wondered if she’d become desensitized to the very issues she wanted to help solve.

         “No. You’re trying to help these kids. I’m the bad guy. I had to arrest Bailey.” She closed her eyes and leaned her head back. “I don’t want to be my frigging father.”

         Ah. Audrey supposed she ought to have seen that one coming, but Neve didn’t talk much about her father, or what she thought of him. Really, Audrey was the last person fit to comment on the mental and emotional health of Everett Graham.

         “You’re not your father any more than I’m mine.”

         Neve shot her an arch glance. “Seriously?”

         “Hey, I might be like him, but I’m also a fully grown woman capable of making my own decisions. I’m not my father, and you’re a better cop than your father ever was. At least you care.” That might have been overstepping, but Neve didn’t seem to mind.

         “She was stabbed to death, Audrey. I’ve never seen anything so brutal.”

         Audrey’s lips compressed. It was obvious Neve was affected by this case if she felt she needed to discuss it when she oughtn’t. “It was personal.”

         Neve nodded. “Very. If this was one of those criminal shows we’d be discussing overkill.”

         Audrey liked procedurals. “So, what are you going to do?”

         Neve sighed and tilted her head back as she met her gaze. “Wait for ID to be confirmed and the autopsy results to come in, and then I’m afraid I’m going to have to start looking for a murderer.”

         Audrey’s smile was grim. “I’ve got an alibi.”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         [image: ]Did you hear they found a body?”

         Alisha Tripp’s head whipped up so fast a spasm ran down her neck. She stared into heavily lined wide eyes. Lucy Villeneuve plunked her skinny jean–clad ass into the seat beside her on the bus. Lucy lived close to Ryme, which was on the other side of Edgeport from Eastrock, where the high school was located, which meant Alisha was probably going to have to listen to Lucy for her entire ride home, as Alisha’s stop was first.

         Lucy was something like what Alisha’s mother was accused of being—a gossip.

         “No,” she replied, which was true. Even if it weren’t, she wouldn’t tell Lucy.

         “Kendra’s mother said she saw the cops going back the park road this morning—meat wagon too.”

         Alisha grimaced. “Meat wagon” was one of those terms that unsettled her stomach, kind of like “genital warts,” or “trust me.” Or maybe it was the idea of them finding someone that made her feel queasy.

         Now that she took a good look at Lucy, she could tell the girl’s expression wasn’t eager at all, but concerned, and she immediately felt bad. Lucy, Kendra Granger, and Tala had been best friends since Tala moved to Eastrock last summer. Of course Lucy would be worried that the body they’d found was Tala—Alisha was.

         She and Tala hadn’t started becoming friends until just before Christmas, but they’d become close incredibly fast. Alisha hadn’t had a best friend since Bailey was sent away. She had lots of friends, but not one she would trust with her secrets, not until Tala. And Tala had trusted her too.

         “Tala would never go back the Falls,” she muttered. “Not by herself.”

         “Maybe she wasn’t by herself,” Lucy suggested with a lift of her eyebrow. “Randy was around that night.”

         Alisha frowned. She knew what Lucy was implying. Tala never would have gone off with a loser like Randy Dyer. Would she? “Don’t be stupid.”

         The other girl slumped against the bus seat, her body turned toward Alisha, who set her book bag between them as a way of maintaining her own space. “I don’t want it to be Tala, you know. I just want them to find something.”

         “I know,” Alisha murmured. “Me too.”

         “And poor Luke. This has been absolutely tragic for him.”

         That wouldn’t be the word Alisha would choose, but it was appropriate. Luke Pelletier and Tala had been dating for almost two months when she disappeared. Of all of them, he’d taken her disappearance the hardest—the most personal. Why would she just up and desert her friends and family? Her boyfriend? People said she went to New York, but Alisha couldn’t believe Tala wouldn’t at least let her parents know she was okay. She wasn’t that selfish or unthinking.

         She turned her attention toward the back of the bus, where Luke sat. He lived in Edgeport too. He sat by himself—the space where Tala used to sit empty—and stared out the window. Something pinched in Alisha’s chest at the sight of him. Suddenly, he turned his head. She didn’t look away fast enough. She forced a little smile when his gaze met hers. Surprisingly, he smiled back. It wasn’t much, just a twitch at one corner of his mouth, but it was something. Then he went back to staring out the window.

         She wondered if he’d heard they’d found a body.

         “Kendra’s been a mess,” Lucy was saying. “I mean, so have I, but Ken’s been really wrecked. I stayed over at her place the other night and I woke up in the middle of the night. She was standing by the window, crying. I was like, ‘What’s wrong?’ and she told me she was upset about Tala. That she just felt so bad all she could do was cry.”

         Alisha looked the other girl in the eye. “She probably wouldn’t like you telling me that.”

         Lucy shrugged. “Are you going to say anything to her?”

         “No.” She wasn’t a shit-disturber.

         “Then it doesn’t fucking matter, does it?”

         At that precise moment, Alisha decided she didn’t much care for Lucy, and like her uncle Jake and her great-grandmother, when she decided she didn’t like someone, there was no changing her mind. “You’re a lousy friend, Luce.”

         The girl’s face flushed, and her eyes glittered. “Fuck you, Alisha.” She grabbed her stuff and stood up—never mind that the bus was moving. For a second, Alisha imagined what might happen if they had to come to a sudden stop. She watched as Lucy stomped to the back of the bus and dropped into the empty spot next to Luke. He didn’t even look at her.

         Alisha turned away and pulled her phone out of her bag. She texted her uncle Jake. He’d know if they’d actually found a body back the Falls, and if he didn’t know, then Audrey would. They would tell her the truth.

         She just wasn’t sure the truth was what she wanted to hear.

         
              

         

         Neve was having lunch the next day at Gracie’s, the local tavern, when her phone. Normally, she had lunch at the field office in Machias, but there was no point in driving over there when the brunt of her work was in her hometown. She’d only end up having to deal with reporters who had gotten wind they’d found a body. The ones skulking about town were bad enough, but she could avoid them.

         She glanced at the screen before answering the call. It was the coroner’s office in Augusta.

         “Hello?” She sucked ketchup off her thumb.

         “Hey, doll.” It was Annette Martin from the medical examiner’s office. “Am I interrupting your lunch?”

         “Nah. I’m good.” She could eat onion rings and talk at the same time. “What’s up?”

         “Well, the body you sent me definitely belongs to your missing girl.”

         “Tala Lewis?” She needed to be sure.

         “Unless you’ve got another one I don’t know about.”

         Neve closed her eyes. Shit. She had expected this outcome, but it was still…what? Disappointing? Enraging? A pisser? “Give it to me.”

         “COD was deep lacerations to the neck, torso, and abdomen. Basically, the poor thing was stabbed to death. I counted forty-one points of entry. She bled out.”

         “Jesus.”

         “I recovered the tip of a blade from one of the rib wounds. The size and shape make me think hunting knife, but of course, we’ll know more once it’s processed.”

         A hunting knife—the second most common household item in Edgeport after a rifle. Practically every male, and many females, owned at least one. Gideon owned at least two.

         She didn’t like thinking of her boyfriend and murder at the same time.

         “It appears that she was killed where you found her,” Annette continued. “She had defensive wounds on her hands and arms. Judging from what we found at the scene, I’d say she bled out as her attacker covered her with rocks. Of course, runoff took away trace evidence.”

         Of course. “How long has she been dead?”

         “Judging from decomp and state of the body, I’d say she’s been out there for at least two months.”

         So she was probably killed the night she disappeared, or shortly thereafter. “Why would a teenage girl climb the falls in the middle of winter?” It would have been cold—icy. If the climb had been difficult the day before, it would have been doubly so in February.

         “Could have been a party. She might have been drinking.” The Falls was a popular party spot, given its remote location. “Tox screens won’t be back till next week. Maybe she was dared to? When I was that age I would have done almost anything a boy asked.”

         “Yeah,” Neve agreed dryly. It almost always came back to a boy. “Me too. Anything else I should know about?”

         “Well, I don’t know if it was simply part of the stabbing, or intentional, but her penis was completely severed.”

         “Her what?”

         “Penis.” There was a pause. “You didn’t know Tala Lewis was transgender?”

         “No.” Jesus H. “The family never said anything about it.”

         “That’s a pretty significant detail to leave out when police are investigating your child’s disappearance.”

         “Tell me about it.” A tickle of anger rose up in Neve’s chest. She didn’t like it when people withheld information. She didn’t care if the family thought it was unimportant, or private. She should have been told that Tala was transitioning, because now it was much more possible that the murder was sexually motivated, or a hate crime. If she’d had that detail two months ago, she might have conducted her investigation differently.

         “Any evidence of sexual assault?”

         “There’s evidence of activity, but nothing that leads me to believe it was forced. I didn’t find any sperm or fluids, but given the time of death and that she’s been outside in freezing temperatures, I’m not surprised.”

         So probably a hate crime, though not necessarily. “Thanks, Nettie. If there’s nothing else, I’ll let you go.”

         “I’ll ring you back when I have more.”

         Neve hung up and shoved her phone into her purse. Then she swung the bag over her shoulder, rose from her chair, and made her way to the bar. She shoved a twenty across the polished surface. Jake Tripp, Audrey’s fiancé and owner of Gracie’s, was working behind the bar. He was tall and lean, with brown hair that always seemed to flop over his high forehead, and piercing hazel eyes. He would have been too pretty if not for those eyes. She’d seen hardened ex-cons with more open gazes. Honestly, Neve didn’t find Jake all that attractive, and there was something about his relationship with Audrey that gave her pause. The two of them seemed to breathe each other. She was pretty sure that wasn’t healthy. But it worked for them. She just hoped Audrey didn’t ruin her career—and herself—by getting too involved in Tripp business. She couldn’t prove it, but she was fairly certain Jake had something to do with the prison death of Matt Jones the year before. No one missed Jones, but that wasn’t the point.

         “Need a receipt?” he asked. He always seemed to be assessing—reading people. He probably would have made a great cop if he didn’t consider himself outside the law.

         She nodded, and he quickly punched some keys on the cash register. He tore off the strip of paper that printed out and handed it to her. “I get the feeling saying ‘Have a nice day’ would be wasted on you.”

         Her smile was grim. “You wouldn’t be wrong. Thanks anyway.” She shoved the receipt in her jacket pocket and walked out into the sunny spring day. She slipped on her sunglasses as she slid behind the wheel of the Impala. She hadn’t been looking forward to telling the Lewises that their daughter was dead, and now she looked forward to it even less because they had hidden important information from her. Information that might have played a part in their child’s murder.

         It made her wonder what else they might be hiding.

         
              

         

         Audrey came home from Grace Ridge to find Jake and Alisha at the table looking at bridal magazines.

         “Seriously?” she asked as she hung her bag on one of the dining room chairs.

         Jake grinned at her as he looked up, his eyes crinkling at the corners in that way she found utterly sexy. He’d been a little odd with her earlier—distant—but now he seemed more himself, thankfully. “I came home early and Lish wanted help picking out a dress.”

         “Not like you were here to help,” his niece added with mock disappointment. “Uncle Jake says I can have whatever I want.” There was a glint in her gaze that gave Audrey pause. The kid had something on her mind, and Audrey knew what it was.

         “I don’t doubt that.” Jake loved the girl as if she were his own, and spoiled her twice as much. “Have you found anything yet?”

         “One or two,” Alisha replied with a shrug. “Nothing I’m in love with.”

         Audrey sat down at the table and pulled a magazine from the pile. To be honest, she had fallen willing victim to the bridal scene herself. She’d found her dress in a magazine just before Christmas and a local shop that had it in stock. “How was school?”

         Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Jake sending her a sideways glance, but she kept her attention on Alisha, who was still flipping through the magazine.

         Another shrug. “Everyone was talking about the body they found back the Falls.”

         “Yeah? What were they saying?”

         The girl met her gaze. “That it’s Tala. That someone killed her.” Her wide eyes brimmed with tears, but they didn’t fall. She was a lot like her great-grandmother, Gracie, who would have rather swallowed glass than let anyone see her cry.

         Audrey would have reached out for Alisha’s hand, but Jake beat her to it. His niece squeezed his fingers but looked at Audrey. “Have you talked to Neve?”

         She shook her head. “Not today, no.”

         As if summoned, Neve’s car pulled into the drive at that moment. Jake’s expression turned grim as he looked out the window. “My dar, I think you’d best put some steel in your spine.” It was something Gracie used to say when she thought someone needed to prepare for the worst.

         Audrey answered the door when Neve knocked so she didn’t have to see the expression on Alisha’s face. When she saw Neve’s she knew the news was as bad as they feared.

         “Alisha’s here,” she said in a low voice.

         Neve nodded. “I was hoping she might be. Can I come in?” And then, when Audrey stepped back to let her inside, she asked, “Is it okay if I tell her?”

         “She’s going to have questions.”

         “I’ll tell her all I can.”

         “Then sure.” Really, if the choices were for her to hear it right from Neve, or at school the next day, she’d rather have Alisha informed. It was never easy finding out a friend was dead, let alone murdered. Unfortunately, that would be something Audrey and Alisha now had in common.

         Neve shrugged out of her blazer as she walked into the kitchen. Alisha watched her with an anxious gaze. “Was it Tala they found?” she blurted.

         Jake turned his head so that all three of them stared at Neve. She draped her jacket over the back of a chair and sat down next to Alisha. “I’m sorry to say it was, honey.”

         Audrey watched as the girl dug her nails into her palms but was otherwise still. “How did she die?”

         Neve cleared her throat. “She was stabbed.”

         Alisha’s jaw tightened. “Did…did animals get her?”

         Jesus, Audrey thought. Was that how Alisha had been picturing her friend these past few months? Eaten by animals? She supposed there were worse things that could have happened.

         A gentle smile softened Neve’s features. “No.”

         Alisha nodded stiffly. “Good. Does Luke know?”

         “Not that I know of. I just came from talking to her parents.”

         “Oh.” The teenager didn’t seem to know what to do with that information, probably because the idea of the kind of pain that came with losing a child was just outside her imagination. It was outside Audrey’s too, for the most part.

         “Alisha, can I ask you a couple of questions about Tala?” Neve asked.

         Alisha looked to her uncle first, and when he nodded, she glanced at Audrey. “Do you want us to leave the room?” Audrey asked her.

         She shook her head. “No.”

         “I’ll put the kettle on.” It was what you did when people came calling, or there was a tragedy. Tea was the universal balm for emotional upheaval.

         “You’ve been friends with Tala for a few months, yeah?” Neve asked. Audrey smiled at her use of present tense. Just because someone was gone didn’t mean what you felt for them stopped. God knew she sometimes wished it did.

         “Yeah. She wasn’t hanging out with Kendra and Lucy as much as she used to.”

         “Do you know why?”

         “Kendra used to date Luke. I think Tala was uncomfortable with that.”

         “Because Tala was dating Luke?”

         Alisha nodded. “Kendra was always bringing up things from when Luke and her were together. She’d say, ‘Remember that time…?’ and it would be something stupid that none of the rest of us knew about. And she’d always comment on things that he liked.”

         Audrey and Neve shared a glance. “Letting Tala know she got there first.”

         Alisha frowned. “Yeah, well Tala didn’t like it. She was insecure about Kendra. I don’t know why. Tala was way prettier than her. Nicer too.”

         The kettle whistled, so Audrey quickly got cups, milk, and sugar out and dumped some loose leaves in Gracie’s old teapot. Then she set it all on the table. Neve waited until she sat down to continue with her questions. “Luke told me that he and Tala broke up just before she died. Is that true?”

         Wide blue eyes lifted to meet Neve’s gaze. “She didn’t just die. She didn’t have a stroke. She was murdered.”

         Neve’s serene expression never wavered. “Would it make you feel better if I used that word instead?”

         Alisha seemed to think about it, then reluctantly shook her head. “No.” She dumped sugar into her cup. “Yeah, they broke up a day or two before. Luke was a mess. He wouldn’t talk to anyone on the ride home from school. I thought he was going to cry.” She looked like this was something that personally offended her. “I couldn’t believe Tala had done that to him.”

         Audrey was very careful not to react, but it was obvious from her tone and body language that Alisha thought highly of Luke—maybe too highly.

         “Did the breakup have anything to do with the fact that Tala was transgender?”

         Jake set down his cup. “She was what?”

         Neve barely glanced at him. “Transgender.”

         “Really?” He turned to Audrey.

         She shrugged. “It’s the first I’ve heard of it.” She thought about the tall, lithe Filipina girl Alisha had brought to the house on several occasions and couldn’t come up with one single thing that might have outed her as trans. In the grand scheme, it didn’t matter at all. However, in a murder investigation it mattered a lot.

         Neve was still focused on Alisha, whose round cheeks had gone pink. “Did Luke know?”

         Alisha hesitated, then nodded. “He did. It freaked him out at first, but he liked her and he said it didn’t matter.”

         “So why did they break up? Was one of them seeing someone else?”

         “I don’t know. Tala was supposed to call me that night, but…she didn’t.” A single tear slipped from Alisha’s eye, but she quickly brushed it away. Audrey wanted to go to her and hug her, but she stayed where she was—holding Jake’s hand under the table as they watched his niece go through something neither one of them could fix.

         “I do know that Tala was worried about sex,” Alisha offered. She turned to Audrey. “She had that stuff—what do you call it when you hate your body?”

         “Body dysmorphia,” Audrey supplied. “It’s when someone is obsessed with what they perceive as flaws in their own appearance.”

         The girl nodded. “Tala hated her body. I thought she looked amazing, but she can’t—couldn’t—get surgery for another couple of years, or something, so she still had all her guy junk. She hated it.”

         “It’s common,” Audrey remarked. “Poor kid. Was she in therapy, Lish?”

         “Yeah. I think she had to be. It was all part of eventually getting surgery.”

         “So, you don’t know why they broke up?” Neve asked, drawing back the table’s attention.

         Alisha stared at her. “You think Luke killed her?”

         Neve shook her head. “I didn’t say that.”

         “You don’t have to.” Alisha flushed. “He didn’t kill Tala because of her dick. He knew about it and he didn’t care.”

         Jake’s eyebrows rose, but he said nothing. Audrey realized then that her fiancé was someone who wouldn’t feel the same way were he in that situation. Lucky for her she’d been born physically female, then. Then again, Audrey couldn’t say she was such an open-minded individual that it wouldn’t matter to her either. She supposed you could eventually get past it, if you loved the person enough, and you wanted to get past it.

         “But he was angry that she broke up with him.”

         “You don’t kill somebody because they tell you you’re through,” Alisha snapped. “Luke’s not Bailey.” And on that stunner, she shoved back her chair, got up, and stormed out of the room. A few moments later, a door slammed upstairs. She’d gone up to Jake’s old room, where she slept when she spent the night.

         “Wow,” Neve said, reaching for her tea. “The kid makes a good dig.” She didn’t sound offended, but rather surprised.

         Audrey was surprised too. Bailey had been Alisha’s best friend. Alisha stood by her through the entire ordeal after Bailey killed Maggie, who had been both her abuser and girlfriend, for lack of a better term. That she would use Bailey’s name to make such a callous remark spoke as to how much she thought of Luke.

         Jake looked impressed. “I didn’t think she had it in her.” And then, “Sorry about that.”

         Neve waved a hand. “Clearly she’s not who I should talk to if I want dirt on Luke.” She glanced at Audrey. “Shit. I just realized. Isn’t he your cousin or something?”

         “Yeah, on Mum’s side. I don’t really know the kid—and I’d be the last person to get my nose out of joint if you thought he killed that girl. Do you really think he did?”

         She leaned over the table, clutching her cup in both hands. “Whoever killed this girl did so with a lot of rage—the kind that’s personal.”

         Audrey nodded. “Genital mutilation?”

         “Fuck around,” Jake growled. “Do we really need to know?”

         Last fall Jake had found the body of a biker who had been shot. Before that, he waited on the beach with Maggie’s corpse until the cops arrived. She wouldn’t have thought of him as spleeny. But then, all men seemed to get that way as soon as they knew a penis was in jeopardy.

         “I can’t give details,” Neve said. “In your professional opinion, why would the parents neglect to tell me their daughter was transgender? Why didn’t anyone think it was important to give that information to the police?”

         “I would imagine it’s because they were trying to be considerate of Tala. If she had been born a biological female, no one would think to mention that to you. Since Tala was a girl in every way but her physicality, her family and friends thought of her and treated her as a girl.”

         Neve seemed to consider this. “It still pisses me off.”

         “There are a lot of bubbas in this area who would be pissed off to discover that a girl wasn’t what they thought she was,” Jake commented. “If Tala was dating someone else, could be he wasn’t as understanding as Luke.”

         It was obvious from her expression that Neve had already thought of that.

         “What did her parents say?” Audrey asked.

         “That they moved here for a fresh start. Tala started hormones when they lived in Bangor, and apparently was bullied incessantly, which led to a suicide attempt. Her parents thought bringing her to a new town where no one knew her history would be the best thing for her.”

         “So they brought her to Edgeport?” Jake lifted his cup and shook his head. “They were so wrong.”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

         [image: ]When the office administrator for Eastrock High School called Audrey the next morning asking if she could come by for a meeting with the principal, she thought maybe Alisha had gotten into trouble, but then she reminded herself that Yancy, the girl’s mother, or Jake would get calls before anyone reached out to her. She was the third emergency contact on Alisha’s list.

         So she had no idea what the school wanted with her when she walked into the office at two thirty that afternoon. But she wondered if it had anything to do with Tala Lewis and the news van circling the property.

         EHS had been home to some of the best and worst moments of her post–juvenile delinquent life. There had been the occasional trip to the office for fighting; she’d be expelled now for that kind of stuff, but back then it had been time in the office, detention, or a day’s suspension. She probably would have gotten in a lot more trouble if she hadn’t established herself as an overachiever. She’d understood that being considered academically superior and a hard worker was what would get her out of Edgeport—and she needed to get out of Maine. She needed to go somewhere far away where no one knew about her past. Where she could reinvent herself as whoever she wanted to be.

         Kind of like Tala Lewis.

         A young woman—whom Audrey didn’t recognize—smiled as she approached the front desk. “Dr. Harte?” she asked.

         “Yes,” Audrey replied, a little surprised that the woman knew her. At one time she’d believed herself notorious enough that everyone up and down the shore knew who she was. When had that changed?

         “I’m Tilly,” the woman said. “Have a seat. I’ll let Principal Welton know you’re here.”

         Audrey walked over to the waiting area, but she didn’t sit. Instead, she looked the pictures hanging on the wall—various awards won by the school and its students, mentions of alumni in newspapers. Should she be put out that there was nothing about her that she could see? She’d had her own TV show at one time, when she lived in LA. Surely that was worth a mention? There was a grainy old photo of her younger brother, David, on stage as Danny in Grease from his senior year, but nothing about her.

         Then again, she didn’t see anything about Jake or Neve up there either, so she was in good company, she supposed. Her brother had always inspired adoration in those who knew him, so it was no surprise that he was displayed so prominently.

         “Dr. Harte? Please come in.”

         Audrey turned. She hadn’t met Beverly Welton before this, but she’d seen her around the area—the combined towns of Edgeport, Ryme, and Eastrock, while fairly large in area, were not that big in population. Eastrock was the largest, and still everyone in it pretty much knew everyone else. The populace had been talking about the new principal, who moved to town when her predecessor had a heart attack. She was a good-looking woman—and so was her wife. There were times when Audrey questioned her own decision to remain in a place that thought lesbians were exotic. But Edgeport was where Jake was, where her family was, and she felt it was where her future was, as much as she hated to admit it.

         She shook hands with the woman before following her into the office. They weren’t alone. Already there was Nurse Taylor, who was sister to Edgeport treasure Binky, and who had been at the school since Audrey went there almost two decades earlier; a man Audrey didn’t recognize; and Micheline Poirier, with whom Audrey had gone to school and who had gone on to become the school guidance counselor.

         “You haven’t met Mr. Robson,” Principal Welton said. “He’s with the school board. Please, sit.”

         Audrey said hello to them all and took the empty seat next to Micheline. She didn’t like being the only one in a group who didn’t know what was going on, but she put on her professional face and forced herself to wait patiently for the principal to explain.

         “Dr. Harte, your background is in juvenile psychology, yes?” Welton asked, leaning her forearms on the top of her desk.

         “My focus has always been on forensic juvenile psychology, but I have worked with kids who weren’t criminals.”

         “And you have also worked with children who may have witness to or been affected by a crime?”

         Audrey thought she saw where this was going. “Yes.” She didn’t elaborate.

         Robson shifted in his seat. “You are no doubt aware that police found the body of Tala Lewis?”

         “I am.”

         “You are good friends with Detective Neve Graham, are you not?” That was from Nurse Taylor.

         Audrey wasn’t certain she’d call her friendship with Neve “good” or close, but as far as friends went, Neve was one of the few she had. “Complicated” was probably a better answer, but then that applied to pretty much all of Audrey’s relationships. “Yes.”

         “Then you probably know she thinks someone murdered the girl.”

         Audrey arched a brow at her tone—like there was some question as to Neve’s judgment. This was beginning to feel more like testimony than a conversation. “Multiple stab wounds are usually an indication of foul play, yeah.”

         The old girl’s face paled. She looked away.

         Welton cleared her throat. “I’d like to employ your services as a therapist, Dr. Harte. Would you be interested in spending a few days here over the next week or two to talk to our students as they attempt to work though this tragic event?”

         “I haven’t actually done much work in grief counseling,” Audrey revealed. “I’m not sure I can provide what you want.”

         The principal smiled. “What we want is someone to help our students process what has happened to their classmate and their feelings about it. They may have questions as to why someone would do such a thing, and I—we—believe you are more qualified than any of us to aid in that process and answer those questions.”

         And if Audrey was the one talking to the kids, the faculty wouldn’t have to answer questions that made them uncomfortable. It was a good opportunity to do her job and get to know the teens of the area. And hey, if she could help even one or two who were ignorant about gender fluidity find tolerance and understanding, she’d consider her job done.

         “I can do that,” she told the small group staring at her. “But if I enter into a professional relationship with any of these students, everything they tell me is protected by doctor-patient privilege. You won’t be privy to any of it unless I think one of them is a danger to themselves or others.”

         Nurse Taylor made a small noise that let Audrey know exactly what she thought of that. Principal Welton inclined her head. “Of course. Our first and foremost concern is the children.”

         Audrey nodded, unsure of whether she quite believed that. She told them her hourly rate and watched as Robson and Welton exchanged glances. She was prepared to negotiate, but not much. Her time was her time. When Robson nodded, the principal smiled triumphantly. “Excellent. Let’s start with twenty hours a week for the next two weeks and see how it goes, shall we? Are you fine with submitting a bill for reimbursement?”

         She said she was, and that was it. She had a therapy gig. Earlier in the year she’d gotten her license to practice in Maine and began brushing up on her clinical skills. When she worked with Angeline, a lot of her time had been spent researching and doing interviews. It was a lot easier to just sit there and ask questions when you didn’t have to offer something in return. Lately, however, she’d realized she wanted to do more. This was a good opportunity to dust off those skills.

         With everything agreed upon for the time being, Audrey got up, shook hands with everyone—even crotchety old Nurse Taylor—and left the office. It was a few minutes before school let out, and a beautiful day, so she waited out front for Alisha. Final bell rang and there was nothing, and then the doors burst open and kids spilled out like bees over a hive.

         When Alisha finally came out, she was with a tall, dark-haired boy Audrey recognized as Luke Pelletier. They were followed by three boys whom she didn’t recognize, but whose parents she probably knew.

         “Hey, Luke,” one of them called. “Are you a faggot if your girlfriend has a dick?”

         Oh, Jesus. People said teenage girls were mean, but boys were just bad.

         Luke said nothing, but Alisha’s face flushed red. To Audrey’s surprise, she kept her mouth shut. Audrey didn’t like that. Alisha stood up for her friends. If she was quiet, it meant she was intimidated.

         Audrey started walking toward them.

         “Hey, did you kill her because she wouldn’t suck your dick, or because she wouldn’t let you suck hers?” another of the boys asked, then laughed at his own brilliance.

         “Did you kill the last person who refused to suck yours?” Audrey asked.

         Alisha and Luke came to a stop, the boys behind them too. They all stared at her.

         “Who the fuck are you?” the boy demanded, all zits and frown.

         One of his buddies elbowed him. “That’s Audrey Harte. She killed Clint Jones way back.”

         Way back? Audrey arched a brow. It hadn’t been that fucking long ago. She looked each one of the boys in the eye. “And it wasn’t because he wouldn’t suck my dick.” Then, to Alisha and Luke, she said, “Let’s go.”

         Luke didn’t protest. He didn’t say anything, just followed Audrey to her car. Alisha smiled at her. “Thanks for that. They’re on our bus.”

         Audrey nodded. Sometimes being a murderer had its perks, but she wasn’t going to say that in front of Luke Pelletier, because if she called someone guilty based on looks alone, she’d have the kid in jail already.

         
              

         

         “I’m surprised you didn’t drop me off first,” Alisha commented as they pulled out of the Pelletiers’ driveway.

         “He’s your friend,” Audrey replied. “I guess he’s family, but I don’t know the kid. I figured he’d be more comfortable if you were along for the ride.”

         Right. His comfort, that was what Audrey had been thinking about. “You could have just dropped both of us at my place. Mom would have driven him home later.”

         “Your mother’s at work.”

         Alisha rolled her eyes. “He just found out his girlfriend—my friend—was murdered. Boning each other isn’t exactly high on either of our lists.”

         “Boning is the least of it. He’s a suspect, Lish. You think your mother would appreciate me leaving you alone with a suspected killer?”

         “I’m alone with an actual killer all the time. Like, right now, for instance.”

         Audrey didn’t take her eyes off the road, but Alisha saw her eyebrow twitch. “First Bailey, now me, huh? You must really like this kid, to take swings at two people who care about you.”

         Her tone was so calm, so understanding that Alisha immediately regretted her remark. Uncle Jake told her once that she shouldn’t get into a pissing contest with a skunk. At the time she hadn’t understood what he meant; now she thought she might. Audrey was the last person she should mouth off to—or try to manipulate in any way. It was just going to come back and bite her on the ass.

         “He’s my friend. I’ve known him since kindergarten.”

         “And that makes him incapable of murder?”

         “No. Who he is makes him incapable of it. He can’t even kill a spider.”

         “Everyone’s capable of murder given the right circumstances.”

         “No, Audrey, they’re really not.” She was getting pissed off now. “I know you and Uncle Jake—even my mom—probably think that’s some kind of defect, but there are some people in the world who are actually incapable of killing another person. They’re called normal.”

         Audrey gave a snort of laughter. “Yeah, you like him all right.”

         Alisha flopped back against the passenger seat and stared out the window. “You are so bent sometimes.”

         “Maybe, but I’m right, aren’t I?” Audrey’s voice was softer now. “You like him. Really like him.”

         She didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing, which was the wrong thing where Audrey was concerned, because it was like she could read Alisha’s mind most times. Maybe she could make sense of what Alisha was feeling.

         She did like Luke, but she couldn’t like him. That was the major rule of friendship—you didn’t date your friend’s ex-boyfriend. She didn’t know if death changed the rules, but it didn’t matter, because even if she did have a thing for Luke, he was still in love with Tala.

         “He didn’t kill her,” she insisted.

         “Okay,” Audrey agreed after a pause.

         “Are you going to help Neve find out who did? You figured out about Bailey, and Tori Scott, and you helped Mackenzie find her father.”

         “And got beaten up and shot, and practically caused my sister to miscarry. Not exactly incentives there, sweetie. Besides, Neve doesn’t want my help. If she does, she’ll have no problem asking for it.”
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