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				About the Book

				In 1970, actress Elaina Styles was murdered in the Seattle mansion along with her husband and son’s nanny. The baby’s remains were found buried close to a hippie commune and police moved in – only to find its members embroiled in a grisly mass suicide.

				Now, decades later, a film about the murders is being shot, and on-set caterer Laurie Trotter is determined to ignore rumours that the production is cursed.

				Until the deaths begin.

				As Laurie delves deeper into what happened all those years ago, a legacy of brutal vengeance will reach its terrifying climax . . .
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				One

				Wednesday, May 28, 10.51 P.M.
Ellensburg, Washington

				Laurie Trotter had a bad feeling about the man who stepped inside the restaurant just ten minutes before closing. There were no other customers in the place. The last one had left about five minutes ago.

				The Superstar Diner off Interstate 90 was isolated – a Texaco station on the other side of the highway was its closest neighbor. Laurie hated working this ‘bare-bones staff’ late-night shift. Somewhere along the line, the owner, Paul, had done a survey and determined their slowest evening for business was in the middle of the week, especially in the summer, when most of the students at Central Washington University had gone home. So from nine until closing on Wednesday nights, the menu was limited to grill food.

				A trained chef, Laurie reluctantly emerged from her sanctuary in the kitchen to double as a waitress and short-order grill cook on those nights. The only other person working the shift was the dishwasher, Duncan, a sweet, nerdy eighteen-year-old with a puny build and a nervous manner. He always seemed overwhelmed, rushing around, bussing tables and washing dishes as if it were his first day on the job. Whenever he became flustered – which was often – he got tremors, which made him shake from the neck up like a bobblehead figure. If some creep were to wander into the diner and make trouble, poor Duncan could hardly come to Laurie’s rescue.

				In fact, it was sort of the other way around. A while back, a trio of jerks from Duncan’s high school had come in. They’d sat down at the counter, where they could see him through the pass-through window while he’d toiled away in the kitchen. They’d started teasing him.

				‘Hey, retard, how many plates did you break today?’

				‘Shit, look at him shaking . . .’

				‘When I grow up, Duncan, I want to have a real cool job like the one you have!’

				Laurie had spotted Duncan, bent over the sink, trying to ignore them. All the while, his head trembled on his skinny neck.

				Instead of handing menus to Duncan’s tormentors, she’d just glared at them. ‘If you guys ever want to eat in here again, you’ll shut the hell up right now,’ she’d growled. ‘I’m serious, knock it off.’

				And they’d clammed up.

				Laurie had that kind of pull at the Superstar Diner. In the two years she’d been employed there, business had almost doubled. Thanks to her daily specials and the desserts she added to their menu, the once-foundering truck stop had become a popular dinner spot in Ellensburg – like one of those places profiled on Diners, Drive-Ins and Dives. Plus, Laurie was well respected in town. A graduate of Central Washington U, she’d been married – too briefly – to the star player on their football team before he’d joined the army and been sent overseas. At least Brian Trotter had gotten to see his infant son, Joey, before dying a hero five months ago. He was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross and a Silver Star posthumously. They had a big ceremony at City Hall, and the event made the front page of the Daily Record. As Brian’s widow and the mother of his child, twenty-six-year-old Laurie was revered around town. Sometimes that wasn’t easy. The perfect widow wasn’t exactly something she’d aspired to be.

				The local high school boys were especially in awe of her – and it wasn’t just due to her dead husband’s heroics on the football and battlefields. Laurie was cute, with auburn hair and a buxom figure. Laurie thought she was a bit too buxom. She still hadn’t completely shed the extra baby weight, and working in a kitchen didn’t help.

				At the moment, she would have welcomed a familiar face or two. These last few lonely minutes before closing were sometimes a bit unnerving. There was always the chance of a stranger wandering in there, a stranger who might want to cause trouble or rob the place.

				Laurie wasn’t usually this paranoid. But six nights ago, only thirty miles away at Paddy’s Pantry off Highway 82 near Yakima, a waitress and a cook had been viciously beaten by a pair of armed robbers. It had occurred just minutes before closing.

				The gunmen had emptied out the register, stealing close to seven hundred dollars. They’d also made the waitress, cook, and a busboy surrender their wallets. Laurie had followed the story closely. The waitress and cook resisted. She ended up with a black eye and a split lip; the cook spent three days in the hospital having his broken jaw wired. Their attackers were still at large. Paddy’s Pantry had surveillance cameras. Blurry shots of the perpetrators were printed in the newspaper, and distributed to several restaurants in the area. The photos were plastered in the break room at the Superstar Diner. Laurie thought it was pretty ridiculous that they were expected to recognize the assailants from those fuzzy snapshots. Both men had medium builds and dark hair; one looked pale, and the other might have been Latino – that was all she had to go on. The descriptions from the waitress, cook, and busboy could have fit half the men who had walked into the Superstar Diner tonight.

				‘My Sharona’ was churning over the jukebox, Laurie’s selection. That thump, thump, thump rhythm always helped revive her at the end of a long day on her feet. ‘Walking on Sunshine’ was another song selection that reenergized her near closing. Both tunes were probably brand new when Paul had last changed the jukebox selections.

				Duncan had already brought in the sandwich board sign from the sidewalk by the entrance. He was mopping the kitchen floor – always his last chore for the night.

				As she wiped down the counter with Windex and a sponge, Laurie prayed no last-minute customers would show up. In just a few minutes, she could lock the door and hang up the CLOSED sign. She was hoping to get out of there by 11.15.

				She was about to pull the keys from the pocket of her waitress uniform when the man strutted through the doorway.

				Laurie hadn’t noticed a car pull into the parking lot. She couldn’t help wondering if the guy had switched off his headlights as he’d approached the diner. But why would he do that? Was it because he didn’t want anyone identifying his car later?

				Laurie felt dread in the pit of her stomach. She put down the sponge, and nervously wiped her hands on her apron. She tried not to stare at the man: dark hair, pale complexion, medium build. She guessed he was about thirty. He looked unwashed with his five o’clock shadow and greasy, unkempt black hair. Still, he was sort of sexy in a strange, dangerous kind of way. Maybe it was the unabashed, flirtatious grin on his face as his dark eyes met hers. He seemed so smug. Any other time, she might have been amused, maybe even slightly intrigued despite herself – but not now.

				Please, she thought, just order a Coke to go, take it, and get out of here. Hell, she wouldn’t even charge him for it if that was all he wanted.

				The camouflage-pattern army fatigue jacket he wore seemed too big for his frame. With a grunt, he plopped down on one of the middle stools. Then he began to slap his hands on the countertop, keeping time with ‘My Sharona’.

				Laurie worked up a smile and handed him the grill menu – which, thankfully, got him to stop pounding on the counter. ‘We’re about ready to close,’ she said over the music. ‘But I can still fix you something to go.’

				He studied the menu and frowned. ‘What the hell is the Rita Moreno Burger?’

				Laurie took a deep breath. ‘It’s a ground chicken burger with hints of chili, lime, and cilantro, topped with guacamole, and served with beans and plantain fries.’ The description was plainly there on the menu. Still, she refrained from asking, Can’t you read?

				‘Doesn’t sound very Italian,’ he muttered.

				‘It’s Puerto Rican,’ Laurie explained. ‘Rita Moreno is from Puerto Rico.’

				‘Moreno sounds Italian to me,’ he grumbled.

				Laurie just shrugged.

				Paul, the owner, was a big movie fan. His collection of framed vintage movie posters and autographed film-star portraits decorated the walls of the Superstar Diner. Every item on the menu was named after a movie star – from the Crepes Suzanne Pleshette to the Lee J. Cobb Salad to the Spencer Tracy Steak. Laurie figured this clever concept was lost on most of the truckers who wandered in for a fast meal.

				His eyes on the menu, the stranger let out a long sigh. ‘Okay, give me three of those, two Myrna Loy Soy Burgers, three of the Gary Cooper Classics, one with cheese, and two Jon Hamm and Egg Sandwiches.’ He slapped the menu down on the counter and smirked at her. ‘To go.’

				Oh, crap, Laurie thought, scribbling it all down. She’d be lucky to get out of there by 11.40 now.

				‘Regular french fries with each order, okay?’ he grunted. ‘None of that plantain shit.’ He reached inside his fatigue jacket, pulled out a pack of cigarettes, and lit one up.

				Laurie shook her head at him. ‘I’m sorry, but you can’t smoke in here. It’s against the law.’

				He drew in, and then deliberately blew smoke rings in her direction. ‘Know what else is against the law?’ he asked. ‘Carrying a concealed weapon.’

				Laurie froze and stared at him. Was he hiding a gun inside that baggy fatigue jacket? For a second, she couldn’t breathe.

				‘My Sharona’ finally ended. She could hear Duncan in the kitchen, wringing out the mop. He had no idea what was going on. The sound of the kitchen door slamming made her flinch, and she realized he’d just stepped outside to empty the mop bucket.

				Now she and this man were alone.

				He took another long drag from his cigarette, and then he cracked a smile. ‘Hey, relax,’ he whispered. ‘I’m just having a little fun with you, Laurie, that’s all.’

				For a second, it baffled her that he knew her name. Then she remembered the name tag on her waitress uniform. She wore the uniform only on Wednesday nights.

				With a shaky hand, Laurie grabbed a saucer and set it on the counter in front of him. It wobbled and clanked against the linoleum. ‘No smoking,’ she said, hating the little tremor in her voice. ‘Put out your cigarette, please.’

				He drew in one last puff, stubbed out the cigarette, and then exhaled a cloud of smoke in her face.

				Laurie glared at him. Her stomach was in knots. ‘I’m sorry, but with a big order like this so late at night, you’ll have to pay in advance. I’ll total it up . . .’ She started toward the cash register at the end of the counter. She remembered, in case she needed it, the button was there under the counter by the register – a silent alarm to the police department.

				Suddenly, he grabbed her arm. ‘Listen, why don’t you skip that for now and start cooking up the shit you’re passing off as food, huh?’ he said. ‘The sooner you get my order on the grill, the sooner you can wrap it up here and go home to your baby boy. Am I right, Laurie, or am I right?’

				She automatically wrenched her arm away from his grasp. But she couldn’t move. Staring at him, she felt as if her feet were cemented to the floor. She couldn’t figure out how he knew about Joey.

				He grinned. He could tell she was scared. That was the thing about him – it was as if he knew her every thought.

				‘Who are you?’ she whispered.

				Laurie barely got the question out when she heard the kitchen screen door slam again. It gave her another start. She turned to see if Duncan was coming back inside. But she couldn’t spot him through the window. For a moment, she imagined someone following him into the kitchen – with a gun at his bobbling head.

				Laurie stole a glance at the silent alarm, just a few feet away. She had to go for it – even if it meant a split lip and a black eye.

				‘Is someone smoking out there?’ Duncan called.

				She swiveled around, and was grateful to see him – alone – peering at her through the pass-through window.

				‘Go back to your mopping, Einstein,’ the stranger snarled. ‘Laurie and I are having a private conversation. Go on . . .’

				Duncan blinked at him, and his head started to shake.

				‘Loser,’ the man grumbled.

				Behind the man, out the plate-glass window, Laurie noticed a pair of headlights coming up the road from the Interstate’s off-ramp.

				‘Laurie, are you okay?’ Duncan asked.

				She watched the vehicle turn into the lot. To her utter relief, she saw it was a police car. ‘Everything’s fine, Duncan,’ she said evenly. ‘The gentleman’s just leaving . . .’

				The man fiddled with a salt shaker. He looked so smug. He didn’t seem to catch on that a patrolman was just outside the restaurant.

				Duncan retreated from the pass-through window. A moment later, Laurie heard the bucket clanking as he put it away.

				‘I have no idea how you know me,’ Laurie said to the stranger. Her heart was racing. ‘But you’re acting like a total creep. Now it’s past closing time, and I don’t have to put up with you. Do you understand me? You need to leave – now.’

				In response, he unscrewed the top of the salt shaker, and slowly poured out the salt. A little white mound formed on the counter.

				Laurie nodded toward the window in back of him. ‘You’re going to have a tough time explaining that little trick to the state trooper out there.’

				The man glanced over his shoulder, and then turned toward her again, stone-faced. ‘If he’s a friend of yours, he might be interested to hear how much you whored around while your hero-husband got shot at in Afghanistan. I could give him an earful, sweetie. You have everybody in this town thinking you’re somebody special, the sweet war widow . . .’ He stood up. ‘But you’re just a fraud.’

				Dumbfounded, she stood there with her mouth open. It wasn’t true. He didn’t know what he was talking about. She wanted to say as much, she wanted to scream it at him. But a grain of truth in his tirade kept her mute.

				He sauntered toward the exit, slipping out just as the state patrolman opened the door to come inside. ‘Thanks, pal,’ he muttered to the cop.

				The husky, baby-faced patrolman scowled at him. Then he seemed to shrug it off. ‘Is it too late for a cup of caffeinated to go?’ he asked, lumbering toward the counter.

				Laurie listened to an engine start up outside. Through the window she watched an old, beat-up silver minivan pull out of the lot. This time his headlights were on. She thought she saw someone with him in the front passenger seat.

				She had a pretty good idea who it was.

				‘Is it too late to get a cup of coffee to go?’ the patrolman asked again.

				Rattled, Laurie gaped at him, and quickly nodded, ‘Sure thing, coming right up.’ She headed for the coffee station. She hadn’t switched it off yet. ‘It’s on the house,’ she said, reaching for a Styrofoam cup. Her hand was shaking a little. ‘You want a large?’

				‘Sure, thanks,’ the cop replied. He squinted at the white mound of salt on the counter – and the cigarette stubbed out on the saucer. ‘What’s this?’

				‘Oh, that’s nothing,’ Laurie said, pouring coffee into the large container. She set the container and a lid in front of him, and started to clean up the stranger’s mess. ‘Did you need cream or sugar with that?’

				‘Black’s fine,’ the policeman said.

				Laurie wanted to tell the cop what had just happened, but she couldn’t. Right now, she couldn’t tell anyone.

				She stole another look out the side window – at the access road. The minivan’s front beams and taillights disappeared in the darkness.

				But she didn’t feel any relief. The dread was still rooted in the pit of her stomach.

				She knew it wasn’t over. The silver minivan would be back.

				Tonight was just the beginning.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				Wednesday, 11.12 P.M.

				The code to set the alarm was *72. The keypad was on the kitchen wall by a pair of saloon doors to the dining area. Once she set the alarm, Laurie had sixty seconds to leave through the front exit and lock it – or the damn thing would go off. As usual, Duncan waited for her outside, because the whole business of having to get out of there within a minute flustered him. Tonight he had the state patrolman keeping him company. After what had happened at Paddy’s Pantry six nights ago, the cop said he’d stay until she’d closed up – just to be safe.

				Laurie knew her last customer of the night had nothing to do with the armed robbery at Paddy’s Pantry. He’d had no intention of robbing the diner tonight.

				No, he’d come there for her.

				But she couldn’t admit that to the cop – or to Duncan. For them, she tried her damnedest to act as if nothing was wrong. Yet all the while she felt as if her whole world was about to crumble. She couldn’t breathe right. She just wanted to get home and make sure Joey was safe.

				At closing, they always left on the big lighted Coke clock and the red neon sign in the window spelling out BREAKFAST-LUNCH-DINNER. The dim, scarlet-hued light was enough for Laurie to navigate her way through the shadowy restaurant.

				She slipped out the front door and locked it with thirty seconds to spare. A cool night breeze hit her, and she clutched together the front of the black cardigan over her waitress uniform.

				Duncan said he’d see her tomorrow, and then he mounted his moped, which always sounded like a defective lawn mower whenever he started it up. Waving goodbye to her and the cop, he took off. The sound of the sputtering engine grew fainter as Duncan headed up the access road toward town.

				Laurie turned and smiled at the state patrolman. He had no idea how he’d rescued her tonight, even if it was just temporarily. ‘Well, thank you for sticking around,’ she said. ‘It was a comfort—’

				A static-laced announcement came over a mic strapped to the cop’s shoulder, interrupting her. The patrolman pressed a button on the device and spoke into it. ‘This is car seventeen responding . . .’ There was more gibberish from the mic, which apparently he understood. ‘I’m at the Ellensburg exit by I-90 right now. I’m on my way. Over . . .’ He turned to Laurie, his eyebrows raised. ‘Are you okay on your own from here?’

				Nodding at him, she reached into her purse for the car keys. She backed toward her Toyota Camry on the other side of the small lot. ‘Oh, yes, I’m headed straight home . . .’ She turned and pressed the device on her key ring. The car lights blinked.

				She glanced back at the cop, who was already ducking inside his patrol car. He started to talk into his mic again, and then shut the door.

				She was about to call, ‘Thanks again,’ but he wouldn’t have heard her.

				With a sigh, Laurie climbed into her car. She put the key in the ignition, and then remembered something she’d left behind in the diner.

				The prowler’s headlights and rooftop red strobes went on as the cop pulled out of the lot.

				Biting her lip, Laurie watched him drive away.

				She’d promised Paul that when she got home tonight, she would bake four orange cakes for tomorrow. So on the way to work, she had stopped by the grocery store and bought all the ingredients, which she’d stashed in the diner’s refrigerator. Her orange cake was a hit at the Superstar Diner, and would go on the special dessert menu Thursday night. She would be baking one more cake – to send to Cheryl Wheeler, the owner of Grill Girl, a popular Seattle food truck recently profiled on the Food Network. Paul didn’t know it, but for the last two months Laurie had been sending her desserts to various Seattle and Portland restaurateurs in hopes of getting hired – and getting out of Ellensburg.

				She nervously tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. One of the last things she wanted to do right now was go back inside the diner, deactivate the alarm, and retrieve a bunch of groceries. She’d have to go through the whole lock-up procedure all over again, alone this time. And she couldn’t be certain if her last customer of the night hadn’t stuck around to see if the cop would leave before her.

				Did she dare push her luck?

				Laurie told herself she’d be back inside the car within two minutes. That was certainly a lot less time and hassle than making a special trip here tomorrow morning. Just getting Joey dressed and strapped in his car seat always added an extra ten minutes to every trip – each way.

				‘Damn it,’ she hissed, fishing her cell phone from her purse. She slipped it into the pocket of her waitress uniform, and then climbed out of the car. She warily glanced toward the access road. She didn’t see any cars. There was nothing, no sign of the silver minivan.

				As she unlocked the restaurant door, the alarm went off. She rushed inside, shut the door and bolted it behind her. Leaving the key in the lock, she hurried into the kitchen. Laurie tried not to let the alarm’s incessant beeping unnerve her. She knew the disable code by heart: 8291940. The saloon doors were still swinging back and forth as she punched in the numbers on the lighted keypad. All at once, silence. It was a relief. But her heart was still racing.

				In the darkness, Laurie made her way to the big refrigerator, and opened it. ‘Let there be light,’ she whispered. Even for a normal evening, it would have been a bit scary poking around here in the dark.

				She imagined stepping out of the kitchen – only to see her last customer standing on the other side of the plate glass window, staring in at her.

				Laurie grabbed two large to-go bags, doubled them up, and quickly loaded the butter, milk, eggs, and orange juice inside. She closed the refrigerator door, and the kitchen was dark again.

				The bag felt heavy and awkward as she lugged it toward the saloon doors. She set the activate code again, and then made a beeline for the entrance. She didn’t spot anyone out there, thank God. She unlocked the door, swung it open, and hurried outside. The bagful of groceries got in the way as she tried to lock up, and she couldn’t keep her hands from shaking. But she finally got the door locked.

				Glancing toward the access road again, Laurie didn’t notice any headlights. She let out a sigh of relief, but then it caught in her throat.

				There in the moonlight, she saw a vehicle slowly moving up the road – toward the restaurant, toward her. The headlights were off.

				She wasn’t certain, because of the distance and the night, but it looked like a minivan.

				Bolting toward the Camry, she dug the key from the pocket of her waitress uniform. She clicked the unlock button on the key ring device, and the Camry’s lights flickered. Pulling open the car door, she jumped inside and tossed the bag on the passenger side floor. She heard something crack inside the bag, but was too frazzled to care right now. Fumbling with the key, she struggled to get it in the ignition. ‘C’mon, c’mon, c’mon,’ she breathed.

				Even with the window up, Laurie could hear the minivan’s engine now – and stray pieces of gravel crunching under its tires.

				At last, she got the key in the ignition and started up the car. She backed out of the parking space, and then shifted gears. She was about to put her foot down on the accelerator when all at once, something blinded her. She hit the brake.

				The minivan’s driver had switched on his brights. The van stopped at the narrowest part of the drive, where a curbed sidewalk jutted out at the edge of the parking lot. It was her only way out, and they had it blocked.

				Squinting in the headlight beams, she could just barely make out the two silhouetted figures inside the front of the minivan. Someone climbed out on the passenger side, but she couldn’t quite see him. She heard the vehicle’s door shut.

				Laurie immediately reached for the armrest, and with a click, locked the car doors.

				The tall, lean man came into view, weaving toward her. He looked as if he were drunk. He banged his fist on the hood of her car. ‘Roll down your window!’ he yelled, his voice only slightly muffled by the glass. ‘C’mon, Laurie, roll it down, before I break it!’

				Reluctantly, she reached for the armrest switch. The window hummed as she lowered it a mere couple of inches. He glared at her through the narrow opening. Laurie stared back at him. ‘That was your brother, Ryder, in the restaurant earlier, wasn’t it?’ she said. ‘I should have seen the family resemblance. What do you want, Tad?’

				He drummed his fingers on the roof of the car – just above her head. His face came even closer to the glass.

				For Laurie, seeing him again for the first time in four months was a shock. He looked terrible – like someone who was strung out on drugs or living on the streets. He used to have a sweet, goofy cuteness that made him endearing. But it was gone now.

				He hadn’t answered her question. He just shook his head at her.

				‘What do you want?’ Laurie asked again. Her foot was still on the brake.

				He just glared at her, and kept drumming his fingers on the car roof.

				‘I can’t believe this,’ Laurie said. ‘You used to tell me that your brother was bad news. You didn’t want anything to do with him. That therapist you were seeing called him a sociopath. Remember? So why did you send him into the diner to harass me? Or was that his idea? Are you two buddies now?’

				‘I just want to see my kid,’ he replied – at last.

				‘He’s not your child,’ Laurie said steadily. ‘You know that, Tad. I gave you proof – and it cost me dearly. It almost ended my marriage.’

				‘Well, your marriage did end,’ Tad said. ‘The guy died. And I’m alive. Goddamn it, Laurie, you care about me! Quit trying to be the great, suffering, noble war widow. That routine might fool some people, but I know you—’

				‘Stop it,’ she whispered. Her eyes were starting to hurt from the headlights’ blinding glare. ‘Just leave me alone.’

				‘I still have a right to see my own kid,’ he argued.

				‘Good God, how many times do I have to tell you? Tad, I showed you the test results—’

				‘Ryder says you probably paid off some doctor to fake those documents. And I wouldn’t be surprised if you did, you lying bitch.’

				‘“Lying bitch?” I think that’s your brother talking. That’s not you. Why are you even listening to him?’ She studied his ravaged face. If she weren’t so frightened, her heart would have been breaking for him. ‘What happened to you? You used to be sweet.’

				‘You can’t just dump people—’

				‘That was two years ago, Tad. Two years . . .’

				‘I was in love. We had something together. You can’t just pretend it didn’t happen. If I can’t have you . . .’ He trailed off, and then suddenly banged on the hood.

				Startled, Laurie reeled back.

				‘Get out of there!’ he shouted. ‘Get out of that goddamn car right now!’

				Laurie gaped at him, and then she realized her foot had been on the brake all this time. She turned and switched on her high beams. Tightening her grip on the wheel, she pushed down on the accelerator. The tires let out a loud screech as she sped toward the narrow section of road between the minivan and the edge of the sidewalk.

				Tad jumped back from the car, and fell down on the pavement.

				Laurie saw him only out of the corner of her eye as she plowed forward. For a second, the minivan’s headlights blinded her. Then she felt a jolt as the front passenger-side tire hit the curb and the car bounced up onto the sidewalk. She thought the Camry might tip over and crash into the other vehicle. The car’s underside scraped against the concrete, and she winced at the grating sound. She got another jolt when the back tire slammed into the curb. One side of the Camry careened along the walkway. She kept her foot on the accelerator, and didn’t let up.

				Clearing the minivan, Laurie swerved back onto the driveway. She was almost certain she’d damaged the underside of the Camry, but she didn’t stop. She checked her rearview mirror to make sure Tad and his brother weren’t following her.

				She didn’t see anything back there. Ryder must have turned off the minivan’s headlights. She turned down Canyon Road, and headed toward the center of town. There were other cars on the road, and that made her feel better. If the Camry were damaged and broke down on her, at least other drivers were around. She wouldn’t be totally helpless.

				She tried to tell herself that everything was okay. But her heart was still racing.

				Laurie pressed the switch on her armrest, and her window descended. The cool breeze through the open window was refreshing. She thought about calling the police. But what would she tell them? I’m worried, because the guy I slept with a few times while my husband was fighting in Afghanistan is now harassing me – him and his sociopath brother.

				She kept thinking that she deserved this. Everyone who knew her – or knew of her – would think the same thing.

				No, she couldn’t call the police.

				Right now, she just wanted to get home. She glanced in the rearview mirror again. She didn’t see the minivan anywhere back there. They weren’t following her. Then again, they didn’t have to.

				They knew where she lived.

				Her home was on Wilmington Court, a cul-de-sac about half a mile from the university. As she turned down the block, Laurie kept a lookout for the minivan. Tad and his brother couldn’t have made it there before her. She’d gone over the speed limit most of the drive home. Still, she kept her eyes peeled.

				Laurie pulled up in front of her duplex, a charmless, beige stucco – one of four that made up the Bancroft Townhome Apartments. Her apartment was on the first floor. The inside of the unit was just as drab as the exterior. With the imitation parquet floors and the cheap-looking wood doors, cabinets, and accents, Laurie figured the place must have been built in a hurry sometime in the mid-eighties and never been updated.

				She’d always hated it.

				After Brian had joined the army and been shipped to a base in Heidelberg, Laurie vacated their old apartment, put everything into storage, and traveled to Paris. She’d studied with master chefs at the École Ritz Escoffier and lived in a tiny, ridiculously expensive studio – with a view of the Eiffel Tower if she stood on a chair and stuck her head out the window. She was blowing her entire savings from years of waitressing, but she’d never been so happy. She and Brian would get together practically every weekend. Cramming in as much as they could during those forty-eight-hour increments, they’d explored cheap places to stay all over Europe.

				Then he’d gotten his orders to go to Afghanistan. They’d given him a two-week furlough, and Brian had decided they should take that time to return to Ellensburg and establish a home base. Laurie had resisted. But he’d made it clear to her. They were running out of money. If she stayed on in Paris, they’d be broke within a month. He wanted her stateside or at least at one of the resident facilities on the base in Heidelberg, someplace where he knew she was safe. He’d have enough to worry about while in Afghanistan. He didn’t want to be worried about her, too. Five weeks away from earning her diploma from the cooking school, Laurie had to quit.

				Brian had chosen the dumpy two-bedroom at Bancroft Townhomes because it was within their budget, and the extra room would come in handy in case her mother ever wanted to visit. Brian had no family, and he’d gotten close to her mom. That was the way it was. Everyone liked Brian. But Laurie couldn’t help resenting him a little. Even though she’d fixed up the apartment the best she could, she was miserable there. But she didn’t dare complain. After all, Brian had it far worse than she did.

				Still, she’d gone from a culinary class at the Ritz Hotel in Paris to the Superstar Diner in Ellensburg. Instead of looking out her window at the City of Lights, she had a view of another lousy, rundown apartment complex on Wilmington Court.

				Laurie turned off the ignition, and stared at the duplex.

				Through the living room picture window, she could see her neighbor and Joey’s babysitter, Krista, curled up on the sofa, working on her laptop. Laurie often sat in that very same spot while watching TV, reading, or playing with Joey. But it wasn’t until now, looking in from the outside, that she realized how truly vulnerable and exposed they were.

				The light from the computer illuminated Krista’s face as she focused on her studies. She was cute, with short-cropped strawberry blond hair, freckles, and a curvy figure. Krista and her husband, Nathan, were working on their master’s degrees. They lived in the next apartment complex down – at the end of the cul-de-sac. Krista often said how much she admired Laurie for working full-time and raising a baby on her own. But Laurie knew she couldn’t have managed without Krista’s help. Nathan had a job as a campus security guard from five until midnight. That left Krista free to babysit Joey three nights a week while Laurie had the closing shift at the Superstar Diner. Joey was in Happy Train Daycare the other two days Laurie worked.

				Laurie hoisted up the bag from the passenger floor. It was leaking. At least a couple of the eggs must have broken, maybe the whole carton. ‘Fine, terrific, one more thing,’ she muttered, climbing out of the car. The Camry let out a beep as she locked it with the remote device. Then she headed toward her front door.

				From inside came a bark. It was Krista and Nathan’s black Lab, Frannie. The door flung open before Laurie got the key in. ‘Shhhhh, Frannie,’ Krista whispered. ‘You’ll wake Joey.’ She looked at Laurie, and then at the bag. ‘You’re dripping.’

				Laurie nodded glumly, and stepped inside. ‘Broken eggs. It’s been a rough night.’ She carried the messy bag around the corner into the kitchen. With the faux-wood cabinets and chipped, yellow Formica countertops, it was an ugly work space, but at least the oven was reliable – for an electric.

				Frannie licked up the trail of raw egg that was leaking. ‘Is it okay for her to eat that?’ Laurie asked, setting the bag down on the counter.

				‘Oh, yeah, gives her a shiny coat.’ Krista petted the Labrador. ‘Doesn’t it, girl? You’re the best combination mop and vacuum cleaner in the world. Yes, you are.’ She looked at Laurie, and suddenly seemed serious. ‘You said it was a rough night. Are you okay?’

				Laurie unloaded the milk and orange juice. She nodded a few more times than necessary. ‘Oh, yeah, I’m fine now.’

				Krista sighed. ‘Well, we had a – situation here.’

				With one hand in the bag, Laurie stopped and gaped at her. ‘What? Is Joey okay? When I called two hours ago, you said—’

				‘He’s fine, went to sleep without a fuss. This is something else—’

				‘What?’ Laurie asked anxiously. She was thinking about Tad and his brother, Ryder. Had they phoned here – or come by before heading to the diner?

				‘Those lemon bars you made,’ Krista whispered. ‘I ate four of them. They’re like crack. I couldn’t stop. If I end up looking like a beached whale, it’s your fault.’

				Laurie sighed, and then worked up a smile. ‘You scared me for a minute there . . .’ She continued unloading the bag. ‘I made those for you. Take some home to Nate. In fact, speaking of your sweet, understanding husband—’

				‘Who called twice tonight, by the way,’ Krista interrupted. ‘They’re training a new guy for the midnight to morning shift, so they let Nate out early. He’s heading home now, and ready to chase me around the bedroom – so he claims. I should scram.’

				Laurie and Frannie followed her back into the living room. Krista closed up her computer laptop and started collecting her books and spiral notepad. Frannie nuzzled up beside Laurie, and she scratched the dog behind her ear.

				‘You started to say something about my “sweet, understanding husband,”’ Krista said.

				Laurie had wanted to ask if her sweet, understanding husband would mind if she and the dog spent the night here. But she couldn’t bring herself to ask now. She shrugged awkwardly. ‘It was nothing. Let – let me pack up some lemon bars for him . . .’

				She retreated to the kitchen and put some of the dessert bars into a Tupperware container. She really didn’t want to be alone right now. She was wondering if Krista would mind leaving Frannie here for the night. But the dog always went into a barking fit whenever Krista left her, and Laurie couldn’t risk waking Joey. She didn’t have a gun in the house. The next best thing was Brian’s old aluminum baseball bat. She’d had a few nervous nights when she’d slept with the bat at her bedside. It looked like tonight was going to be one of them.

				Laurie walked Krista and Frannie to the door and stepped outside with them. Frannie darted over to some bushes to pee. From the front stoop, Laurie gazed up and down the street once again.

				‘What’s wrong?’ her friend asked, hugging her books and the Tupperware container to her chest. ‘You seem tense. Is everything okay?’

				‘My last customer at the restaurant was kind of creepy, that’s all.’

				‘Why didn’t you say something? What happened?’

				‘Nothing,’ Laurie said. She couldn’t tell Krista the whole story. Hell, Krista looked up to her. ‘Nothing happened. He just – it’s silly. It’s really not worth going into. I’m fine.’

				Krista stroked her arm. ‘Well, lock up, and don’t hesitate to call if you get scared. I mean that. And have a glass of wine to take the edge off. What the hell? Have two.’

				Laurie nodded. ‘This may be the night for it.’ She clutched together the front of her cardigan. ‘Would you do me a favor? Could you blink the outside lights once you’re inside to let me know you’re safe?’

				They’d gone through this routine three months back, when someone had been assaulting women on the college campus. The assaults stopped, but they never did find the guy. They’d kept up the blinking lights ritual for three weeks – until Krista had deemed it no longer necessary.

				But she agreed to it tonight. She and Frannie headed down toward the end of the cul-de-sac. Biting her lip, Laurie watched from the front stoop as they disappeared behind some bushes near the front of their townhouse apartment. It was quiet on the cul-de-sac, but Laurie didn’t hear Krista’s door open or shut. She nervously rubbed her arms and waited. At last, she saw the outside front lights blink three times.

				Laurie ducked inside, closed the door and double-locked it.

				She drew the front window curtains, and then turned on the TV for some soft background noise – and a little bit of company. A Frasier rerun was on. She headed toward Joey’s room to check in on him. But something near one end of the sofa caught her eye. It was one of Krista’s textbooks, half-hidden by a throw pillow.

				Laurie figured Krista wouldn’t need it anymore tonight. She set the book on the coffee table, and made a mental note to call her about it in the morning – if Krista didn’t call her first. She peeked into Joey’s bedroom. It was the nicest room in the place: new blue carpet, all new furniture from Ikea, including a rocking chair, and a night-light that created a starry pattern on the ceiling. Joey was asleep under a yellow blanket with cartoon elephants on it.

				The home-line phone rang, breaking the silence. Laurie quickly headed toward the kitchen to grab it before the ringing woke Joey. She figured Krista must have needed her book after all. She snatched up the receiver. ‘Yes, you left your book here,’ she said. ‘I didn’t think you’d want it tonight.’

				There was no sound on the other end.

				Laurie hesitated. ‘Hello? Krista?’

				She heard a sigh. ‘I no your loan now,’ he whispered.

				Laurie didn’t understand. There was a click on the other end, and then the line went dead.

				Her hand still clutching the receiver, she looked at the caller ID box: NUMBER BLOCKED.

				What had he said? Was it Tad? Then she realized.

				‘I know you’re alone now.’

				For a moment, Laurie couldn’t move. She wanted to phone the police. But what would she tell them? And if she called Krista, she’d have to explain to her about Tad – and his brother.

				She quickly checked to make sure the windows were locked. She kept telling herself that Tad was just screwing with her head, trying to get her attention. She knew him. She’d dealt with him before. He would never hurt her or Joey.

				But then, she didn’t know his brother.

				Laurie didn’t bother going to bed that night. She knew she’d never fall asleep. A glass of Merlot didn’t help. She nodded off only briefly, forty-five minutes at the most.

				She spent the entire night in the rocking chair in Joey’s room – with her dead husband’s aluminum baseball bat across her lap.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Three

				Friday, May 30, 12.25 P.M.
Seattle, Washington

				‘Okay, so what’s the situation here?’ Maureen asked, stepping inside the food truck.

				It was like walking into a sweatbox. Despite the vents blowing at full speed, the trailer was twenty degrees hotter than the mid-60s temperature outside. The savory aroma of caramelized onions and meat on the grill always smelled so good at first. But by the end of her four-hour shift, the stench would saturate Maureen’s clothes, and she’d be sick of it.

				‘God, you’re a lifesaver,’ said her boss, Cheryl, turning from the grill to smile at her. She held a spatula in one hand and a salt shaker in the other. ‘Thanks for doing this. The “situation here” is we’re out of the Philadelphia cheesesteak, and some customers are mighty pissed off about it . . .’

				‘Well, they’ll live,’ Maureen said, stowing her purse under the cash register. ‘I’ll put a sign by the order window – If you want a cheesesteak sandwich, you’re shit out of luck. Go to Philadelphia.’

				On the grill, six buns were toasting. Maureen could tell at a glance what else was cooking: a teriyaki chicken and Swiss, two cheeseburgers, two pulled pork, and a turkey cranberry.

				This was supposed to be her day off. Fridays during the summer, a lot of office people worked a half day and skipped having lunch downtown. So Cheryl had decreed that one of them would get every second Friday off, while the other worked alone. It was hectic, but manageable. The rest of the week, the workload would have been impossible for anyone to handle by themselves. It wasn’t just about cooking the food, which was tough enough. They had to take orders, collect money, and get that food to the right customers.

				Though she’d only had the job for three months, Maureen had learned fast. She and Cheryl had work chemistry. They usually fell into a perfect rhythm together whenever they had a mad rush.

				Except for the cheesesteak crisis, Cheryl seemed to have things under control. Maureen had checked the crowd outside on Fourth Avenue, by the downtown library. Five people waited in line at the window of the pale green truck. They didn’t look too restless.

				On the side of the vehicle was their logo – a fifties-inspired cartoon of a plump, middle-aged waitress holding up a tray of food with one hand. Alongside this illustration, it said in big letters:

				GRILL GIRL
Your Lunch Break Starts Here!
Sliders, Sandwiches, and Burgers to Die For!

				Maureen often wondered if their customers thought the cartoon waitress was her – or possibly Cheryl, who owned Grill Girl. They were both full-figured blondes. Pushing sixty, Maureen was flattered whenever patrons mistook her for her boss. Cheryl looked like her much younger sister, but their age difference was only three years. Cheryl had a slightly careworn, still pretty face. She was sexy in an earth mother sort of way.

				Maureen was having her over to dinner tonight. In fact, she’d been in the checkout line at Safeway with a cart full of provisions for the lasagna dinner when she’d gotten Cheryl’s distress call. Her boss had an ‘emergency meeting’ with a potential client for some big catering gig. The people wanted to meet at 1.30, and Cheryl needed Maureen to finish up the last hour with the lunch crowd.

				‘By the way, you owe me thirteen bucks for cab fare,’ Maureen announced, rolling up the sleeves of her lightweight pink pullover. ‘I’ll start bagging while you finish up this batch. Then you can get the heck out of here . . .’ She started examining the orders on the chef’s clipboard. Maureen got the side portions of garlic green beans and mixed balsamic veggies out of the refrigerator and into the microwave. Then she started stacking up the refrigerated six-ounce containers of Cheryl’s homemade coleslaw and potato salad.

				‘So this catering job thing, who’s the big, important client you’re meeting?’ she asked.

				‘I don’t want to jinx it by saying,’ Cheryl answered, hovering over the grill.

				‘It’s not Gil Garrett and Shawna Farrell, is it?’

				She noticed her boss pause for a moment.

				Gil and Shawna were on the top of Cheryl’s wish list for special catering gigs, a list that included notables like Bill and Melinda Gates, Paul Allen, and Jeff Bezos, and for reasons Maureen didn’t fathom, a perfectly nice but nothing-special rest home called Evergreen Manor.

				Gil and Shawna were almost an obsession with Cheryl. They lived in one of those Medina mansion-fortresses on the lake with all the other multimillionaires. Gil was a retired major film producer, and his wife, Shawna, had won an Oscar about forty or so years ago. Now she had a line of yoga and exercise attire for women. They had one of her stores in Bellevue Square and another at Pacific Place, downtown. Maureen imagined only the most hoity-toity malls had Shawna Chic stores. Shawna Farrell wouldn’t deign to sell her wares next to an Applebee’s. And there was no way in hell a health nut like Shawna was going to hire Grill Girl to cater her next soiree.

				It was obvious that Cheryl figured differently. And maybe she was right. With a profile on the Food Network, and write-ups in the Seattle Times and Seattle Met magazine, it wasn’t totally out of left field that Grill Girl might land a catering job with Mr and Mrs Gil Garrett. Cheryl had certainly tried hard enough to make it happen. She’d sent flyers and coupons to Gil’s house, and had even gone to Shawna Chic in Pacific Place and left sample containers of her best, low-cal lunches for the sales staff. She’d also gushed about Gil and Shawna in the Seattle Met piece, making no bones about the fact that she wanted to cater an event for them.

				Maureen stopped to stare at her boss, and wondered if all of Cheryl’s campaigning had paid off at last. ‘Well, did we finally land a catering job for the Garretts?’ she asked again.

				Cheryl gave an evasive shrug. ‘Let’s just say this potential gig is very “movie-related.”’ With her spatula, she set two more sandwiches on foil wrappers laid out on the counter. ‘I’ll give you the whole scoop at dinner tonight, I promise. We’re still on, aren’t we?’

				‘You bet,’ Maureen said, wrapping the hot sandwiches. ‘Six-thirty, my place.’

				Maureen had a scoop for her, too – a revelation actually. It was why she was having this dinner. Whatever Cheryl might disclose about this potential catering gig, the news would pale in comparison to what Maureen had to tell her.

				Before she left for her big meeting, Cheryl took off her apron and gave it to Maureen to put on. Cheryl’s name tag was still pinned to it.

				For the next hour, while Maureen worked alone, several customers – even a few semi-regulars – mistook her for Cheryl. She probably could have taken off the name tag and made things less confusing. But Maureen left it on.

				It was strange how some people could come to a place again and again, and never really notice the person serving them. That was especially true of the texters and cell phone talkers. Flattering as it was to be mistaken for Cheryl, at times it was kind of irritating. It was as if she and Cheryl were just a couple of faceless blobs inside a truck filling food orders.

				Maureen tried not to take it too personally.

				By 1.45, lunch hour was over for most office workers. The mad rush had dwindled to a steady trickle.

				No one was waiting behind the pale, thin-faced woman who had just ordered the salmon burger with arugula and aioli, and a side of green beans. ‘Are you Cheryl?’ she asked, sizing up Maureen from behind a pair of sunglasses. ‘You look a little different from your picture in that magazine – and that time you were on TV.’

				‘Yeah, I’m Cheryl,’ Maureen lied. She was tired of correcting people. She fetched a salmon patty out of the fridge and set it on the grill. The patty let out a sizzle. ‘It’s amazing what some Photoshopping can do. And that’s a big misconception about how heavy you look on TV. The camera actually subtracts ten pounds . . .’

				The woman didn’t seem to catch on that Maureen was kidding. Her face was expressionless – without even a hint of a smile. Maureen had noticed earlier the skin-tight, black long-sleeve T-shirt and black jeans. Sticking her head through the order window, the woman seemed to study the interior of the food truck.

				Maureen handed her the bag of food. ‘Thanks a lot. Hope to see you back real soon.’

				‘Nice little establishment you have here, Cheryl,’ the woman replied, with a tiny smile – at last. ‘I’ll be sure to tell my friends.’

				‘You do that, honey.’

				With no other customers waiting, Maureen stood by the order window and watched the woman walk away. She was barely thirty feet from the truck when – without breaking her stride – she tossed her unopened bag of food into a garbage can.

				‘What the hell?’ Maureen muttered. She couldn’t believe the waste of perfectly good food – and of her time. The stupid woman hadn’t even tasted any of it. Maureen wanted to chase down the horse-faced bitch and give her a piece of her mind.

				But then a thirty-something brunette with a cell phone to her ear came to the window. ‘Hi, Cheryl,’ she said, barely looking at her. ‘I need a teriyaki and Swiss with potato salad, and a Diet Coke.’

				Maureen scribbled down the order. ‘I’m not Cheryl,’ she growled. ‘I just have on her apron. I’m Maureen . . .’

				She didn’t wait to see if the woman understood or was even listening. Maureen turned away and started to prepare the order.

				The customer who had just thrown away her untouched sandwich hadn’t been lying when she’d promised Maureen she’d tell her friends about Grill Girl.

				One block away from the food truck, she stood on the corner of Fourth and Spring Street. She was on her cell phone with a cohort. ‘So that’s the layout,’ she was saying. ‘Our friend is in there by herself. It’s kind of slow at the moment. So get over here and take care of things. I’m talking about within the next five minutes. Got that?’

				‘We’re on it,’ replied the man on the other end of the line.

				Maureen figured the two men would be her last customers of the day.

				They looked like they were in their late twenties. One of them was on crutches. They dressed a little too casual to be office workers, even for casual Fridays. But they were friendly enough. In fact, the one on crutches was a real charmer with his shaggy brown hair and cute smile. She didn’t recognize either one of them. But they acted like friendly regulars with a ‘Hi, how are you today?’ and slipping in a please and thank you when it was warranted. The one on crutches even winked at her, and tipped her five dollars.

				With their burgers almost ready, Maureen decided to throw some teriyaki chicken on the grill for herself. She hadn’t had any lunch and needed to keep body and soul together until tonight’s lasagna dinner.

				Maureen bagged their food and brought their orders to the window.

				But no one was there.

				She noticed the brown-haired one, not far away at all, in front of the library, on one of the benches where a lot of people sat eating their lunches. He had his crutches leaning against the wall.

				‘Hey!’ Maureen called. She wondered where his friend was.

				He saw her, and his face lit up with a smile. He waved.

				‘Your food’s ready!’ she called.

				He nodded emphatically, and then reached for his crutches. But they fell to the pavement. He looked so helpless and awkward as he tried to reach for them again. No one around seemed to notice. He waved at her again. ‘Just give me a minute! I’ll be right there!’

				‘No, no, stay put!’ Maureen yelled. ‘I’ll bring it to you!’

				On her way to the food truck door, she glanced at her teriyaki chicken on the grill. It was still a bit raw-looking, nowhere near ready. She left the food truck door ajar as she stepped outside and down to the street. Winding around to the front of the truck, she saw that he’d somehow managed to retrieve his crutches, but he was still sitting down. She also noticed for the first time that he wasn’t actually wearing a cast, none visible anyway. Maureen figured it must have been hidden under his trouser leg.

				‘Thank you so much!’ he called as she came closer. He grinned at her as if this little gesture was just about the nicest thing anyone could have done for him. ‘I didn’t mean to put you to all this trouble . . .’

				A bit breathless from running, Maureen handed him the bag. ‘No problem. What happened to your buddy?’

				The young man shrugged. ‘Oh, he saw some girl he thought he knew, and ran off. The way he is, I’ll be lucky to see him again today.’ He glanced into the bag. ‘Which one’s mine?’

				‘Either one,’ she laughed. ‘You guys ordered the exact same thing.’ She glanced back at the truck. No one was waiting by the order window.

				‘Must be really interesting working in a food truck,’ he said. ‘Have you been at this location a long time?’

				‘A couple of weeks,’ she said, turning to smile at him again. ‘We keep changing around where we are.’ She wiped her hands on the front of her apron and sighed. ‘Well, I should get back there . . .’

				‘I don’t see any customers,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you sit and talk for a moment?’

				‘Oh, I wish I could. But I can’t desert my post—’

				‘Huh, speaking of dessert,’ he said, ‘I saw the sign you have by the window with the desserts listed. I was tempted to get a piece of the key lime pie. Did you make it yourself?’

				‘No, my partner did,’ Maureen said. She started to back away. ‘Listen, I’d love to chat. But I left something on the grill in there. It’s probably burned to a crisp by now. If you’re still around after I close up the truck, I’ll bring you a piece of the key lime pie. Okay?’

				‘That’s a deal,’ he said. ‘Thanks, Cheryl!’

				Maureen didn’t have time to correct him. She just waved and hurried back toward the truck. Around the back, she found the door still ajar. Climbing up the metal grated steps to the door, she expected to be assaulted by the smell of burned teriyaki chicken. But once inside, she only got the familiar aroma of meat and onions cooking. Maureen shut the door behind her, and checked the grill. By some kind of miracle, the chicken wasn’t burned at all. In fact, it still needed another minute or two to cook. She picked up the spatula, and turned over the chicken breast.

				Then she glanced out the order window to check if any customers were waiting. No one was there. She looked for her brown-haired friend among the people on the benches outside the library. It took a moment, but Maureen finally spotted him – along with his buddy – walking away. He wasn’t on his crutches. He was carrying them. He wasn’t even limping. His friend was holding the bag of food. The brown-haired one glanced back toward her for a moment. Then they picked up the pace and turned the corner.

				It didn’t make any sense.

				Another thing that didn’t make sense was the silence.

				The vents weren’t on. And why wasn’t the food hissing on the grill? The chicken just sat there, not quite completely cooked, no juices bubbling or sizzling. Had the pilot light gone out?

				She peeked under the grill and didn’t see a flame. At the same time, Maureen detected – past the smell of grilled meat – a slight gassy odor.

				She heard something crackle. But it wasn’t coming from the grill. It was the microwave. She glanced up and saw the digital clock counting down the remaining minutes and seconds. Whatever was in the oven gave another sputter. She hadn’t turned on the microwave – at least not for the last few orders. She hadn’t nuked anything since the garlic green beans for that creepy, horse-faced woman.

				Maureen had stepped out of the food truck for only a couple of minutes. But it was obvious to her now that someone had snuck in. They’d tinkered with the gas line, and blew out the flame under the grill. They’d also put something in the microwave oven. She heard it sputter again. She saw the minutes and seconds descend on the microwave’s digital clock: 1.06, 1.05, 1.04 . . .

				Through the window in the oven door, she saw the sparks.

				Someone had wadded up a ball of aluminum foil and put it in there.

				1.01, 1.00, 0.59, 0.58 . . .

				Maureen froze.

				Inside the microwave, she noticed another spark.

				Then there was a bright flash. It was the last thing she saw.

				The blast ripped through the food truck. Witnesses said it was a small miracle the explosion didn’t start off a chain reaction with the food trucks parked on either side of the Grill Girl. Bus and car windows shattered – along with a few windows on the library’s ground floor. Thick black smoke billowed up between the buildings on Fourth Avenue while car alarms blared.

				‘I thought it was some kind of terrorist attack,’ one passerby later told KING 5 News.

				Twenty-two people were injured – mostly from flying glass and debris. Eighteen of them were treated at Harborview Medical Center and released that afternoon. Three remained hospitalized in stable condition, and a fourth – a nineteen-year-old woman – was in the ICU with burns from the explosion. She’d just been approaching the Grill Girl’s order window when the truck blew up.

				There was only one fatality: sixty-year-old Maureen Forester, described in news reports as ‘a cook at Grill Girl’.

				She was more than that to Cheryl Wheeler. She was just about Cheryl’s only friend, even though they really hadn’t known each other long. What the newspapers and TV didn’t say was that Maureen wasn’t even supposed to be working that day.

				She was dead, because she’d decided to help out her friend.

				Cheryl knew she’d never forget that.

				She already knew what it was like to be haunted by an incident for years and years.

				It was Monday afternoon, and she stood in line at the post office on Union and Twenty-third. She had a pale green slip in her hand. Cheryl was still in shock over everything that had happened. All weekend, the police and fire department investigators, lawyers, and insurance people kept her occupied – when she just wanted to be left alone to grieve. They said a faulty gas line might have caused the explosion. Cheryl pointed out that the food truck had passed a safety inspection just three weeks ago. It was her polite way of telling them they didn’t know what the hell they were talking about.

				Maureen had been a widow with no known family. It was up to Cheryl to arrange the burial. She wasn’t quite sure how to go about it. She’d been on the phone all morning with the King County coroner’s office, St Joseph’s Catholic Church, and Bonney-Watson Funeral Home.

				All the busywork kept her emotions in check – up to a point.

				But now, in the post office, it suddenly hit her that she’d lost her friend and the livelihood for which she’d worked so hard for so many years. She felt a pang in her gut. Her throat tightened. The sadness swelled up inside her, and she let out a gasp.

				Of all places to start tearing up, it had to be here. She covered her mouth and faked a coughing spell to disguise her sobs. In front of her in line, a man with packages gave her a strange look. Had he recognized her from the local TV news over the weekend? Or could he see that she was crying? Cheryl turned away, and took a couple of deep breaths. She wiped the tears from her face.

				There was always a line at this stupid post office. Unfortunately, it was where she had the P.O. box for Grill Girl. And every so often, like today, she found a slip of paper in there for a package to pick up. It was probably something she’d ordered ages ago for the food truck, now up in smoke.

				Now third in line, Cheryl dug a Kleenex out of her purse and blew her nose.

				She never got to tell Maureen about the potential client she’d met on Friday. The catering job wasn’t for the elusive Gil Garrett and Shawna Farrell. No, while her poor friend had been working in her place, Cheryl had signed a contract with Atlantis Film Group to cater a six-week movie shoot here in Seattle. It was a major motion picture, too – very high profile. The starting date was less than a month away.

				The fact that she still cared about the job made Cheryl feel horrible. What kind of person was she? She hadn’t even buried her friend yet, and she was wondering how to pull off this catering gig without her truck and her coworker.

				The stout, forty-something Asian woman behind the counter took her slip and her ID, and then returned with a package that was slightly bigger than a shoebox. From the uncomfortable, somber look on the woman’s face, Cheryl could tell she recognized the name – and the now-defunct business on the package address label. The woman gave her back her driver’s license, and the slip. ‘Sign here, please,’ she said.

				With the pen on a chain, Cheryl signed the slip. When she looked up again, the woman sadly shook her head. ‘I heard about what happened,’ she whispered. ‘And I’m awfully sorry.’

				Cheryl nodded. ‘Thank you,’ she replied, but the words caught in her throat. She grabbed the package and got out of there before she started crying again.

				In the parking lot, she stopped to wipe her eyes once more. It seemed almost pointless keeping her face dry – what with the dull, steady drizzle. She glanced at the return address on the package. Rain dotted the brown paper wrapping. The sender didn’t include a name, just an address in Ellensburg, Washington. Cheryl didn’t know anyone in Ellensburg. The package was fairly light, and marked PERISHABLE.

				That was how Cheryl felt. Suddenly, she was very perishable.

				The explosion on Friday that had killed Maureen hadn’t been the result of a leaky gas line. She was almost certain of that. It was no accident. Cheryl had good reason to believe she was the one who was supposed to have died in the blast. But she couldn’t admit that to the investigators – not without getting herself into deeper trouble.

				Standing in the parking lot with the rain matting down her ash-blond hair, she couldn’t help wondering about this mystery package in her hands. Was it a bomb of some kind?

				Perishable.

				People didn’t send bombs in the mail. They sent anthrax.

				It was probably just food of some sort. But who would be sending her food?

				She started toward her red 2005 Saturn. Since Friday afternoon, every time she climbed inside the car and started the engine, she held her breath. It was probably pretty simple to wire a car for detonation. If they hadn’t succeeded in blowing her to bits the first time, they would certainly try again.

				Or perhaps they planned to kill her some other way now – something that would look like an accident or suicide.

				Last month, she’d bought a gun and had a security system installed in her apartment. She felt more vulnerable outside, away from home. Doing something to her car seemed the obvious choice for whoever wanted her dead.

				Setting the mystery package on the roof of the Saturn, Cheryl dug out her car keys. She imagined the bomb going off when she opened the door. The big storefront window to the post office would probably shatter from the explosion. On the street corner, she noticed a woman with an umbrella, holding a toddler by the hand. Cheryl waited until they crossed the street – away from the parking lot. Then she took a deep breath, unlocked the car door and opened it. No white flash, no thunderous boom, nothing. She was still standing – and in one piece.

				Cheryl grabbed the package, and slid inside behind the wheel. Dropping her purse on the floor, she set the parcel on the passenger seat. She checked under her dashboard, and didn’t see anything strange there. In the movies, it was almost always when the person turned the key in the ignition that the bomb went off. At least that was the way it was with Robert De Niro in Casino, and Sam Shepard in The Pelican Brief. Cheryl decided just to get it over with, and she slipped the key into the ignition and gave it a turn.

				The car started.

				She uttered a pathetic, little laugh. While the engine purred, rain tapped lightly on the car roof. Cheryl took a pocket knife from her purse, and cut open the parcel. Inside, she found a Tupperware cake container – with an envelope taped to the top. She pried off the lid, and got a whiff of something citrusy and sweet. It was a golden brown Bundt cake – saturated with orange or lemon juice or both – and drizzled with a sugary glaze. One look and one sniff, and Cheryl could tell whoever had made this knew how to make desserts.

				She pried the envelope off the Tupperware lid, opened it, and pulled out a postcard. It was a photo of one of those restaurants that went up about thirty years ago, trying to emulate a fifties diner. Emblazoned across the top of the card, it said:

				SUPERSTAR DINER
Just Off I-90!

				ELLENSBURG, WASHINGTON

				On the back of the card was a note:

				Dear Cheryl,

				Please help me get out of this place! Actually, I enjoy working here as a chef, but I’d love to be in Seattle, cooking for you at Grill Girl. Here is a sample of one of my desserts. But I’m very creative with sandwiches, too. If you’re interested, don’t hesitate to get in touch.

				Bon appétit!
Laurie Trotter

				PS: I read in Seattle Met mag that you’d love to cater a party for Gil Garrett. He’s my godfather & an old family friend!

				Cheryl broke off a piece of the cake, still moist – with just the right firmness along the glazed exterior. She took a bite, and closed her eyes.

				It was incredible.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Four

				Tuesday, June 3, 7.07 P.M.
Kent, Washington

				‘Just wait. She’ll try to make out like it was our fault the wrong bitch got blown up. I’ll bet she wants us to whack this Cheryl Wheeler for free – or on the cheap. I say, no way. It was her mistake, and she should pay us full price to correct it.’

				In the car’s passenger seat, Keefe Grissom wondered if his work partner, Jay Trout, was even listening to him. Trout sat at the wheel, watching porn clips on his mobile device. ‘You like that?’ the porn actor was asking, between grunts. The girl was panting and groaning in ecstasy.

				The silver Audi was parked by the loading dock of an abandoned warehouse. They’d been sitting in the car with the engine off for about ten minutes. Graffiti covered the big door, crabgrass sprouted through the cracks in the driveway, and on the dock sat an old shopping cart full of rags and garbage some derelict must have left behind.

				Whenever they met with this client, she’d always set the meeting in some bizarre, godforsaken spot. Shit like that came with the job. They rarely knew the names of their contacts. They nicknamed this one Zelda. She didn’t know that, of course. She was a funny-looking bitch, with her wiry build, long face, and pale complexion. She always wore black – maybe to match her short-cropped, coal-colored hair. And she never smiled. But she’d paid them well for their last couple of jobs, so Grissom wasn’t going to complain.

				However, this last job was her screwup. They’d acted on her instructions to the letter. While his partner had lured the woman out of the food truck, Grissom had gone to work quickly and efficiently. He’d even come up with a piece of improvisational genius: nuking some aluminum foil in the microwave to set off the gas explosion. And not that he gave a crap one way or another, but the collateral damage had been pretty minimal. They’d done a damn fine, neat job – on the wrong woman.

				‘Harder, do it harder!’ screamed the porn actress on the video Trout was watching.

				With a sigh, Grissom leaned back in the passenger seat. ‘What the hell is the point watching a movie on a screen that size? Her tits are about as big as a couple of pinheads. I mean, can you see anything at all?’

				‘I can zoom in,’ his friend said, eyes riveted to his mobile device.

				Suddenly, as if out of nowhere, Zelda appeared at the driver’s window, staring in at them. Grissom saw her first and flinched. ‘Shit!’

				The woman had a way of sneaking up on them. They never heard her, never saw her coming. But all at once she was there.

				Trout glimpsed her on the other side of the glass, and he dropped his device. Fumbling to retrieve the phone, he finally snatched it up and switched it off. He restarted the engine so that he could lower his window. ‘Jesus, you scared the shit out of me,’ he said to the woman.

				Stone-faced, Zelda put her arm up on the edge of the door. Grissom noticed she wore some kind of weird, studded black leather cuff that went almost all the way to her elbow. ‘We have a problem,’ she said in a quiet voice. ‘As you must know by now, the wrong woman was killed. Cheryl Wheeler is still alive, and my client isn’t too happy about it—’

				‘Well, that’s not really our fault,’ Grissom said. ‘I mean, c’mon, you—’

				‘Now Cheryl’s in the spotlight,’ the woman said, talking over him. ‘And we can’t touch her for at least another couple of weeks, not without the police catching on. That’s really unfortunate. You two did excellent work on the Hawaii job – as well as the LA assignment. But this mistake on Friday, it’s disappointing . . .’

				‘Hey, you gave us the go-ahead,’ Grissom said. ‘It’s not like we went in there on our own . . .’

				Zelda stared at him. Her mouth seemed to tighten.

				Grissom shut up. He didn’t want to push his luck with her.

				But his friend didn’t seem to care. ‘We carried out your orders,’ Trout said, one hand on the steering wheel. ‘If the wrong woman is dead, that’s your fault, not ours. Now, we don’t mind correcting this screwup, but it’ll be at our regular fee. Don’t think you can get a freebie by shifting the blame on us.’

				Zelda took a small step back from the window. She tugged at the leather cuff on her arm.

				Grissom squirmed in the passenger seat. ‘Listen, what Trout’s trying to say is—’

				‘Oh, for Christ’s sake . . .’ Trout interrupted, turning toward him. ‘A minute ago you were going on about how if she tried to pin the blame—’

				He didn’t get another word out – just a deep gasp. The woman had reached inside the car. It had happened so fast. Grissom had thought she was swatting a fly off his friend’s shoulder.

				Now he realized what was happening. Trout started to twitch as if he were having convulsions. Then his body suddenly went limp and slumped toward him.

				The woman was wiping the blood off something that looked like a meat thermometer. She must have pulled it out of a pocket in that leather cuff on her arm. She slipped it back inside the cuff.

				All the while, blood gushed from a hole on the side of Trout’s neck, just under his ear.

				Grissom glanced over at the woman in the window once again. Her face was expressionless. She pointed a gun at him.

				‘Oh, Christ, no,’ he cried. ‘Wait—’

				Two shots rang out, one right after another.

				The first bullet went through his hand, a defense wound.

				The second one went through his eye.

				Without passion, she stared at the two dead young men in the front seat of the Audi. Blood dripped down the passenger window – and the windshield.

				Her paid assassins had been more like gifted amateurs than professionals. They’d been subcontracted by her – and they’d been reliable up until this last job. She didn’t blame them for killing the wrong woman. That wasn’t why the two men were dead now.

				She kept tabs on all the police and fire department bulletins. There had been one this morning – from a witness to the food truck explosion on Friday afternoon. The waitress had seen Maureen Forester’s last customers: two men in their twenties, one on crutches. A vague, but accurate enough description of the two young men had gone out on an APB. The police regarded them as ‘persons of interest’ in the incident.

				Now the woman needed to make sure the police never found them. Climbing inside the blood-splattered car, she collected their wallets and their phones. She wasn’t too concerned about staining her clothes. It was one reason she always wore black while on the job. The blood didn’t show.

				Once she was outside again, she tossed the wallets and phones into a small plastic bag. Then she pulled out her own phone and made a call. A man answered: ‘Yeah?’

				‘I need you to come clean this up and make it disappear for me,’ she said.

				‘Will do,’ said the man on the other end of the line. Then he clicked off.

				Like her, he was a professional. He’d get the job done.

				The woman clicked off. She stared at the two corpses inside the crimson-stained car, two talented, young amateur killers. No one would ever find them or connect them to her client.

				That was a problem easily fixed.

				But Cheryl Wheeler was still alive.

				The woman told herself she was working with another professional now. No subcontractors this time. She’d just have to be patient and wait it out a couple of weeks.

				Then Cheryl Wheeler would be another problem easily fixed.
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