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CHAPTER ONE


Liberty, Louisiana
Monday, June 3, 2013
10:00 A.M.


Katherine McCall stood at the broken front gate and stared at the words that had been spray-painted in black across the yellow clapboard siding. Simple. Ugly. A warning.


We know u did it


No surprise there. Kat shifted her gaze. The once sunny yellow had turned forlorn. The white trim was peeling, the gardens overgrown and overrun by weeds. She pictured it as it had been the last time she’d seen it, ten years ago. The cute gingerbread cottage with the white picket fence, gardenias in bloom, their fragrance potent in the June sun.


Not her childhood home. No, that had been a grand estate on the Tchefuncte River. Plantation grand—with white columns and a double gallery, a sweeping expanse of lawn with ancient live oaks and century-old magnolias. A swimming pool and cabana. A guesthouse and tennis courts. A home befitting the owner of McCall Oil.


No, this had been her sister Sara’s cottage. Her first home, her pride and joy.


As it had turned out, the only home Sara would ever own.


Regret and grief washed over Kat, as piercing as a fresh wound. If she hadn’t been such a selfish little shit back then, maybe Sara would be alive today. Maybe her murderer wouldn’t have had the opportunity.


Kat reined in her thoughts, the regret. She couldn’t change the past, no matter how hard she fought accepting it, no matter how far or fast she ran from it.


Being back in Liberty was an acknowledgment of that.


Kat unlatched the gate and stepped through. She’d thought she would never return. She had promised herself she wouldn’t.


Yet here she was. The scene of the crime. The place her life had come to a bloody, screeching halt.


She started up the walkway, heartbeat quickening. Breath coming fast and thin. Kat forced herself to keep moving, to put one foot in front of the other. She reached the porch steps. Three of them, though it could have been a hundred by the way she dreaded climbing them.


She did anyway. Crossed to the front door. With unsteady hands, she fit the key into the lock, turned it and stepped into the foyer.


Cousin Jeremy had opened the cottage and had it cleaned for her. The smell of the polish and cleaners still hung in the air. She closed the door behind her but didn’t move.


Her gaze went to the spot where she’d found Sara. In a crumpled heap, blood pooled around her in the shape of an amoeba.


An amoeba. Kat remembered thinking that. She had just studied the single-cell organisms in science class.


She stared at the floor, unable to tear her gaze away. The blood had subtly stained the honey-colored wood, creating a faint but permanent shadow.


Or was that her imagination?


The doorbell sounded.


Startled, she jumped, then, hand to her chest, peeked out the sidelight. A man. Dark hair. Good-looking. Holding up a badge.


The sight of it knocked the breath out of her.


“Miss Katherine, I’m afraid you’re going to have to come with me.”


“Ms. McCall? Sergeant Luke Tanner. Liberty P.D.”


Kat gazed at him, suddenly seeing the resemblance. Now, there was a name she had never wanted to hear again.


She nodded and opened the door. “Hello, Sergeant. Did you say Tanner?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Any relationship to Chief Stephen Tanner?”


“His son.”


“Perfect.” The sarcasm slipped past her lips before she could stop it. “Sorry, your dad and I have some uncomfortable history together.”


“Funny, he and I do as well.”


She surprised herself and smiled. “How can I help you, Sergeant Tanner?”


He motioned to the graffiti across the front of the house. “I heard from Mrs. Bell across the street that you’d had a little trouble already, thought I’d stop by and check it out.”


“Iris Bell’s still alive? I thought she was a hundred ten years ago.”


Kat could see he wanted to smile but thought better of it. His brown eyes crinkled at the corners. He cleared his throat. “Probably just kids, but we’ll be keeping a close eye on the house, stepping up drive-bys and the like.”


“I appreciate that, Sergeant Tanner. And I’m sure Iris Bell will be stepping up her surveillance as well.”


Again, he struggled not to smile. “This is a small town, Ms. McCall, everybody knows everybody and their everything. To that end, you might as well call me Luke.”


“I remember you now. Local football hero. You were off to college before I got to Tammany West High.” She cocked her head. “You were a bit of a hell-raiser, am I right?”


He laughed. “So now you understand my comment about bad history with my dad. We all carry our pasts around on our backs.”


“Or written on our foreheads,” she said. “A bloodred ‘M’ on mine.”


He glanced toward the graffiti, expression serious. “Yes, well, don’t hesitate to call if something comes up.”


She followed him onto the front porch. He stopped when he reached the stairs and turned back to her. “I don’t know why you came back to Liberty, Ms. McCall, but little towns have long memories. People don’t forget. You’d be wise to keep that in mind.”


She watched him drive off. How could she not? She had the longest memory of them all.


Sara McCall
2003


Four days before the murder


Sara stood on the front porch, waiting for Kat. She glanced at her watch. Just past four thirty. Any moment, her sister would come trotting around the corner. Bubbling over about how well softball practice had gone. Playing Miss Innocent to the very hilt.


But she hadn’t been to practice. Not today. Not once. Lying little sneak.


On cue, Kat arrived, baseball bat propped on her right shoulder. She was smiling.


Not for long. Sara struggled to control her anger. She shook with it. Deep down. All the way to her core.


She needed her wits about her when she confronted her sister. Kat was going to pitch a holy fit. It could get really ugly. If she let it.


Calm, Sara. In control. You’re the adult.


The truth was, she didn’t have the heart for this right now. She didn’t have the energy. Not with everything else going on. But she didn’t have a choice. She was Katherine’s guardian.


“Hi, Sissy,” Kat called, jogging up the steps.


“How was softball?”


If Kat heard the sarcasm in her tone, she didn’t show it. “Great. I’m getting really good.”


“Yes, you are.” Sara held out her hand. “I’ll take the bat.”


She looked confused but handed it over. “What’s up?”


“Jig’s up, kiddo. You’re grounded.”


“What! Why?”


“Why? Let’s try that you’ve been lying to me. I found out everything, Kat. What you’ve been doing and who you’ve been doing it with.” She paused, watching as the reality of what she was saying sank in. “He’s twenty years old. You’re seventeen. No.”


Kat’s expression darkened. “You can’t tell me what to do or who I can see.”


“The hell I can’t. I’m your guardian and that’s exactly what I’m doing.”


“That’s not fair!”


Sara almost laughed. “Tough. Life’s not fair.” And boy, did she know it. If it was, their parents wouldn’t have died and she wouldn’t have been saddled with raising an obnoxious teenager.


“I hate you!” Kat shouted. “You’re ruining my life!”


Sara didn’t even flinch. It wasn’t the first time her younger sister had shouted those words at her. She was certain it wouldn’t be the last. “Stop with the drama, Katherine. If anyone’s life’s being ruined, it’s mine.”


“Then emancipate me.”


They had been here before, as well. “Emancipate yourself. You’re seventeen.”


“Then I won’t get my money.”


“That’s right, little sister. So, either go without ‘your’ money or live by my rules.”


“I wish I’d died with Mom and Dad! Then I wouldn’t have to live with you!”


It took every scrap of Sara’s self-control not to shout back that she wished that too. That she wanted her life back. That caring for Kat had become like a prison sentence.


But she didn’t. She loved her sister—at least the kid she used to be. In the past year, that girl had disappeared and this creature had taken her place.


“Wow, Kat, I love the way you’re playing the victim here. You’re not the one who’s been lied to for weeks. Girls’ softball? You didn’t think I’d find out eventually? I’ve got to hand it to you, though, our trip to the sporting goods store to get everything you needed was pretty convincing.”


“Thanks.”


Sara wanted to slap the smirk off her face. “What were you doing all those afternoons you were supposedly at practice? Were you with this Ryan boy? Or that group of kids I told you to stay away from? They’re bad kids, Kat.”


“You don’t know anything about them!”


A breeze stirred the azalea bushes beside the porch. In full bloom, they provided a brilliant shock of color; from the magnolia blossoms on the tree to her right floated a sweet, almost lemony fragrance.


Sara breathed in the colors, the smell, using nature’s beauty to calm her. She was the grown-up here, she reminded herself. Kat had been through so much.


“Kit-Kat,” she pleaded, using their mother’s pet name for her, “I’m worried about you. The girl I know doesn’t do things like this. Talk to me. No problem’s too big we can’t work it out together.”


Kat’s face softened, tears filled her eyes. “You don’t know what it’s like. All the other kids have their moms and dads. And mine—” She choked on the last, a tear rolling down her cheek.


Sara’s heart hurt for her. She held out a hand. “I know what you’re going through. I’m going through it, too.”


“You don’t know. I was twelve when they died, you were grown up.”


Just out of university, at her first teaching job. Barely on her own two feet. “But I still needed them, too. I miss them every day.”


“Why’d they have to die?”


She started to cry and Sara took her in her arms. “I don’t know. And I wish I could change things, but I can’t.”


“I’m sorry I lied to you. It’s just that—” She sniffled, her face against Sara’s shoulder. “The only time I’m happy is when I’m with my friends. They understand me. They make it … stop hurting. That’s why I lied about where I was.”


Something in her sister’s tone didn’t ring true. A cloying quality. Sara frowned as a suspicion wormed its way into her head: Was she being played?


Kat went on. “You don’t know them the way I do. They’re really good kids. Please don’t take them away from me, too.”


Sara’s resolve wavered. She’d heard things from the other teachers about the group. They had warned her to keep Kat away from them. But that was all secondhand information. There was a reason the courts didn’t allow hearsay as testimony, right?


Sara glanced across the street. Old Mrs. Bell stood on her front porch. Listening to every word. Or trying to.


“I tell you what, Kit-Kat, have them over here. Let me get to know them. If they’re the kids you say they are, I’ll feel comfortable letting you hang out with them.”


“Really?”


“Sure.” She smiled. “I just have to know you’re safe.”


“You’re the best!” Kat hugged her. “Can they come over tonight?”


“You’re still grounded, Kat.”


“But you just said—”


“That I’ll give your friends a chance. And I will. After you do your punishment.”


“No!”


“Two weeks. And I’m taking your phone, car and computer.”


“You can’t do that! How am I supposed to get to school?”


“I’ll drive you.” Kat looked horrified. “And the answer’s still no about you and this Ryan dude. He’s too old for you.”


Before her sister could squeal her protest, she dropped the final bomb. “Cousin Jeremy suggested I start drug-testing you. And I think he’s right.”


“What?” The one word conveyed outrage and innocence. “I can’t believe you don’t trust me!”


“Are you kidding? Really?” Sara folded her arms across her chest. “If you’ve got nothing to worry about, what’s the problem?”


Kat stared at her, her face an open book as she stuttered and searched for the right response.


She had been playing her. Little brat.


“Give me your car keys.” She held out her hand. “Now.”


“I lied before. I wish you were dead. Then I wouldn’t have to put up with your shit!”


“Want to say it a little louder? I don’t think all of Liberty heard you.”


“I wish you were dead!” she screamed, turning toward the street. “You hear that, everyone? I wish my stupid sister were dead!”


Kat threw the car keys. Sara reacted just in time not to take them square in the face. They grazed her cheek before hitting the wall and dropping to the floor. It stung; her eyes teared up and she brought her hand to her cheek.


But instead of apologizing, Kat stormed past her into the house. A moment later, she heard a door slam.


Sara sank onto the porch step and dropped her head into her shaking hands. What was she going to do? She was frustrated. Overwhelmed and exhausted. And it wasn’t just the situation with Kat. It seemed every part of her life had spun out of control as well, situations that made dealing with a rebellious teenager a piece of cake.


Mom, Dad, why’d you have to go out that night? Why’d your path have to cross that drunk’s?


She couldn’t do this alone. But who could she trust? It seemed like everyone had either turned against her or had their own agenda. If ever she could have used a miracle, it was now.




CHAPTER TWO


Monday, June 3
10:40 A.M.


Luke glanced in the rearview mirror. Katherine McCall stood on her porch, watching him drive away.


He’d finally come face-to-face with Liberty’s version of Lizzie Borden. He’d expected her to be harder, not so young and certainly not so wholesome-looking.


He pictured her: shoulder-length medium brown hair, pulled back into a ponytail, pretty brown eyes, a smattering of freckles across her nose. The quintessential girl next door.


He supposed that was the point—she was the girl next door. And she very well may have beaten her sister to death and gotten away with it. The way ninety-nine percent of Liberty thought.


A jury of her peers had found her not guilty. Case closed, as far as he was concerned. His job was to make certain somebody didn’t turn all that misguided fervor into vigilante justice.


Luke eased around the bend, heading back toward the Liberty town square. He wouldn’t let those big brown eyes fool him. She was angry; she had a chip on her shoulder. Both had been obvious. He didn’t blame her; he’d be pretty pissed off, too.


She’d come back to town for a reason. An important one. Otherwise, why put herself through this? ’Cause it wasn’t going to be nice—or easy. The graffiti, he feared, was only the beginning.


Although she’d seemed more resigned than rattled by the vandalism, it could be she didn’t realize how hated she was here. Rumor had it she planned to open a bakery. Did she think cookies would change people’s minds?


He eased to a stop at the light at Main and Church streets. When he’d heard she was coming back, he’d done a little homework. Katherine McCall had walked out of the St. Tammany Parish jail at eighteen, with almost no family and a ton of money. She’d headed to the Northwest and settled in Portland.


The case that had been such a big deal down here had hardly made a blip on the radar up there. She’d gotten a job with a baker and had eventually opened up her own place: the Good Earth Baking Company. She had six outlets in the Portland and Seattle areas.


It didn’t make sense. Why leave the comfort of there to come here?


His radio crackled. “Liberty Twelve?”


He answered. “Twelve here.”


“One-two-eight Big Bear.”


Luke smiled. Trixie had worked for his dad for twenty years. After all those years reporting to him, she couldn’t bring herself to openly report on him. So they had come up with a code. His dad was Big Bear, 128 his office. They had others as well, plus they improvised as they went.


“Ten-four, Trix. See you in five.”


Like many small southern towns, Liberty had been built around a town square. Back in the day before malls or the Internet, the square had been the center of town life. The courthouse, post office and police station were located on the square. A bed-and-breakfast, several shops and a couple restaurants as well. In the center of the square was a lovely gazebo, which had hosted weddings, spring and fall festivals and countless other civic and private events. Liberty’s first church, St. Margaret’s, was just one block over.


The Liberty P.D. was located on the square’s northeast corner. Luke parked in his dedicated spot and climbed out. Two elderly women strolled past: one had attempted to teach him piano when he was in the second grade, the other had had the unlucky job of being his seventh-grade English teacher.


Luckily, neither woman held a grudge.


“Morning, Luke,” they called in unison.


“Ladies,” he responded. “Beautiful day.”


“Bit warm for this time of year,” said one.


“Unseasonably,” agreed the other.


“Global warming,” the first said. “Where do you stand on the issue, Luke?”


No way he was getting pulled into that hornets’ nest. He knew those two—sweet, retiring little old ladies they were not. More like tag team wrestlers. Get sucked in and he was dead. An hour gone, minimum.


He smiled winningly. “I’d love to discuss the subject with you, but it’s going to have to be another time. Duty calls.”


His old teacher touched his sleeve. “You heard she was back, didn’t you?”


“Kat McCall,” the other said, voice hushed. “I suggest you don’t sleep. She strikes at night—”


“—when no one’s watching.”


He wanted to laugh at their drama. Instead, he assured them he would, wished them a good day and slipped into the P.D. Trix was waiting, expression anxious. “How’s the weather?” he asked.


“Stormy,” she said, handing him his messages. “Thunder and lightning.”


Luke thanked her and headed to his office. His father sat, back to the door, as he rummaged through a file cabinet.


“Hey, Pops, what’re you doing here?”


He swiveled to face Luke. “I’m still chief of police, aren’t I?”


Seeing him there, shrunken and gray, affected Luke like a punch to the gut. His larger-than-life dad had always dominated the big chair and desk.


Now they dominated him.


Luke cleared his throat. The most recent round of chemo had really taken it out of him. “You’re not supposed to be driving.”


He looked irritated by the comment. Luke wasn’t surprised. “Never expose your weak spot,” his dad had always preached. “It gives your enemy the best place to strike.”


But he shouldn’t be the enemy, Luke thought. He was his son. “You badgered Mom into bringing you down, didn’t you?”


“Sweet-talked,” he countered.


Luke leaned against the doorjamb, arms folded across his chest. “What can I do for you?”


“I hear she’s back in town.”


Luke played dumb. “Who’s that, Pops?”


“Her. That murdering McCall girl.”


“She was found not guilty by a jury of her peers.”


“Jury of her peers?” He snorted in disgust. “Hardly. A bunch of New Orleans liberals. Democrats, I’d bet. Every last one of them. Besides, not guilty isn’t the same as innocent.”


Luke could’ve pointed out that the Constitution covered all Americans, not just the ones with the same social and political leanings as Chief Stephen Tanner, but that would’ve been a waste of breath.


“She seemed decent enough.”


“You talked to her?”


“Some kids vandalized the cottage, so I stopped by to check on her. Assured her we’d be keeping a close eye on the place and told her to give us a call if she needed anything.”


“Why’d she come back?”


“I didn’t ask.”


“You should have. I don’t trust her.”


“And I got the feeling she doesn’t trust you.”


That stopped him a moment. He narrowed his eyes. “Good. She knows I’ve got her number. I’ll be watching.”


“It’s been ten years, Pops. She was acquitted. Isn’t it time to let it go?”


He flushed. The angry color made him appear healthier. “She beat her sweet-hearted sister to death with a baseball bat. On my watch. And I let her get away.”


“You didn’t let her get away. It went to trial—”


“People don’t see it that way. They figure if I’d done a better job investigating, there would have been more for the prosecution to work with.”


“How do you see it, Dad?”


“What kind of a bullshit question is that?”


His dad’s face went from red to purple and he started to cough uncontrollably. Luke didn’t rush to his side; he would only push him away, the same as always.


Luke crossed to the watercooler and got him a cup of water.


After a few sips, the coughing jag eased a bit. Luke stood back, giving him space, watching as he fought weakness. That was his dad. Stubborn. Pigheaded. He refused to step down. Refused to admit his leave of absence was anything but temporary.


Six months ago, after his dad’s diagnosis, Luke had left the St. Tammany Sheriff’s Department to join the Liberty force. As his father’s condition had worsened, his “help” had turned into the role of acting chief.


It hadn’t been easy. His old man resented Luke’s help and grumped at and badgered everyone. No going peacefully into the night for Chief Stephen Tanner. No, he would be kicking and complaining up until his last breath.


Finally, the coughing ceased altogether. His dad sank back in the chair, looking old and beaten. He passed a trembling hand across his face. “Both McCall and Wally,” he said suddenly, “the same night. Wally was a good man. A real good man.”


“I know, Pops. I remember.”


“There was nothing I could do. It wasn’t even my case.” He sighed, the sound weary. “Sheriff’s Department botched it. Not me. But I was the one who looked bad. He was one of my guys. On patrol.”


“Nobody blames you. You’re too hard on yourself.”


He went on as if Luke hadn’t spoken. “Two unrelated and unsolved murders in one night. In Liberty, son. Population seven hundred and fifty. How the hell does that happen?”


Officer Wally Clark
2003


The night of the murder


Liberty, Louisiana, police officer Wally Clark liked working the graveyard shift. By the time he came on at 11:00, little ol’ Liberty had rolled up the sidewalks. A town of families with young kids and retirees, for any kind of entertainment you had to go ten minutes up the road to the metropolis of Covington or Mandeville.


Wally eased his cruiser along Front Street. He scanned both sides—on his right, the Tchefuncte River, on the other, shops, cafes and other small businesses asleep for the night.


Not a creature stirred, not even a mouse.


Wally grinned. Most folks would be bored brainless by this gig; he found it peaceful. He’d patrol the streets, munching on carrot sticks and sipping his Yoo-Hoo chocolate drink. Every so often, he’d get a call about kids parking on Bayou Road or a domestic disturbance, he’d even had a couple break-ins to investigate over the years, but most of the time he just cruised, waiting for 4:00 a.m. to roll around. That’s when he’d swing by the Tasty Cream to say hello to Miss Louanna and get fixed up with the first doughnuts of the day.


Wally took the bend where Front Street stopped following the river, slowing in the curve to shine his spotlight into the cemetery. All quiet. Just the way it was supposed to be.


Wally’s thoughts moseyed back to Miss Louanna and her prizewinning doughnuts. He figured she was a little bit sweet on him, and he’d considered asking her out, but he sorta liked being a bachelor and he figured that Louanna just might be the one to change his mind ’bout that.


No sense rushing. He had all the time in the world for marriage and a family.


Chief had told him to cruise by the McCall place. A couple neighbors had reported hearing another argument over there. He shook his head. Poor Miss Sara. She had her hands full with that wild sister of hers.


Truthfully, both of ’em deserved his sympathy. He’d never forget the night their parents had been killed in that crash. The whole town had been in mourning. He’d seen the photos. Peter McCall had gone through the windshield and his wife, Vicky, had been crushed. Awful. Still cropped up in his dreams now and then.


He came upon the McCall place and slowed to a crawl. A couple lights burned inside. Miss Sara was still up. He wondered if she was grading student papers or waiting up ’cause her sister had sneaked out again.


Or maybe she had company, he thought, noticing an unfamiliar car parked nearby.


He peered at it as he passed. Empty. Most probably belonged to one of Barbara Russell’s “friends.” She had a lot of visitors at night.


But maybe he’d just loop around the block anyway? Swing by a couple more times, just to make certain all was good?


Wally did, but as he made the block, he saw the unfamiliar vehicle had pulled away. It was at the end of the block already, turning left.


Wally frowned. Now, that wasn’t right. Not at all. His cop senses tingling, he fell in behind the vehicle, the McCall place disappearing in his rearview mirror.




CHAPTER THREE


Monday, June 3
 7:00 P.M.


Kat had wanted to beg off dinner with Jeremy and his wife, Lilith. Between the strain of being back where her life had gone so terribly wrong and of being constantly on edge, afraid to go out for fear of a confrontation, she was exhausted.


Word was definitely out. She’d been hyperaware of the parade of cars passing the cottage, of the way each vehicle slowed to a crawl in front of her place to gawk.


But canceling hadn’t really been an option. Jeremy had been so good to her. And to Sara after their parents’ deaths. He was the only family she had left.


Jeremy and Lilith lived in a gated golf community in Mandeville. Kat stopped at the gate; the guard checked her name against his list, then waved her through. Jeremy had given her detailed directions, as he lived at the very back of the large development on one of the waterfront lots.


After only a few wrong turns, she found Riverwood Lane. It, too, was gated, though this time with a call box instead of a guard.


“Hi, Lilith!” she said when the woman answered the call. “I’m here.”


“Great. I’ll buzz you in.”


A moment later, Kat rolled through, keenly aware of the gate swinging closed behind her. As it clanged shut, she was reminded of the old Eagles tune “Hotel California” and its creepy lyrics about checking into a beautiful reality but never being able to leave.


These homes were grander, the lots more estatelike than the ones at the front of the development. She found Jeremy’s drive, protected by another iron gate, though this one stood open.


As she pulled through, she was struck by a bittersweet sense of déjà vu. The setting—expansive grounds dotted with oaks and magnolias, the columned house at the end of the winding drive—reminded her of her parents’ home and those carefree days.


She parked in front of the house and breathed in the evening air. The scent of the flowers and the river, of southern summer, lush, fecund and brimming with life.


Jeremy burst out the front door, all smiles. Lilith followed more slowly. “Cousin!” He hugged her. “I never thought I’d see the day.”


She smiled. “Truthfully, I never thought I would either.”


Lilith reached them and kissed her cheeks. “Welcome to our home.”


“It’s beautiful.” She turned back to Jeremy. “You’ve done so well, Jeremy. I’m happy for you.”


He beamed. “Lilith is half this equation. She made senior partner two years ago.”


Kat looked apologetically at the other woman. “Of course. I’m sorry, Lilith. I really did mean both of you.”


“Don’t think a thing of it; I didn’t.”


Everything about Lilith was elegant. Her voice and mannerisms, the way she carried herself. Clothes, jewelry, even the way she styled her chin-length dark hair.


“Come, let’s have a cocktail on the back veranda. Have you ever had a lemon drop martini?”


“I haven’t, but it sounds delicious.”


The two made a great pair, Kat thought, surreptitiously studying them as they fixed drinks. A real power couple. Where Lilith was elegant, refined and introverted, Jeremy was larger than life, boisterous and outgoing. He, the quintessential public servant. And she, the power behind the throne.


Jeremy handed her the drink. Like everything else about the pair, it was beautiful—from the glass’s sugared rim to the the cocktail’s pale, translucent yellow and the perfectly executed lemon curl garnish.


She took a sip and made a sound of pleasure. It was as delicious as it looked—tart, sweet and chilled, perfect for a June evening in Louisiana.


“Sorry about all those gates you had to drive through,” he said. “Lilith lives in fear some voter will show up with a gun and a bad attitude.”


Although his tone was light, something in it suggested this had been a bone of contention between them. But as someone who had been a victim of a violent crime and lived with threats, she got that.


She changed the subject as they made their way out onto the veranda. “Your home is beautiful, Lilith.” And it was, every bit as lovely and elegant as its mistress. Not one knickknack out of place, not one false note.


Lilith smiled, pleased. “I just knew enough to hire the best. In fact, your old friend Bitsy Cavenaugh was my decorator.”


“Bitsy’s an interior designer?”


“A really good one. Her work’s been featured in Southern Living. Among others.”


Jeremy frowned. “When’s the last time you talked to her?”


“From jail.”


He looked distressed. “You were such good friends.”


“When we were young.” Kat sank into a chair that faced the river. As relaxing as the view was, she suddenly felt agitated. “Bitsy chose not to ride the crazy train with me. Wisely, I might add.”


“The crazy train?” He took the chair to her right.


“Mmm.” She sipped the lemon drop. “Rebelling. Against everything. Cutting class. Drinking. Smoking weed. She wanted no part of that.”


Kat thought of that time, that crowd, and an almost smothering wave of guilt enveloped her. She looked away. “I was such a creep.”


“But not a murderer.”


She jerked her gaze back to her cousin. “Is that a question?”


“Of course not.” He reached across and squeezed her hand. “A reassurance, Kit-Kat.”


Sudden, surprising tears stung her eyes. “I keep wondering if I could have prevented it.”


“Really?” Lilith leaned forward. “How’s that?”


Jeremy looked sharply at his wife. “Of course she couldn’t have.”


Kat wished she felt so confident of that. She thought of the people she had been hanging with back then, the way she had shot her mouth off about the things she and Sara had, about the money she would inherit when she turned twenty-one. Or if Sara died.


And then she had.


“Why’d you come back, Katherine?” Lilith asked. At her husband’s shocked expression, she went on. “I think it’s a fair question, sweetheart. It’s been ten years. And I’m sure Kat knew the people of Liberty weren’t going to greet her with open arms.”


“It doesn’t matter why,” he said, “we’re glad you’re here.”


Ever the politician. She smiled at her cousin. “It’s okay, Jeremy. It is a fair question. And that it’s been ten years is the point, don’t you think? Sometimes you have to look back before you can take a step forward.”


Lilith looked unconvinced. “And that’s it?”


It wasn’t, not by a long shot. But it was all she was going to reveal for now. She changed the subject. “I’m meeting with the commercial Realtor tomorrow, the one you recommended.”


“You’ll like her,” Jeremy said. “She’s a real go-getter.”


Lilith sipped her cocktail, expression thoughtful. “You really think an organic bread store and bakery will go over here in south Louisiana? We’re not health-conscious Portland.”


Kat didn’t take offense. This was Lilith. She followed her head, not her heart, and measured her decisions against logic, not desire.


“Yes, it’s healthy. But it’s delicious, too. A few will come in because it’s whole grain and organic, but the rest will come in because it tastes good.”


“I don’t know.” She frowned. “This is beignet-and-king-cake country. I just hate for you to waste your time and money.”


Jeremy stepped in, looking irritated. “Your instincts haven’t failed you yet. Six Good Earth Baking Company stores in six years. It’s phenomenal. I’m really proud of you.”


“But why Liberty?” Lilith persisted. “We’re so small. And off the beaten track. I think you’d do better in Mandeville or Covington.”


This argument was nothing new. Her business manager had said all the same things to her. “I probably would,” she agreed. “At least for the walk-in business. But the walk-in business is only a small part of what I do. Supplying restaurants and cafes is a bigger part. And I see opportunity here.”


“Maybe so.”


Kat smiled, considering even that a win from Lilith. “How about we revisit this after I’ve been open six months?”


She laughed. “You’ve got it. I’m making a notation in my BlackBerry.”


They joined her, their laughter breaking the tension. Kat used the opportunity to change the subject. “Those kids I was hanging with back then, any of them around anymore?”


“I’m sure there are,” Jeremy answered, then paused as if running names through his head. “That one, Debbie Holt, who testified at your trial, she and her mom run the Sunny Side Up cafe.”


Dab. Testified. Against her.


“The Sunny Side Up was on Riverview, wasn’t it?”


“Still is.”


“One of the properties I’m looking at is on Riverview. Maybe I’ll stop in for a cup of coffee.”


He and Lilith exchanged glances. “You sure you’re ready for that?” he asked.


“Why wouldn’t I be?”


“The kind of people who graffiti houses are regulars at the Sunny Side.”


“Luke Tanner believes kids did that.”


“You know what I mean. The kind of folks who send threats.”


She reached across to grasp his hand. “Liberty folks,” she said softly. “I’m here, Jeremy. I can’t hide forever.”


At that moment, dinner was announced. As they dined on grilled redfish and roasted vegetables, they left Kat’s past behind to discuss Jeremy’s future. He had decided to run for state senate in the next election. Kat was grateful for the distraction. But even as she joined the conversation, a part of her attention was on visiting her old friend Dab.


And finding Ryan.


Ryan Benton
2003


Two weeks before the murder


Ryan had no intention of screwing this up. She was rich. And one hot piece of ass. She’d thrown herself at him. She was that kind of a chick. Wild. Wanting to do anything and everything. Including fuck him.


Unfortunately, she was only seventeen.


“I love you, I love you…” She rubbed herself against him, her lacy bra tickling his chest. She kissed his mouth, then his neck, then his shoulder, using the opportunity to bite. She loved to suck and bite. He was covered with hickeys.


No hickeys for her. No way was he going to chance that. San Quentin Quail, that’s what she was. Sheriff Tanner would like nothing better than to toss another Benton into jail. Knowing this town and the McCall name, he’d fry, no doubt.


Ryan fired up a joint. It wasn’t their first, so when she tried to take another hit, he took it away. “Oh, no, you don’t. You need to be able to shimmy back in that window without killing yourself.”


“I wanna stay with you. All night. Forever. And I don’t care who knows it!”


She yanked the door handle, popped open the door and leaned out. “I’m in love with Ryan Benton!” she shouted.


He grabbed her and pulled her back in. “You’re out of your fucking mind.”


“From fucking you.” Laughing, she slid out of his grasp and out of the car. She landed in the soft grass, then got to her feet and twirled around. “I’m in love … I’m in love…”


He’d parked at the very end of Bayou Road. A dead end, isolated but not unknown as a make-out spot. The Liberty cops made occasional runs up here to stir things up.


He leaned over and held out his hand. “C’mon, sugar, you don’t want my ass hauled to jail, do you?”


“I don’t want us to be a secret anymore. We’re together and I want everyone to know it.” She twirled again, a spectacle in her bra and panties. “I’m in love with Ryan Benton,” she shouted.


“Dammit, Kat. Get in the car!”


“You want me, come and get me.”


A part of him thought he should leave her. Just drive off, teach her a lesson. But that could turn out even worse.


Ryan climbed out of the Mustang and took off after her. He could picture how this would look if one of Tanner’s hick deputies pulled up now, Ryan Benton chasing a nearly naked girl around his car. He suspected the deputy would shoot first, ask questions later.


He finally got his arms around her, brought her to the ground. She squirmed beneath him, teasing.


Furious, he pinned her arms above her head. “Let’s get something straight, little girl. I’m not going to jail for you or anyone else. Got that?”


The laughter died on her lips, her eyes welled with tears. “We’re not doing anything wrong!” she cried. “We’re in love!”


Stupid teenage girls. Spoiled brat. If this one wasn’t about to inherit a whole shitload of money, he’d be done with her.


“The law says we are.”


“But our hearts—”


“Don’t mean shit to a judge. Get a clue.”


“We could run away,” she whispered. “Then we could be—”


“Not without your money. I’m not stupid.”


She started to cry. He wanted to slap her until she shut up. Instead, he coaxed, “It’s okay, sugar. Shh…” He kissed her tears. “C’mon, baby. It’s just for a little longer. I have a plan for us. You trust me, right?”


She nodded.


“Good girl. Now,” he said patiently, “we’ve talked about this. You’re seventeen. In the eyes of the law what we’re doing is wrong.”


She opened her mouth to argue, he laid a finger against her lips, stopping her. “Statutory rape. Or carnal knowledge with a juvenile. I’d have to register as a sex offender. Do you want that?”


She shook her head, eyes welling with tears again. “I’m sorry.”


“You’re going to do what I say?”


“Yes,” she whispered.


“Good girl.” He stood, then hauled her to her feet. “Let’s get you home.”




CHAPTER FOUR


Monday, June 3
 10:10 P.M.


It was nearly ten o’clock before Kat left Jeremy and Lilith’s home. She made it home without getting lost in their sprawling neighborhood, despite the glass of wine with dinner. A significant feat. She’d been teased for her ability to get lost in an elevator.


Kat stepped inside her house and stopped cold. As if some sixth sense had kicked in and sounded an alarm, the hair at the back of her neck prickled.


Something was wrong.


Her gaze dropped to the shadow on the foyer floor, the spot where Sara’s blood had pooled. Just a shadow. Swallowing hard, she closed the door behind her, listening intently. It was pin-drop quiet.


She rubbed her arms as she crossed the foyer into the front parlor. She flipped on the overhead light, then switched on the table lamp, flooding the room with light. Nothing out of place. Not there or in any other room. Everything was as she’d left it.


Until she reached her bedroom. She frowned when she saw the door was closed. She had left it open. She was certain of it.


Heart thundering, Kat stared at the paneled wooden door. The old-time glass knob.


Do not open that door, Kat. Call the police. Now.


And tell them what? That some sixth sense warned her something was wrong? Right.


She closed her eyes, took a deep breath. She had been here before, many times. Afraid of the shadows, her imagination running away with her.


But the boogeyman hadn’t jumped out at her, not once. She had shut the door without thinking. It was an old house. The heavy panel had swung shut on its own.


What an idiot. Open the damn door, Kat.


She grabbed the knob and twisted, the glass cool against her palm. As the door creaked open, her doorbell chimed.


Startled, she snatched her hand back and swung around. The bell chimed again, followed by firm knocking.


“I’m coming!” she called, hurrying that way. She peeked through the sidelight and saw Luke Tanner standing on her doorstep. “Sergeant Tanner?” she said, cracking open the door.


“May I come in?”


She stared at him, surprised silent. “I’m sorry,” she said, when she could speak, “it’s just so weird to have you show up at my door right now.”


He looked beyond her, into the house. When his gaze returned to hers, she saw concern in his eyes. “Is everything all right?”


“Yes, I’m fine. I’m just—” She stepped aside so he could enter. “Come on in.”


He did, though she noted how his gaze scanned behind her and his right hand hovered over his gun holster. “I got an anonymous call. Caller said you were in trouble. Have you been here all evening?”


An anonymous call? Rubbing her arms again, she shook her head. “No, I had dinner with Jeremy and Lilith. At their place. I got home a few minutes ago.”


She glanced over her shoulder, in the direction of the bedroom, picturing the closed door.


“What?” he asked.


“It was silly. At least I thought it was.” He waited. “Don’t laugh, but I had this weird, creepy feeling something was wrong.”


His lips twitched. “Normally weird, creepy feelings aren’t my area, but I think in this situation I’d better make an exception. How about I take a look around.”


“I already have. Everything was fine except—” She hesitated a moment. “The bedroom door was closed and I remember leaving it open.”


“Let me check it out. You stay here.”


He drew his gun and made his way almost silently down the hall. Ignoring his order, she followed, cursing every creaking floorboard. How had he managed to avoid them?


When he reached the door, he motioned her to stay back and to the far side. In case an intruder burst out. The same reason he flattened himself against the wall. And moments ago, there she’d been, ready to simply open the door and step inside, totally vulnerable.


“Police,” he called out.


She held her breath. Only silence answered.


He called out once more and when he again got no reply, he inched the door open with his foot. She watched as he stepped inside, gun out, then as he swung from right to left. He moved beyond her vision, then reentered it a moment later.


Kat swallowed hard. She felt a little like a character from a romance novel—admiring a man’s backside when she should be afraid for her life. But he did have an amazing backside. And watching him do his cop thing had been kind of sexy.


“All clear,” he said, lowering the weapon.


She cleared her throat, flustered. Until now, she hadn’t had any use for cops—she’d hated them mostly. And here she was, feeling flushed and aware of one—who happened to be the son of the very cop who had made her life a living hell ten years ago.


“I knew I was being ridiculous,” she said. “I hope you don’t hold it against me.”


“Actually, you weren’t. At least I don’t think so. You better take a look at this.”


She crossed to him, legs unsteady. He indicated her bed.


Lying across her pillow was a baseball bat, a bloodred bow affixed to the grip.




CHAPTER FIVE


Monday, June 3
 10:35 P.M.


Luke kept his gaze trained on her face. Her expression registered horror. She went white. He grabbed her arm as she swayed slightly.


Without speaking, Luke led her back out to the front porch. “Sit,” he ordered. “I’ll be right back.”


He went to his car for a flashlight and scene kit, then returned to the bedroom and did a second search. Window was locked. No footprints or other debris on the floor near the window or the bed. Earlier, he’d checked under the bed and in the closet; he did so again in an abundance of caution.


Nothing.


He trained the flashlight on the bat. Peeking out from under it was something he hadn’t noticed before. A plain white envelope.


He slipped on latex gloves and eased it out. A standard legal-size envelope. Loosely sealed. Nothing written on the front or the back.


He returned with it to the front porch. Kat hadn’t moved.


“Are you okay?” he asked. “Do you need some water or something?”


“I’m fine,” she answered. “Thanks.”


“I found this on the bed. Under the bat.”


She looked up at him. “What is it?”


“You tell me.”


Recognition crossed her features, but she shook her head. “You open it.”


He carefully unsealed the envelope. Inside was a single folded piece of paper. He slid it out. Three words: JUSTICE FOR SARA.


Luke gazed at it. Not kids this time. Too thought-out. Slick. And not just mean. A threat. Meant to terrorize.


“May I see it?”


He held it out for her to read. She made a choked sound and looked away. “He found me. I suspected he would.”


He shifted his gaze to hers. “Who?”


“My fan.” Without further explanation, she stood and went back into the house. He followed and watched as she crossed to the hall closet and removed a plastic bin. She carried it to the living room, set it on the coffee table and removed the lid.


It was filled with other envelopes. Other correspondence. Neatly lined up. “They’re all from him? Your fan?”


“Yes, except for a few pieces of random hate mail.”


Random hate mail. She said it so matter-of-factly. As if hate mail was expected, a part of everyday life.


For her, it was. He wondered what that felt like. How it had affected her. “May I?”


“Sure. They’re organized oldest to most recent. I don’t know why I kept them. Ghoulish masochism, maybe.”


“Or maybe you thought you’d need them someday?”


She hugged herself. “Yeah, maybe.”


Luke sat on the sofa. He began at the beginning. Hatred. Vitriol. Threats of violence. Old Testament Scripture about the Lord’s vengeance. Reading them turned his stomach. He’d done a stint with the NOPD, he’d experienced evil. He’d seen firsthand the cruelty one person could inflict upon another. The hatred rooted in it.


This was like being hammered with it.


She sat quietly beside him. Every so often she glanced at him, or peered over, reading with him, commenting. She did that now.


“That was one of my favorites,” she said. “The irony of it, you know. Quoting the New Testament, then damning me to hell.”


“Which is so Old Testament.”


She looked at him as if surprised he got it. “Exactly.”


He refolded the page and slipped it into its envelope. “You seem pretty calm now. But before, you were scared. What gives?”


“I’m okay now because I know he left it.”


He frowned. “I don’t get that.”


“This has been going on for ten years. There’s over a hundred letters in there. And I’m still here.”


Alive. Unharmed. He nodded, understanding.


“When did you begin receiving them?”


“Within a month of my acquittal. They came frequently at first, then slowed to a trickle. I always get at least one on the anniversaries.”


“The anniversaries?”


“Of Sara’s death and my acquittal.”


“You showed these to the police?”


“Of course. Right away. I was terrified. They weren’t too worried. They assured me that this sort thing was expected to happen to people in my position.”


“In your position?” He thought of his dad. “You mean, acquitted of a crime the general public is convinced you committed?”


“That’s the one.” She smiled slightly. “They also said that the type of person who writes threatening letters rarely takes it any further. The letters satisfy their aggression. If they’d wanted to physically attack me, they knew where I lived.


“At first, I didn’t trust them and I moved. Somehow they found me. The letters started again. After the third move, I figured the cops were right and went on with my life.”


“How did this fan keep finding you? Didn’t you change your name?”


She shook her head.


“Why not?”


“My name was all I had left of my past. The good part of my past.” She met his gaze, the expression in hers defiant. “And I didn’t do anything wrong.”


“Why’d you come back?”


“It was time.”


Time for what, he wondered. To set the record straight? Face her accusers. He thought of the message: Justice for Sara.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
EﬁlCA
SPINDLER

e

Danger is closer than you think





