

      

         

            

         

      


   





Also by Michael Koryta 


How It Happened


Rise the Dark


Last Words


Those Who Wish Me Dead


The Prophet


The Ridge


The Cypress House


So Cold the River


The Silent Hour


Envy the Night


A Welcome Grave


Sorrow’s Anthem


Tonight I Said Goodbye










If She Wakes


 


 


Michael Koryta


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Michael Koryta 2019


 


The right of Michael Koryta to be identified as the Author of the


Work has been asserted by him in accordance with


the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be


otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


in which it is published and without a similar condition being


imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance


to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


eBook ISBN  978 1 473 61467 3


Hardback ISBN  978 1 47 361464 2


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










For Pete Yonkman,


who gave me the book that gave me the book.


Many thanks for your support, motivation, and friendship.










Part One 


IGNITION










Chapter 1 


Nineteen minutes before her brain and her body parted ways, Tara Beckley’s concern was the cold. 


First night of October, but as the sun set and the wind picked up, it felt like midwinter, and Tara could see her breath fogging the air. That would have been crisp New England charm on another night, but not this one, when she wore only a thin sweater over a summer-weight dress. Granted, she hadn’t expected to be standing in the cold, but she had a commitment to deliver one Professor Amandi Oltamu from dinner to his keynote presentation, and the professor was pacing the parking lot of the restaurant they’d just left, alternately staring into the darkness and playing with his phone. 


Tara tried to stay patient, shivering in that North Atlantic night wind that swept leaves off the trees. She needed to get moving, and not just because of the cold. Oltamu had to arrive at 7:45, and precisely 7:45, because the Hammel College conference was coordinated by a pleasant woman named Christine whose eyes turned into dark daggers if the schedule went awry. And Professor Oltamu—sorry, Dr. Oltamu, he was one of those prigs who insisted on the title even though he wasn’t a medical doctor, just another PhD—occupied the very first position in the program of Christine with the Dagger Eyes, and thus he was worthy of more daggers. It was, after all, opening night of the whole silly academic show. 


“We have to go, sir,” Tara called to the good doctor. He lifted a hand, asking for another minute, and studied the blackness. Pre-speech jitters? Couldn’t he at least have those indoors? 


Conference coordinator Christine and every other faculty member and student who’d attended the kickoff dinner for Hammel’s imitation TED Talks were already long gone, leaving Tara alone with Dr. Oltamu in the restaurant parking lot. He was an odd man who seemed like a collection of mismatched parts—his voice was steady but his posture was tense, and his eyes were nervous, flicking around the parking lot as if he were confused by it. 


“I don’t mean to rush you, but we really—” 


“Of course,” he said and walked briskly to the car. She’d expected him to ride shotgun, but instead he pushed aside her yoga mat and a stack of books and settled into the back. Good enough. At least she could turn on the heater. 


She got behind the wheel, started the car, and glanced in the mirror. “All set, Dr. Oltamu?” she asked with a smile intended to suggest that she knew who he was and what he did when in truth she hadn’t the faintest idea. 


“All set” came the answer in the chipper, slightly accented, but perfectly articulated English of this man who was originally from...Sudan, was it? Nigeria? She couldn’t recall. She’d seen his bio, of course—Christine made sure that the student escorts were equipped with head shots and full bios of the distinguished speakers they’d be picking up throughout this week of grandeur, when Hammel College sought to bring some of the world’s finest minds to its campus. The small but tony liberal arts school in southern Maine was just close enough to Boston to snag some of the Harvard or MIT speakers looking for extra paid gigs, and that looked great in the brochures to donors and prospective students alike. You needed to get the big names, and Hammel managed to, but Dr. Oltamu wasn’t one of them. There was a reason he was batting leadoff instead of cleanup. 


This was Tara’s second year serving on the student welcoming committee, but it was also her last, because she was close to an exit. She’d taken extra classes in the summers and was set to jet in December, although she could attend the official graduation day in May. She hoped to be immersed in bigger and better things by May, but who knew, maybe by then she would want to return. That wasn’t hard to imagine. In fact, she was already nostalgic about Hammel, because she knew this was her last taste of it. Last autumn in Maine, last parties, last midterms, last of a lot of things. 


“We are good on time, yes?” Dr. Oltamu said. He checked an impressive gold watch on his left wrist, a complement to his fine suit, if only the fine suit had actually fit him. It seemed he’d ignored tailoring, and as a result he would be presenting his speech in the sartorial equivalent of an expensive hand-me-down from a taller, leaner brother. 


Presenting his speech about... 


Damn all, what does he do? 


“We’ll be just fine,” she said. “And I can’t wait to hear your presentation tonight.” 


Presentation on... 


She’d been hoping for a little help, but he twisted away and stared out the back window. 


“There is a planned route?” he said. 


“What do you mean?” 


“From the restaurant to the theater. Everyone would drive the same way?” 


“Uh, yeah. I mean, as far as I know.” 


“Can we go a different way?” 


She frowned. “Pardon?” 


“Give me the Tara tour,” he said, turning back around and offering a smile that seemed forced. “I’d like to see your favorite places in the community.” 


“Um...well, I need to get you there on time, but...sure.” The request was bizarre, but playing tour guide wouldn’t slow her down. In fact, she knew exactly where she would take him—down to the old railroad bridge where she ran almost every morning and where, if she timed it right, she could feel as if she were racing the train itself. That bridge over the Willow River was one of her favorite places on earth. 


“It is very beautiful here,” Oltamu said as she drove. 


Indeed it was. While Tara had applied exclusively to southern schools for her graduate program in a concerted effort to bust out of Maine before another February snagged her in its bleak grasp, she would miss the town. The campus was small but appealing, with the right blend of ancient academic limestone towers and contemporary labs; the faculty was good, the setting idyllic. Tonight they’d gone to a fine restaurant on a high plateau above town, and as she followed the winding roads back toward the sea, she was struck by her affection for this town of tidy Colonial homes on large, sloping lawns backed up against forested mountains that provided some of the best hiking you could ever hope to find. The fall chill was in the air, and that meant that woodstoves and fireplaces were going. This blend of colored leaves against a sunset yielding to darkness redolent with woodsmoke was what she loved about New England—the best time of day at the best time of year. She left her window cracked as she drove, not wanting to seal out that perfect autumn scent. 


Dr. Oltamu had turned around and was staring behind them again, as if the rear window were the only one with a view. He’d been respectful but reserved at dinner, which was one of the reasons she couldn’t remember what in the world he was there to speak about. 


Oil? Energy crisis? No... 


They wound down the mountain and into town. There was the North Woods Brewing Company on the left, a weekend staple for her, and there was the store where she’d bought her first skis, which had led to her first set of crutches, and there, down the hill and past the Catholic church and closer to the harbor, was Garriner’s, which had been serving the best greasy-spoon breakfast in town for sixty years. Down farther was the harbor itself, the water the color of ink now but a stunning cobalt at sunrise. Along this stretch were the few bars that Hammel could claim as its nightlife, though to most people they were nothing but pregame venues—the serious drinking was done at house parties. It wasn’t a big school, and it wasn’t a big town, but it was pleasant and peaceful, absolutely no traffic tonight as she drove toward the auditorium where Dr. Oltamu would address the crowd about... 


Climate change? 


“Lovely place,” Oltamu said, facing forward again. “So charming.” 


“It was the perfect college town for me,” she said, and she realized with some surprise that she wasn’t just delivering the student-tour-guide shtick. She meant it. She could see the area just as he did: bucolic, quaint. A town designed for a college, a place for young adults to bump up against the real world, every experience there for the taking but with a kinder, gentler feel than some of the large campuses she’d visited. 


“It is truly excellent when one finds where one belongs,” Dr. Oltamu said as Tara drove away from the harbor. The car climbed and then descended into the valley, where the campus waited across the Willow River. 


Oltamu was gazing behind them again. 


“I’m looking forward to your talk tonight,” she tried once more. Your talk about...artificial intelligence? 


“I appreciate that, but I’m afraid I’ll surely bore you,” he said with a small laugh. 


Come on, gimme some help here, Doc. “What’s the most exciting part of your work in your opinion, then?” she asked. A pathetic attempt, but now she was determined to win the war. She would figure out what he did without stooping to ask him flat-out. 


He paused, then said, “Well, the Black Lake is certainly intriguing. I’ve just come from there, actually. A fascinating trip. 


But I doubt there are many creative-writing majors who are fascinated by batteries.” 


There it was! Batteries! He designed some sort of solar panels and batteries that were supposed to save fuel consumption and, thus, the earth. You know, trivial shit. 


Tara was embarrassed that she hadn’t been able to remember this on her own, especially since he’d somehow remembered her major from the chaotic introductions at the restaurant. Then again, he had a point—batteries were not an area of particular fascination for her. But you never knew. There was, as her favorite writing professor always said, a story around every corner. 


“Where is Black Lake?” she asked, but he’d shifted away yet again and was staring intently out the back window. A vehicle had appeared in her rearview mirror in a sudden glare of lights and advanced quickly, riding right up along her bumper, its headlights shining down into the CRV, and she pumped the brake, annoyed. The taller vehicle—a truck or a van—backed off. 


Tara drove beneath a sugar maple that was shedding its leaves, a cascade of crimson whispering across the hood, bloodred and brittle. No matter what warm and beautiful beach was within walking distance of wherever she was next year, she would miss autumn here. She understood that it was supposed to be a somber season, of course, that autumn leaves meant the end of something, but so far in her life, it had marked only beginnings; each fall brought another birthday, a new teacher and classmates, sometimes new schools, new friends, new boyfriends. She loved fall precisely for the way it underscored that sense of change. Change, for Tara Beckley, twenty-two years old as of a week ago, had always been a good thing. 


She crested the hill, made the steep descent down Knowlton Street, and turned onto Ames Road, a residential stretch. The headlights behind them vanished, and Dr. Oltamu faced forward again. 


She was just about to repeat her question—Where is Black Lake?—when he spoke. 


“Why so dark?” 


“Pardon?” 


“The street is very dark.” 


He wasn’t wrong. Ames Road was unusually dark. 


“There was some fight with the property owners over light pollution,” she said, a vague memory of the article in the student newspaper coming back to her. “They put in new street lamps, but they had to be dim.” 


She flicked on her high beams, illuminating another swirl of rust-colored leaves stirring in the road. 


“I see. Now, Hammel is a walking campus, I understand? Things are close together?” 


“Yes. In fact, we’re coming up to a place where I run every morning. Almost every morning at least, unless there’s a big exam or...something.” Something like a hangover, but she didn’t want to mention that to the good doctor. “There’s an old bridge down here that crosses from campus into town, and it’s for pedestrians and cyclists only. There’s a railroad bridge next to it. In the morning, if I get up early enough, I can run with the train. I race it.” She gave a self-conscious laugh. 


In the darkness below, the old railroad bridge threw spindly shadows across the Willow River. Beside it, separated by maybe twenty feet, was the new pedestrian and cycling bridge, part of a pathway system that wound through the campus and town. Tara started to turn left at the last intersection above the bridge, but Oltamu spoke up. 


“May we stop and walk?” he said. 


It was such an odd and abrupt request that it took her a moment to respond. “I can show you around after your talk, but they’ll kill me if I get you there late.” 


“I would very much like to walk,” he said, and his voice now matched his tense posture. “It’s my knee. Stiffens up and then I’m in terrible pain. Distracting pain.” 


“Um...” She glanced at the clock, doing the math and trying to imagine how she might explain this to Christine. 


“Please,” he said. In the mirror, the whites of his eyes stood out starkly against his dark face. “You said the bridge goes to campus, correct?” 


“Yes, but we’d really be pushing it for time. I can’t get you there late.” 


He leaned forward. “I would very much like to walk,” he said again. “I would like to see the bridge. I will make it clear to anyone involved that this was my delay. But I walk quickly.” 


Even with that bad knee? “Sure,” she said, because she was now more alarmed by the strange urgency in his request than by the specter of an angry Christine. “We can walk.” 


She eased the car down the hill, toward the old railroad bridge and the new footbridge. A dozen angled parking spaces waited beside a pillar with a plaque identifying the railroad bridge’s historical significance. The spots were all empty now, but in the morning you’d see people piling out of their cars with dogs on leashes, or removing bikes from racks. 


She pulled into one of the angled spaces, and Dr. Oltamu was out of the car almost before it was parked. He stood with his back to the river and the campus and stared up the hill. Everything there was lost to darkness. He’d wanted to see the bridge; now he faced the other way. He’d been worried about time; now he wanted to walk. He had a bad knee; now he craved exercise. 


“Why don’t we head across the bridge, sir,” she said. But he ignored her, took his cell phone from his pocket, and beckoned for her. 


“May we take a picture together? I’ve been asked to use social media. You know...for a broader reach. I am told photos are best for engagement. So may I? You are my Hammel escort, after all.” 


She didn’t love the way he said escort, but she also wasn’t going to be shy about putting an elbow into his windpipe if he tried to grab her ass or something, so she said, “Sure,” and then leaned awkwardly toward him for the photo—head close, ass away—and watched their image fill the screen of his iPhone. The phone seemed identical to hers, but the camera function was different; the screen was broken into a grid of squares. He tilted the phone in a way that centered Tara in the frame, and her smile grew more pained and she started to pull away as he snapped the photo. He didn’t touch her, though, didn’t say anything remotely lewd, just a polite “Thank you very much,” and then he turned his attention to the screen, tapping away as if he intended to crop, edit, and post the photo immediately. 


“Sir, we really do need to get going.” 


“Yes. One moment.” Head down, tapping away. Then he said, “Did you ever have a nickname?” 


“Pardon?” 


He looked up and smiled. “You know, something only a good friend calls you, something like that? Or were you always just Tara?” 


She started to say, Just Tara, thanks, and now let’s get a move on, but reflex took over and she blurted out, “Twitch.” 


“Twitch?” 


“My sister, Shannon, called me that because I was a jumpy kid. I spooked easily, I guess. Scary movies, in particular—I always jumped.” 


When Tara was little, the nickname was just Shannon picking on her. But later on, it became affectionate. Shannon liked how much Tara cared about fictional characters, how emotionally invested she became in their stories. 


“We really should be—” 


There was a rustling sound behind them, and they whirled at the same time, Tara with a startled jerk that offered a live-action demonstration of the childhood nickname. Her response was still more composed than Oltamu’s, though. He gave a strangled cry, stepped back, and lifted his hands as if surrendering. 


Then Tara saw the dog in the bushes and smiled. “That’s just Hobo.” 


“What?” Oltamu backed farther away. 


“He’s a stray. Always around the bridge. And he always comes out to bark at the morning train. That’s how I spotted him. If you come by often enough, he’ll get to know you. But he doesn’t let you catch him. I’ve certainly tried.” She knelt, extended her hand, and made a soft sound with her tongue on the roof of her mouth. Her rush to get Oltamu to the venue was forgotten in her instinct to show affection to the old stray, her companion on so many morning runs. He slunk out of the darkness, keeping low, and let Tara touch the side of his head. Only the side; never the top. If you reached for him, he’d bolt. Not far, at least not with her, but out of grasping distance. He was a blend of unknown breeds, with the high carriage and startling speed of a greyhound, the floppy ears of a beagle, and the coat of a terrier. 


“He’s been here for a long time,” she said. “Every year people try to catch him and get him to a rescue, but nobody ever succeeds. So we just give up and feed him.” 


She scratched the dog’s soft, floppy ears, one of which had a few tears along the edge, and then straightened. 


“Okay,” she said. “We’ve got to hurry now. I can’t get you there late. So let’s—” 


“Hobo?” Oltamu was staring at the dog as if he’d never encountered such an animal. 


“It’s just what I call him. He likes to chase the train. Anyhow, we have to—” 


“Stay there, please. I’d like a picture of him.” He knelt. “Can you get him to look at me?” he asked as he extended his phone. 


I’ll tell Christine to look at his phone, Tara thought. I have exculpatory evidence now. “Do you see, Christine? He made me stop to take pictures of a stray dog!” 


“His attention?” Oltamu said. “Please? Toward the camera?” 


Tara raised her eyebrows and pursed her lips. Oookay. Then she turned back to Hobo and made the soft clucking sound again. He looked at her but didn’t move. Oltamu was a stranger, and Hobo didn’t approach strangers. 


“Very good,” Oltamu whispered, as entranced as if he were on a safari and had encountered a rare species. “Excellent.” 


The camera clicked, a flash illuminated the dog in stark white light, and Hobo growled. 


“It’s okay,” Tara told him, but he gave a final growl, gazed up the hill at the dark street beyond, then slipped back into the trees. 


“All right,” Tara said, rising again. “We really have to—” 


“I need you to do me a favor. It is very important. Crucial.” 


“Please, Doctor. They’re waiting on you at the auditorium, so—” 


“Crucial,” he said, his accent heavier, the word loaded with emotion. 


She looked at his earnest face and then across the river at the lights of the campus. Suddenly she felt far away from where she belonged, and very alone. “What’s the favor?” 


He moved toward her, and she stepped back, bumping into one of the bike racks. Pain shot through her hip. He reached out, and she recoiled, fearing his hand, but then she saw that he was extending the phone to her. 


“Please put this in your car. Somewhere secure. Can you lock the glove compartment?” 


She wanted to object, or at least ask him for a reason, but his face was so intense, so worried, that all she did was nod. 


“Put it there, then. Please. I’m going to walk across the bridge myself. I’ll find my way.” 


What is happening here? What in the world is he doing? 


“Please,” he repeated, and Tara took the phone from his hand, walked hurriedly past him, and opened the passenger door. She leaned in and put the phone in the glove box. It took her two tries to lock it, because her hand was trembling. She heard him move behind her, and she spun, hands rising, ready to fend him off, but he was just watching to see that she’d done what he’d asked. 


“Thank you,” he said. “I don’t mean to frighten you, but that phone is very important.” He looked up the hill, then back to her. “I will walk from here alone. You should drive.” 


She hadn’t spoken throughout this, and she didn’t now. She just wanted to get away from him. Driving off and leaving him here was fine by her. 


“Thank you, Tara,” he said. “It is important. I am sorry you are afraid.” 


She stood motionless, hands still raised, watching him as warily as Hobo had. 


“Please go now,” he said. “Take the car and go. I will walk across the bridge when you are gone.” 


She moved. Going around the front of the car would have been quicker, but she would have passed closer to him, so she made her way around the back. She’d just reached the driver’s door when she heard the engine behind her. 


She glanced in the direction of the noise with relief, glad that she was no longer alone with this bizarre man, expecting to see headlights coming on. Instead, there was just the dark street. The engine grew louder, and with it came the sound of motion, but she saw nothing, so she just stood there dumbly, her hand on the car door. Oltamu had also turned to face the sound. They were both staring into the darkness when Tara finally saw the black van. 


It was running with no trace of light. It came on down the road like something supernatural, quiet and dark but also remarkably fast. 


She had only an instant to move. Her guiding thought was that she wanted to be away from the car, even if that meant going into the river. Down there, she thought she might have a chance. 


She was scrambling away from the CRV when the van hit it squarely in the rear passenger door, pinning Oltamu against the side of the car, and then the CRV hit her, and though she got her wish of making it into the river, she never knew it. She was airborne when the front of her skull connected with the concrete pillar that marked the railroad bridge as a historical site, and by the time she entered the water, she wasn’t aware of anything at all. 










Chapter 2 


When the flight from Portland to Detroit arrived and her asset didn’t walk off the plane, Lisa Boone moved from the gate to the Delta Sky Club and ordered a Johnnie Walker Blue. “Rocks?” the bartender asked. “No.” “Water back?” 


“No.” 


An overweight businessman in an off-the-rack suit with a hideously mismatched tie and pocket square turned on his bar stool and smiled a greasy, lecherous smile. 


“The lady knows how to order her scotch.” 


Boone didn’t look at him. “The lady does,” she said and put cash on the bar. 


“Have a seat.” He moved his laptop bag off the stool beside him. The laptop bag had not one but two tags identifying him as a Diamond Medallion member. Wouldn’t want your Sky Club status to slip under the radar. 


“I’m fine.” 


“Oh, come on.” 


“I’m fine,” Boone repeated, but already she knew this guy wasn’t going to give up so easily. One didn’t become a Diamond Medallion member without some dedication. 


“Humor a fellow traveler,” he said and patted the leather-topped stool. “I’ve been drinking Budweiser, but I like your style—scotch it is. Have a seat, and put your money away. I’ll buy the drinks.” 


Boone didn’t say anything. She breathed through her nose and waited for the bartender to break the fifty she’d put on the bar, and she thought of Iraq and the first fat man she’d killed. You weren’t supposed to admit such a thing, but she’d always taken a little extra pleasure in killing fat men. 


“I hope this doesn’t seem too forward,” Diamond Medallion Man said, leaning toward her and deepening his voice, “but you are absolutely stunning.” 


The bartender put her change down, and Boone picked up most of the bills, leaving a five behind, and turned to Diamond Medallion Man. He gave what was undoubtedly his winningest smile. 


“I hope this doesn’t seem too forward,” Boone said, “but do you know the difference between Bud and Bud Light?” 


His smile wavered. “What?” 


She reached out, grasped the flesh under his chin, and pinched it hard between her thumb and index finger. “That is the difference,” she said and released him as he went red-faced and wide-eyed. “You might consider switching it up.” 


She picked up her scotch and walked away from the bar, chastising herself. The fat man and the bartender were both staring, and that meant at least two people would remember her now, the polar opposite of her goal today. She’d known better, of course, should’ve just shrugged the lech off, but her temper could get away from her when she was forced to be passive. 


All she could do right now was sit and wait and hope that her man had taken a later flight. 


She went to the monitors and studied the arrival times. Maybe it wasn’t trouble yet. Maybe he’d just gotten delayed or had overslept. There was not supposed to be any contact today, so even if he’d missed his flight, he wouldn’t have reached out. She had no choice but to wait. The next flight in from Portland was in three hours. Then there was a final flight at nine p.m. If he wasn’t on either one, it would be a very bad sign. 


Of course, his last messages had been a bad sign. Cryptic and scared. 


Am I being followed? If so, tell them to back off. 


Nobody was following him. Nobody should have been, at least. That was by his own insistence too. He was out in the cold, unprotected, going through his last week of free movements as had long been agreed upon. He could not attract attention, and he thought that canceling an established speaking tour would launch a signal flare into the blackness. 


Or what they hoped was blackness. 


She wasn’t allowed to call him, wasn’t allowed to make contact. Just pick him up in Detroit and go from there. All week long, she’d waited as he went from stop to stop, and she’d wanted protection on him the whole time, but it had been refused. The last stop had seemed the safest, though. A small town in Maine, an hour of speaking at some overpriced liberal arts school for kids with Ivy League trust funds but SEC brains. Hardly hostile territory. One night in a hotel on campus, a drive to the Portland International Jetport that morning, then a flight bound for Los Angeles with a layover in Detroit, and in Detroit he would disappear. 


But the magic trick wouldn’t work if he never stepped onstage. A man who never appeared couldn’t disappear. 


Boone left the flight monitors and walked through the lounge, past the sitting area with the crackling electric fire and the dark paneled wood that strove for the feel of an elegant home library in a place where every minute you spent was one more than you wanted to spend, and on out to a row of chairs facing the glass walls that overlooked the concourse. She sat, crossed her legs, sipped her scotch, and stared at the crowds hurrying for the tram. 


Two more flights. Two more chances. 


If he didn’t walk off one of those planes, she’d have to call it in. If he didn’t walk off one of those planes, there were going to be big problems. 


Come on, Doc, she thought. Don’t let me down now. Not so close to the finish line. 


She withdrew her secure phone from her purse, pulled up his last message, and read it again, as if it might tell her something she’d missed before. 


ASK THE GIRL. 


What girl? Ask her what? 


Boone put the phone away, swirled her scotch, and silently begged the next flight from Portland to deliver her man. 










Chapter 3 


On the day before negligent-vehicular-manslaughter charges were filed against him in Maine, Carlos Ramirez bought a plane ticket to Caracas under a name for which he had both a driver’s license and passport and waited for the kid to pick him up and take him to the airport. 


The kid was late, and Carlos had a feeling that was intentional. The kid looked barely old enough to buy cigarettes, and he didn’t say much, but he always had this faint smile that suggested he was laughing at you, the kind of smile that made you want to check to see if your fly was unzipped or if there was food stuck in your teeth. That was annoying shit from anybody, but from a child, it was begging for an ass-beating. 


Carlos didn’t think he was supposed to touch the kid, though. In fact, he had a feeling that would be a terrible mistake. He didn’t know why the kid was so protected, but it was clear that he was, and so Carlos dealt with that bullshit smile and the mocking eyes. He’d have to do it only once more. If the kid ever showed up in Venezuela, it would be a different story. 


Twenty minutes after he was supposed to be picked up and just as he was beginning to worry that he’d miss his flight and everything would be fucked, Carlos stepped outside to have a cigarette and stare up the street, as if he could will the car into appearing. 


The car was already at the curb. 


He stared at it, shook his head, and muttered, “Can’t you come up and knock on the damned door,” under his breath. 


The kid spoke from behind him. 


“I was told to meet you on the porch.” 


He was sitting in a plastic lawn chair with his back against the house, one foot hooked over his knee, looking for all the world like an old man relaxing and watching the neighborhood pass by. 


“The hell are you doing?” Carlos snapped. “How long you been here?” 


The kid took his cell phone out. Studied it. “Twenty-six minutes.” 


“You fucking kidding me? You just sat there?” 


“I was told to meet you on the porch,” he repeated, unbothered, and pocketed the phone. All of his movements were slow, but there was a quality to his slender muscles that promised he could move fast if he was so inclined. He had a couple inches on Carlos and a longer reach, but Carlos would have liked nothing more than to step inside that reach and lay some good shots on his body, let the little prick understand that respect was not unimportant in this business. 


Just get to the airport. Stay cool long enough to get your cash and get on the plane. 


The cash was at the airport, and the kid was the ride. These were the rules. 


Carlos said, “Let’s get moving, you... ” He stopped himself before saying little asshole. “Let’s go.” 


“You?” The kid raised his eyebrows with patient curiosity, as if he weren’t offended, merely intrigued. “You...what?” 


“Nothing. Let’s get moving. I can’t miss this flight, man. You know that.” 


The kid didn’t stand. He still had his foot resting on his knee, his posture relaxed, in total contrast to his pale blue eyes. They danced around until they locked on you, and once they did that, you wished they hadn’t. It was an empty stare. Vacant. It reminded Carlos of men he’d fought in dingy gyms in Miami. They were always the guys who didn’t seem to mind being hit. 


The kid adjusted the bill of his baseball cap, bending it slightly with both hands. He always had that damn hat, which was jet-black with no logo and a line of metallic thread tracing the front seam. That was no doubt supposed to add flair, but instead it seemed to provide a target for anyone who wanted to stitch a line of bullets through his skull. Carlos would have happily volunteered for that task. 


“I hate unfinished sentences,” the kid said. “People do that all the time. Leave a thought floating in the air, and then you’ve got to guess at what it was going to be.” He lowered his hands and his eyes flicked to Carlos and held on him in that creepy way he had, like he was deciphering something written in a foreign language. “That can cause misunderstandings.” 


Carlos beckoned to him with his right hand, because his right hand had risen despite himself, and now he needed to do something with it that didn’t involve smacking the shit out of the kid. 


“Come on. Get up. This is serious.” 


The kid didn’t move. “Finish your thought.” 


“Excuse me?” 


“Otherwise I’ll keep guessing at what it was going to be. Then I’ll be distracted on the drive. That’s not safe. You, of all people, should be familiar with the risks of distracted drivers.” 


“You’re a piece of work, man.” 


“Is that what you were going to say? ‘Let’s get moving, you piece of work’?” 


“Sure.” 


The kid made a show of pondering this with a thoughtful frown, and then he mouthed the sentence without giving voice to the words and shook his head. “That doesn’t sound right.” 


“How about ‘you little asshole’?” Carlos said, finally losing his temper. “Does that sound better?” 


The kid went back to the thoughtful frown, and then he mouthed this one too: Let’s get moving, you little asshole. He snapped his fingers and pointed at Carlos. 


“Yes,” he said, smiling. “That’s it. I can buy that one.” 


Carlos took a breath, ready to tell him to stand up or to make him stand up—this thing was going one way or the other—but the kid finally moved. Still with that practiced laziness, every motion slow, uncrossing his foot from his knee, standing, brushing off his pants, stretching, adjusting the ball cap. But at least he was moving. 


“Let’s get you out of here, sir,” he said, formal as any suit-andcap chauffeur. 


“Yeah. Let’s.” Carlos went inside, grabbed the duffel bag that held the only belongings he was leaving the country with, and slammed the door for the last time. He was ready to be out of this shithole. Say what you wanted about Venezuela; he’d take any corner of that country over the Boston winters. 


They walked down the porch steps and across the street to the kid’s car. It was a rust-colored Camaro with dark-tinted windows that looked like an unmarked cop car. Or an asshole kid’s car. Carlos opened the back door, threw the duffel bag in, then went around to the passenger side. The kid had the big engine growling by the time Carlos was in the passenger seat. The car was immaculate inside, absolutely devoid of personal effects except for an energy drink sitting in the cup holder, something called Bang, the word written in red on a black can. Music was playing, a high, tinkling keyboard riff over a thumping bass line that rattled the energy drink can against the cup holder. It sounded like the opening of a shitty rap song, dance-floor hip-hop, but nobody ever came on with a verse. 


The kid drove them out of the neighborhood while the song played. He sipped the energy drink and set it down and it resumed rattling against the cup holder in tempo with the bass line from the song. 


Bang. 


When Carlos picked up the can, it was more to stop the rattling than anything else. The metallic jangle was getting in his head, bouncing around like a troublesome pinball determined to jostle every rage nerve it could find. “I bet this tastes like shit.” 


The kid didn’t answer. He was smiling and bobbing his head to the music with a little right-to-left shimmy in his shoulders, and Carlos wanted to smash the aluminum can into his teeth. He forced himself to look down at it instead, fighting for calm. 


“‘Bang,’” he read from the label. “‘Potent brain and body fuel.’ What did you pay for this, six bucks? Potent brain and body fuel, my ass.” 


“Try it.” 


“I’d rather drink my own piss.” 


“Not in my car, please.” 


Carlos set the can down and watched it vibrate with each thumping shake of the speakers, the same riff still playing on loop. 


“What is this bullshit music? Anybody ever gonna throw a verse?” 


“You can if you want. I won’t laugh.” 


“Oh, it’s just the beat, eh? So you’re a rapper? Cool, little man! Let me hear something. I bet you’re good. Like Eminem...nah, more like Macklemore, right?” 


Carlos was obviously screwing with him, but the kid didn’t react, didn’t lose his smile. There was a strange quality to him that didn’t just unsettle Carlos; it reminded him of someone. He couldn’t place it. 


“What’s your name, anyhow?” he said. It had honestly never occurred to him to ask. Their transactions hadn’t been of the let’sget-to-know-each-other type. 


“Dax.” 


“Dax. The hell kind of name is that?” 


“Serbian. It means ‘little asshole.’” He said it calmly and quietly and never looked at Carlos. 


“Hilarious,” Carlos said, worrying that he’d pissed the kid off and hating himself for worrying. The kid couldn’t be more than nineteen, and Carlos had been in the game for twenty years and had killed fourteen men and two women and he was not about to be intimidated by some child with a weird smile. 


But you are. He bothers you. He scares you. 


“I don’t like saying Dax,” Carlos said, because talking made him feel better than just riding. “Dax. Makes me feel like I’m gagging.” 


“I’m sorry it doesn’t roll off your tongue like Carlos.” 


“Sure doesn’t. What’s your last name? I’ll call you that.” 


For the first time in their limited relationship, the kid seemed to hesitate. It was quick, just a little hitch, but it was there. It was exactly what you looked for in the ring, and when you saw it, you threw the knockout punch. 


“Blackwell,” the kid said then, and Carlos’s knockout punch was forgotten, all his confidence sapped by this unanticipated jab. 


That’s it. Holy shit, that is it, he’s just like them. 


“Which one?” Carlos asked. He felt a cold tension along his spine. 


“Pardon?” 


“Which one of them are you related to?” 


“Which one of who?” 


“Don’t be a dick. Which one of those brothers that got killed in Montana are you related to, Jack or Patrick?” 


The kid glanced at him, amused. “That’s a strange question.” 


“Why?” 


“If they were brothers, and I was related to one, I’d have to be related to both. Do you follow that, Carlos? We’d all be part of the same family then. That’s the way it works.” 


Again the urge to smack him rose, but this time it was easier to grip the armrest. The body count that Carlos had amassed would not have meant anything to Jack and Patrick Blackwell. 


“I didn’t know either of them had a son,” Carlos said. “They didn’t seem like—” 


He managed to stop himself. 


The kid said, “Want to finish that thought, Carlos? Or do you want me to guess?” 


His eyes were on the road, and his right hand was looped over the steering wheel and he seemed perfectly relaxed, but Carlos did not like the sound of that question, so he decided to answer it without fucking around. 


“They didn’t seem like the family type,” he said. 


“Oh. All about their work, you mean?” 


“I guess.” 


“Well, everyone has a personal life. Does that surprise you? That they would have had lives of their own and that they would have been private about those things?” He looked at Carlos, and Carlos struggled to meet his eyes, then chose instead to stare over the kid’s shoulder at the construction site they were passing, the gutted remains of an old strip mall that stood waiting for bulldozers to raze it. Then he looked down at the vibrating aluminum can. Bang. Potent brain and body fuel. He released the armrest so that both hands were free. Suddenly, it seemed very important to have his hands free. 


“No,” he said. “It doesn’t surprise me, and I don’t really give a shit. I was just curious, that’s all. I should’ve figured it out earlier. You remind me of them.” 


They’d pulled up to a stop sign. The kid smiled at him again. 


“I hear that a lot,” he said, and then he fired two shots from a suppressed handgun that was inside his jacket pocket. He shot left-handed, firing under his right arm without ever removing his right hand from the steering wheel, that confident in his aim, and he never lost the smile. 


Then he turned the corner, pulled the Camaro to the curb, and put it in park. He left the key in the ignition and the engine running, the music still playing, those high piano notes over the low bass with no lyrics, but he took the energy drink. He sipped it while he shut the door on the music and the corpse, adjusted his baseball cap with the other hand, and walked away. 










Part Two 


LOCKED IN 










Chapter 4 


The case was so simple that Abby Kaplan decided to stop for a beer on her way to the scene. 


This wasn’t encouraged protocol—drinking on the job could get her fired, of course—but there wasn’t much pressure today. The cops had already gotten one of the drivers to admit guilt. They had a signed statement and a recorded statement. Not much for Abby to do but review their report, take her own photos, and agree with their assessment. Cut and dried. 


Besides, Hammel was a forty-minute drive from the Biddeford office of Coastal Claims and Investigations, and Abby, well... Abby got a little nervous driving these days. A beer could help that. Contrary to what most people—and, certainly, the police— believed, a beer before driving could make her safer for society. It settled twitching hands and a jumpy mind, kept her both relaxed and focused. Abby had no doubt that she drove better with a sixpack in her bloodstream than most people did stone-cold sober. She was damn sure safer than most drivers, with their eyes on their cell phones and their heads up their asses. 


This wasn’t an argument you’d win in court, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t the truth. 


She stopped at a brewpub not far from the Portland jetport, a place busy enough that she wouldn’t stand out, and she paid cash so there would be no credit card transaction to haunt her if something went wrong. Not that anything would go wrong, but she’d seen the ways it could. She also made a point of tearing the receipt into bits, because cash could help you only so much; there were different kinds of paper trails. She’d worked one case where the driver had been dumb enough to leave a receipt on the console recording the five margaritas he’d knocked back just before getting behind the wheel and blowing through a stop sign. It wasn’t that abnormal, really. You stopped by the body shop to take pictures of a cracked-up car and found damning evidence just sitting there in the cup holder, a tiny slip of paper with a time-and-date stamp that blew up any possible defense. Amazing. Abby had been on the fringes of the PI game for only a few months, but already she understood what sustained the profession: people lied, and people were stupid. 


Oh, and one more: People sued. People loved to sue. 


That was precisely what worried the good folks in the risk-mitigation office of Hammel College, her current client. When a world-renowned engineer was killed on your campus while in the care of a student escort, you didn’t have to be paranoid to imagine the lawsuit. 


Abby sat at the bar, sipped her beer, and reviewed the case file. She didn’t see much for the college to worry about. The girl who’d been escorting the engineer around town had had clean bloodwork—a relief to the college, since it meant no DUI claim, but not much help to the girl, because she was still lights-out, five days in a coma now. And even though she had a negative drug screen, she could still have been negligent or at fault, which could turn into an expensive wrongful-death suit, but—good news for the Hammel Hurricanes—the second driver involved had taken responsibility on the scene! 


He’d given a full statement to the police that was the accident-report equivalent of tying a hangman’s noose and sticking his own head through it: He’d been using his cell phone, trying to get his bearings through the phone’s map application, and when he looked up, he realized that what he’d thought was a road bridge was in fact a pedestrian bridge. He swerved to avoid it—and ended up in a hell of a lot of trouble. 


Mr. Carlos Ramirez of Brighton, Massachusetts, was now into the realm of criminal courts, because one person was dead and another was a vegetable and Ramirez had eliminated any compelling argument for even a shared-fault case, what was known in Maine as modified comparative negligence. A good investigator paired with a good attorney could almost always find a weasel’s way into a modified-comparative-negligence ruling, but Carlos Ramirez was going to make it tough on his team. 


It was Abby’s job to imagine what that team was considering, though, and in this case, it would be Tara Beckley’s location at the time of the accident. She was supposed to deliver her charge to an auditorium that was nowhere near where she’d parked. Some enterprising attorney might wonder whether her failure to follow the plan for the evening’s keynote speaker might qualify as negligence and, if so, whether the college might be responsible for that. 


After Tara had parked her CRV beside a bridge that led to the Hammel College campus, Carlos Ramirez smashed into the car, killing Amandi Oltamu and knocking Tara Beckley into the cold waters of the Willow River. A bystander on the opposite side of the river had heard the crash but hadn’t seen it, and he managed to pull her out in a heroic but ultimately futile effort, because Tara Beckley was in a coma from which she was unlikely to emerge. 


That left one dead man, one silent woman, and no witnesses. 


I need to get my hands on her cell phone, Abby thought. Cell phones could either save you or hang you in almost any accident investigation. The beautiful simplicity of the case against Ramirez could be destroyed by something like a text message from Tara Beckley saying that her car had run out of gas or that she had a migraine and couldn’t see well enough to drive. You just never knew. Dozens of apps kept tracking information that most users were blissfully unaware of; it was entirely possible that the precise timing of the accident could be established from a cell phone. And if Tara Beckley had been using the phone while she was behind the wheel, Oltamu’s family might take a renewed interest in suing the college and their selected escort. Any whiff of negligence had to be considered. 


Only problem: her phone seemed to be missing. 


So it went into the river with her, Abby thought. She came up, and the phone didn’t. 


She drained her beer and frowned, flipping back and forth through the pages of the report. Explaining Tara Beckley’s missing phone didn’t seem to be difficult, but Amandi Oltamu’s phone could also contain evidence, and Abby didn’t see where that was either. The police report included the items removed from the car, and the coroner’s report had a list of personal effects removed from the body, ranging from a wallet to a Rolex. 


No phone, though. 


The lead investigator was a guy with the state police named David Meredith. Abby wasn’t eager to speak to police these days, considering that there were two cops in California still urging a prosecutor to press charges against her for an accident that had made her more of a celebrity than she’d ever desired to be. 


The concern conjured the memory, as it always did. Luke’s empty eyes, his limp hand, the soft whistle and hiss of the machines that kept him breathing. Synthetic life. And the photographers waiting outside the hospital for a shot of the woman responsible for it all: Abby Kaplan, the woman who’d killed Luke London, cut down a rising star in his prime. James Dean and Luke London, joined in immortality, young stars killed in car crashes. The only difference was that Luke hadn’t been driving the car. 


That was a fun little secret about his movies. He never drove the car. 


Never felt any shame over that either. Luke was completely comfortable in his own skin, happy to hand the keys over to a woman who barely came up to his shoulder, to smile that magazine-cover smile and say, “One day you’ll teach me how to do it myself.” 


And I was going to. That was the idea, you see. It was his idea, not mine, I just happened to have the wheel, and my hands were steady, my hands were... 


She shook her head, the gesture violent enough to draw a curious glance from the bartender, and Abby tried to recover by pointing at her now-empty glass, as if she’d been intending to attract attention. 


One more, sure. One more couldn’t hurt. 


She took out her phone to call David Meredith. He was safe. Most people here were. This was why she’d come back to Maine. David Meredith knew Abby only as Hank Bauer’s employee, nothing more. Hank was the closest thing Abby had to family, and he wasn’t telling any tales about her return to Maine. She owed him good work in exchange, even if that meant speaking with police. 


She found Meredith’s number, called, and explained what she was working on. 


“You guys caught that one?” Meredith said. “Good for Hank. It’s easy money.” 


“Sure looks that way,” Abby agreed. “But I’m heading out to take some pictures at the scene and see if there was anything that might be trouble for the college.” 


“There isn’t. Tell the lawyers they can sleep easy.” 


“I’m curious about the phones, actually. Where are they?” 


“We’ve got his.” 


“Ramirez’s, you mean?” 


“Yeah.” 


“What about hers? Or Oltamu’s?” 


David Meredith paused. “I’m assuming hers is in the water.” 


“Sure. But his?” 


“The coroner’s office, probably.” 


“The report doesn’t account for it. His wallet and watch and keys and even a comb were mentioned. But there was no phone.” 


“So he didn’t have one. Some people don’t. His doesn’t matter, anyhow. Now hers, I could see what you’re worried about there. Was she texting or whatever. But...she was parked and out of the car. Hard to imagine a scenario where she gets blamed.” 


“She wasn’t where she was supposed to be. That’s my only worry.” 


“I can’t help you on that one. But like you said, the wreck is simple, and Ramirez is going to be formally charged tomorrow. That’ll help you. I’ve got to talk to the girl’s family today. I’ll ask about the phone, see if I can figure out who the last person to hear from her was.” 


“Great.” Abby thanked Meredith and hung up, glad that her client was the university, faceless and emotionless, and not the family of that girl in the coma. Five days she’d been in there, alive but unresponsive. Abby didn’t like to imagine that, let alone see it. That was precisely the kind of shit that could get in her head and take her back... 


“I’ll have one more,” she told the bartender. 


One more wouldn’t kill her. It just might save her, in fact. Thinking about the girl in the hospital and wondering if her eyes were open or closed was not the sort of image Abby needed in her head before she got behind the wheel. Another beer would help. People didn’t understand that, but another beer would help. 


Abby was five foot three and a hundred and fifteen pounds, and two pints of Sebago Runabout Red would bring her blood alcohol content up to, oh, 0.4. Maybe 0.5, tops. Still legal. And steadier. 


A whiskey for the spine and a beer for the shooting hand, her dad used to say. Abby had no idea where he’d picked up that phrase, but it had always made her laugh. He also liked to say One more and then we’ll all go, which was even funnier because he was usually drinking alone. Jake Kaplan had been one funny guy. Maybe not in the mornings, but, hell, who was funny in the morning? 


Abby sipped the pint and held her slim right hand out level above the bar. 


Steady as a rock. 


She turned back to the case file and flipped through it to see where the cars were impounded. Tara Beckley’s CRV and the cargo van rented by Carlos Ramirez had both been hauled off by an outfit with the exquisite name of Savage Sam’s Salvage. 


Abby called. The phone was answered almost immediately with one curt word: “Sam.” 


Savage Sam? Abby almost asked, but she managed to hold that one back and explained who she was and why she was calling. 


“Ayuh, I got ’em both, the van and the Honda,” Sam acknowledged without much interest. “Both of ’em beat to shit, but the Honda took it worse. Those are little SUVs, but they’re stout, so it must’ve taken a pretty good pop.” 


Abby thought of the photos of the bloodstained pavement and of Tara Beckley in her hospital bed, body running on tubes and machines, eyes wide open and staring at Abby. 


“Yes,” she said. “It did take a good pop. I’ll need to see the vehicles, but I’m also interested in what you might have found in the car.” 


“I don’t steal shit out of cars, honey.” 


That was an interesting reaction. 


“My name is Abby, not honey, and I didn’t mean to imply that you stole anything,” she said. “It’s just that I’m looking for a phone that seems to have gone missing and that might still be in the car.” 


There was a long pause before he said, “I can check it again, maybe.” 


First the adamant claim that he didn’t steal things out of cars, now the willingness to check it again. Perhaps Savage Sam was uptight for a reason. Abby had a hunch that he was going to discover the phone—and maybe a few other valuables. She suspected this wasn’t the first time he’d swept through a wrecked car in his impound lot. 


“I’d appreciate that,” Abby said. “Because that phone is going to be pretty important to the case, and we’ve got one dead and one in a coma. You know what that’ll lead to—trial, lawyers, cops, all that happy crap.” 


She said it casually but made sure to emphasize the police and lawyers. It did not seem to be lost on Savage Sam, who said in a more agreeable tone of voice, “It’s possible I overlooked somethin’.” 


Abby smiled. “Can happen to anyone. If you don’t mind checking, that would be great. And I can keep the cops out of your hair. If they come by, they’ll waste more of your time than I will, you know?” 


“I’ll check it, sure,” Savage Sam said, now seeming positively enthusiastic about the prospect. 


“Just give me a call back if you find anything.” 


Five minutes, she thought when she hung up. That was how long it would take Savage Sam to call back with news of the discovery of a cell phone. He probably already had it in his desk drawer, waiting on a buyer from Craigslist or eBay. 


She was wrong—it took nine minutes. 


“It turns out there was one in there,” Savage Sam informed her with a level of shock more appropriate for the discovery of a live iguana in one’s toilet. “Jammed down by the gas pedal and wedged just between it and the floor mat. Crazy—I never would’ve seen it unless I’d been looking for it.” 


Abby grinned. “I bet. Well, I’m sure glad you checked again for me.” 


“Yeah, happy to help.” 


“You’re positive there was just one?” Abby said. 


“Positive. What do you want me to do with it?” 


“I can pick it up today, or I can have the police do it?” 


“Why don’t you grab it,” Sam said. “I don’t need to get in the middle of things.” 


Abby wondered just how much swag this guy sold. “I can be there just before five, if that works for you?” 


“That works.” 


Abby paid the tab. Three beers—when had the third one snuck in there? Oh, well, she was still legal. One for the spine, one for the shooting hand, and one for the memories she’d rather not let into her head while she was behind the wheel. Clarity could be a bitch sometimes. 










Chapter 5 


She won’t quit,” Shannon Beckley insists. Her face is hovering just inches from Tara’s, but she’s squinting like someone peering through a microscope, searching for something. Her voice carries conviction, but her eyes lack it. Her eyes think the search might be hopeless. 


“Trust me,” Shannon says. 


I always trust you, Tara answers, but no sound comes out. Why isn’t there a sound? Strange. She starts to speak again but Shannon interrupts. Not unusual with Shannon. 


“Trust me,” Shannon repeats, “this girl...will...not...quit.” Shannon’s green eyes are searing; her auburn hair is falling across her face, and her expression is as severe as any boot-camp drill sergeant’s. Tara can smell Shannon’s Aveda moisturizer, with its hint of juniper, and feel her breath warm on her cheek. She’s that close, and yet Shannon’s eyes suggest that she feels far away, unable to see whatever she’s looking at. That’s confusing, because she’s looking at Tara. 


Good for her if she will not quit, Tara tells her sister, and again there is no sound, but that concern is replaced by confusion. Hang on—who will not quit? And what is it that she’s not going to quit? 


Shannon is always forceful, but her face and words carry heightened intensity as she makes these stark but meaningless assertions about the girl who will not quit. 


Not her eyes, though, Tara thinks. Her eyes are not nearly so sure about things. 


Shannon leans away then, and the light that floods into Tara’s face is harsh and white. At first she can’t see anything because of that brightness, but then it dulls, as if someone has dialed back a dimmer switch, and she sees her mother. Her mother is crying. Rick is rubbing her shoulders. Good old Rick. Always the man with a hand for the shoulder and a comforting word. Usually the words don’t mean much, silly platitudes, bits of recycled wisdom. But Tara’s mother needs a steady diet of encouragement. The supportive touches and comforting words do the job she used to let the pills do. 


But what is today’s crisis? Tara watches her mother cry and watches Rick rub her back with a slow, circular motion that feels nearly hypnotic, and she tries to determine what the problem is, why everyone is so scared, so sad. 


Oh, yeah—someone won’t quit, that’s the problem. 


Tara’s mouth is dry and her head aches and she is very tired. Too tired to deal with her mother’s anxiety yet again. Let Rick deal with it. And Shannon. Shannon is here, ready to take charge, as always. Why is Shannon here? She’s in her last year of law school at Stanford, and Shannon doesn’t miss classes. Ever. But here she is... 


Where is here? Where am I? 


She knows this should matter, and yet it doesn’t seem to. Between Rick’s soothing and Shannon’s shouting, it will all work out. Tara isn’t needed for this one. She’s too tired for this one. 


What is this one? 


The girl who won’t quit. That girl is the problem. Who exactly she is and what exactly she is up to, Tara doesn’t know, but the girl who won’t quit is clearly causing the trouble here. Tara is too tired to join them all in their concern, though. The whole scene exhausts her and makes her strangely angry. Whoever the girl is, she needs to back the hell off and leave everyone alone. Look at them. Just look at their faces. See those tears, that fatigue, that sorrow? Back off, bitch. Back off and leave them alone. 


Just go away. 


Tara decides she will sleep again. Maybe while she sleeps, this relentless problem girl will finally abandon her confusing quest. 


All Tara understands with certainty is that it will be better for everyone when that girl finally quits. 










Chapter 6 


Savage Sam might’ve been sixty or a hundred. Either one seemed reasonable. He stood well over six feet, even with his stooped stance, and that natural forward lean paired with his unusually long arms gave the impression that he could have untied his boots without changing posture. 


“I might not have been completely clear about the phone when we talked,” he said when he greeted Abby at the front gate. He was carrying a shoe box. 


“You don’t have it?” 


“Oh, no, I think I’ve got it.” 


Abby frowned. “I don’t follow. Either you have it or you don’t.” 


“Not necessarily,” the old man said, and then he took the lid off the shoe box. Inside were at least a dozen cell phones as well as a heap of chargers and three GPS navigators. 


“Now, before you get to thinkin’ somethin’ that isn’t true,” Sam cautioned, “I want you to know that I always hang on to them for thirty days before I sell them. A firm policy. Otherwise it’d be stealing.” 


“The state law is thirty days?” 


Savage Sam blinked and squinted. He had bifocals tucked into the pocket of his flannel shirt but chose to squint instead, as if the glasses were a prop or he’d forgotten he had them. Or perhaps he’d swiped them out of a car and was intending to sell them later. 


“It’s awful close to thirty days, even if it isn’t exactly that,” he said. “They might’ve changed it.” 
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