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About the Book

A chilling read from king of the Seattle serial killer thriller and New York Times bestseller, Kevin O’Brien. Perfect for fans of Chris Carter, Karin Slaughter and Mary Burton.

Megan Keeslar died years ago – or so everyone believes. In fact she disappeared to escape her sadistic husband, Glen. When dismembered body parts were discovered near their home, Glenn was convicted of his wife’s murder and Megan was too terrified to come forward with the truth . . .

Though Megan has built a new life for her and her son, Josh, in Seattle, deep down she has remained a fugitive with a dark secret. Josh knows nothing about their past, but it’s starting to become clear that someone out there does. First, there are anonymous threats. Next, Megan learns that Glenn has been released from prison. And then the unthinkable happens: a masked man breaks into their home and abducts Josh.



This book is for my good friend and fellow author
Garth Stein.





Acknowledgments

I owe a huge thank-you to my terrific editor, John Scognamiglio, for his great ideas, his patience, his sense of humor and his friendship. I’m grateful to everyone at Kensington Books, especially my generous buddy, Doug Mendini. To everyone in Production, Sales, Publicity, the Art Department—you’re an author’s dream team! Thank you, Kensington!

A great big smooch and thank-you go to my brilliant agents, Meg Ruley, Christina Hogrebe, and all my friends at Jane Rotrosen Agency.

Thanks also to Open Road Media, especially Jeff, Jane, Rachel, Lauren and my buddies, Danny Monico and Luke Parker-Bowles. You guys are the best!

I’m in debt to my Writers Group for helping me with this book and seeing me through all its drafts and growing pains. John Flick, Cate Goethals, Soyon Im, David Massengill and Garth Stein (again), thank you, dear friends! Next Writers Group, the pizza is on me!

Thanks also for all the support from my author friends in Seattle 7 Writers. If I started listing them, I’d be shamelessly name-dropping! I’m honored to be in a group with all of these wonderful writers. Besides Garth (what—again?), I need to mention the lovely and talented Jennie Shortridge, whom I absolutely adore. Thanks, kids, for creating Seattle 7 Writers!

Thank you to Chris Kerkering for giving me information about the various criminal charges and sentencing some of my characters are facing in this book.

Many thanks go to the fantastic folks at Levy Home Entertainment.

I’m beholden to the following people who encouraged me, inspired me, and pushed my books! Thank you, Nancy Abbe, Dan Annear and Chuck Rank, Pam Binder and everyone at PNWA, Marlys Bourm, Amanda Brooks, Terry and Judine Brooks, Kyle Bryan and Dan Monda, George Camper and Shane White, Barbara and John Cegielski, Jim and Barbara Church, Anna Cottle and Mary Alice Kier, Tommy Dreiling, Paul Dwoskin and my pals at Broadway Video, Matt Gani, Tom Goodwin, Dennis and Debbie Gottlieb, Cathy Johnson, Bill Kenower, Elizabeth Kinsella, David Korabik, Stafford Lombard, Roberta Miner, Jim Munchel, Meghan O’Neill, Midge Ortiz, Eva Marie Saint, John Saul and Mike Sack, the gang at Seattle Mystery Bookshop, John Simmons, Roseann Stella, Dan, Doug and Ann Stutesman, George and Sheila Stydahar, Mark Von Borstel and Michael Wells.

Finally, thanks to my family, who are always there for me.





TERRIFIED

In the brightly lit, stark room on the other side of the window, a mattress sat on the floor with a disheveled blanket half-covering it. There were some empty water bottles scattered on the bare cement floor.

And there was Jade, repeatedly banging her fist against the mirrored window. She was crying and screaming something, but he couldn’t hear what she said.

Her light brown hair was a tangled mess from having not been washed for several days. The barista from the lobby of Megan Keeslar’s office building had tears streaming down her face. The lipstick around her mouth was smudged.

Scarlet Dusk.

It looked good on Megan, but not on her. Did she know how silly she appeared—flailing around with her lipstick smeared like that?

She reminded him of the clown portrait in the laundry room of Megan’s apartment house.

But she no longer reminded him of Megan.

He squinted, hoping to blur his vision enough to see a resemblance. But it just wasn’t there for him anymore. With a sigh, he closed the curtains and started back toward the stairs.

He glanced at the bathroom—and the rack of cutting instruments above the claw-foot tub. Jade would be occupying that room very soon.

And she wouldn’t make any more noise . . .





CHAPTER ONE

Glenview, Illinois—October 25, 1996

Her son was awfully quiet.

Ensconced on a park bench in the little playground, Maggie divided her time between composing a grocery list and watching her four-year-old, Mark, play on the jungle gym.

BBQ Potato Chips, she scribbled down on the personalized notepad with Ms. Margaret Farris printed along the top of the page with the cheesy illustration of a pumpkin patch. She had gotten the notepad from the March of Dimes or the American Cancer Society or one of those places that sent her junk mail. She always felt a bit guilty for keeping her “personal gift” and tossing out the rest of it. But not too guilty—she gave to the United Way at the office.

Maggie worked part-time, selling ad space for the Pioneer Press, a weekly newsmagazine for several suburbs along the Chicago North Shore. She cherished these Fridays off, spending the day with Mark. After this, they’d go grocery shopping at Dominic’s. They now had a tradition on Friday nights: she and Mark would meet her husband, Ed, at the Glenview train station and they’d go for dinner at The Willow Inn.

Sitting on that park bench, bundled in a pea coat, with her light brown hair fluttering in the breeze, Maggie had no idea this wouldn’t be one of their regular Friday nights. They wouldn’t make it to the supermarket.

She added rice to the shopping list, and then K-Mart Bars. That was what Mark called Special K Bars. Maggie had gotten him to eat the healthy snacks, but still couldn’t get him to call them by their correct name. So—in the Farris household, they were K-Mart Bars. And if somebody ate too many, they might get a stomachache and need to take some Pencil Bismal—another Markism.

Dressed in jeans, red tennis shoes, and his blue Chicago Bears jacket with the orange C logo on the back, he scurried over to the slide. The sun caught him at a certain angle, and made his curly, dark brown hair look golden.

It was a beautiful, cool-crisp fall afternoon. The trees were a riot of color, and fallen leaves danced across the grass. The playground stood in the far corner of a big playfield. Some shrubs near the monkey bars provided a natural barrier to a gully alongside a set of railroad tracks. It smelled like someone nearby was burning leaves.

She watched Mark careen down the slide—without making a sound. He played like some people studied—quietly and focused. While watching TV or eating or even lying in bed, he was a regular chatterbox. He even talked to himself. But not right now. He was concentrating, and the task at hand was making his way down the slide.

Maggie had no complaints. The silence was lovely—no traffic noise, just the occasional chirping from some birds. She went back to her grocery list. Rollos & mini Nestlé Crunch, she wrote. They needed something for the trick-or-treaters, but who was she kidding? She’d be dipping into both bags. Hell, she’d probably have to buy another supply before Halloween. Better she give out some candy that wasn’t so tempting—maybe Mike & Ikes and Hot Tamales. No, she’d only eat those, too. Maggie jotted down a few more candy candidates, then scratched them out and scribbled: Halloween crap—whatever’s on sale.

In the distance, she heard a train horn blaring. She automatically looked up. Mark wasn’t on the slide anymore. She glanced over toward the vacant monkey bars—and then at the swing set. The empty swings swayed in the breeze. The chains holding them squeaked lightly.

“Mark?” she called. Maggie sprung up from the bench. Her notepad and pen fell to the ground. “Mark, honey, where are you?” she yelled. Glancing around the park, she had this awful feeling in the pit of her stomach. She didn’t see him on the railroad tracks on the other side of the bushes. And he wasn’t in the playfield, either. How could he have just vanished?

She kept hoping to hear his laugh. Maybe he was playing hide-and-seek with her. But all she heard was the train horn, getting louder and louder. She anxiously looked over toward the tracks again. There was still no sign of him.

The street was on the other side of the playfield, and she didn’t see any cars coming or going. No one could have driven off with him. She’d only looked away for a few moments. With a hand on her forehead, she wandered around the small park, calling out his name.

Why in God’s name didn’t he answer her?

With a roar, the train sped by, drowning out her cries. As it churned down the tracks, the noise subsided—only to be replaced by the sound of her son’s screams. Panic-stricken, all Maggie could think was that the train had run over him—and severed his foot or an arm.

Maggie raced toward the tracks and broke through a gap in the shrubs. Peering down at the gully that sloped down from the railroad tracks, she spotted Mark. “Honey?” she whispered.

Her little boy stood at the bottom of the ditch—amid the thorny bushes and overgrown grass. He’d just pulled something out of a black plastic garbage bag. Frozen, he held it in his trembling hand, and kept shrieking. It was a severed human arm.

He couldn’t seem to move or let go of the mangled thing. And he couldn’t stop screaming.

Horrified, Maggie rushed down the gully to him. She had to knock the severed arm out of his grasp. The empty black plastic bag danced in the wind. Maggie hugged her young son, but he kept screaming. His little body shook in her embrace.

Maggie glanced down at the blue-white limb amid the overgrown grass. The fingertips on the hand had been cut off, and hundreds of ants were crawling all over it.

The headline and subhead ran across the top of page three of Saturday’s Chicago Tribune:



ANOTHER GRISLY DISCOVERY IN ‘GARBAGE BAG’ KILLING

Severed Arm Found Near Glenview Playground





Seated on a stool at the window counter of the Plaza del Lago Starbucks in Wilmette, he paid no attention to the traffic on Sheridan Road or the view of the lake. He sipped his Grande Americano and pored over the news article. He was a bit disappointed the story hadn’t made the front page.

No photo accompanied the article, but there was a map of the Chicago North Shore suburbs. It pinpointed each location where a garbage bag containing a body part was found. So far there were three sites on the map, all within a few miles of each other.

The most recent find had been the right arm, which he’d tossed in a ditch by some railroad tracks near a playground in Glenview. He’d sealed the bag up pretty well, but that was no guarantee raccoons or birds wouldn’t get to it.

Fortunately, a four-year-old Glenview boy—the news article didn’t give his name—found it first. The news story indicated that his handiwork was still intact—nothing gnawed away, no bite marks to mar the clean, surgical cuts he’d made just below her shoulder.

He hadn’t been as lucky with the first find. Wood creatures had discovered the left leg hours before a group of schoolkids on a field trip stumbled upon it along a forest trail in Glencoe’s Turnbull Woods on Monday morning. The possums or raccoons had dragged the garbage bag—along with the half-eaten limb—to the path’s edge.

Another animal, a collie named Tippin, had unearthed the left arm wrapped in a garbage bag by some bushes at the edge of Tower Road Beach in Winnetka. Bradley Reece, a retired English teacher, had been taking Tippin on an unleashed run along the beach when the dog had made the discovery late Thursday afternoon.

“Cook County Medical Examiner Dennis Gotlieb has confirmed the severed leg and arms are from the same unidentified female victim,” the article stated. “The fingertips of both hands had been cut off. Gotlieb indicated that the victim appears to have been killed within the past two weeks.”

Nine days ago, to be exact, thought the man, hunched over the counter with his newspaper. He’d strangled her last Thursday. It was supposed to have been a night of reconciliation, or at least she’d thought so. He’d surprised her with a bottle of champagne and a carton of Ben & Jerry’s strawberry. She never got to finish that first glass of champagne.

Three garbage bags containing her remains were still out there at various locations along the North Shore. A cold snap in the weather had helped keep the limbs relatively fresh. They hadn’t yet found the right leg, her lower torso, and the upper torso. But they would—soon enough.

He didn’t think they would ever find her head. He’d buried it very carefully.

According to the news article, one of the detectives on the scene at Tower Road Beach on Thursday had referred to the discovery as part of the Garbage Bag Murder.

The man sitting in Starbucks hoped the moniker caught on. He liked the sound of it.

“If I told you a secret—I mean, a really, majorly serious secret—would you promise not to blab to anybody?”

Seventeen-year-old Candy Kruger couldn’t keep it inside any longer. She had to talk to someone. She nervously ran a hand through her light brown hair—styled after Rachel in Friends. The sophisticated cut seemed incongruous with her St. Regina High School uniform: white Peter Pan – collar blouse, plaid kilt, and knee socks.

Her best friend, Trish Scanlin, gazed at her from behind a pair of slightly mannish glasses. She had frizzy red hair, which today was pulled back and braided. She blinked several times. “God, what is it?” she whispered.

“Candice and Patricia!” their biology teacher, Ms. Trotter, admonished them. Maybe it was the photo of President Clinton—right under the photo of Pope John Paul II—by the blackboard, but Ms. Trotter always reminded Candy of Hillary Clinton. Though a redhead, she did her hair like the first lady—and she had that same brainiac, no-nonsense demeanor. “Eyes on your work, and put your gloves on, please,” Ms. Trotter said.

Candy automatically straightened up on her stool. With a sigh, she slipped on the pair of latex gloves that had been placed on the worktable in front of her. She rolled her eyes at Trish, and then gazed down at the wrinkly pink-grayish dead thing in a pan with a plastic bag rolled up beside it. Candy’s lip curled. Part of the umbilical cord was still attached to the fetal pig they had to dissect for class. She and Trish had been working with the unborn piglet for three days now, and Candy still wasn’t used to it. Trish did most of the cutting. They’d named the poor thing Boris, after their drippy trig teacher who stunk from wearing too much bargain-basement cologne. Their little Boris stunk as well—from formaldehyde or whatever the solution was preserving him.

According to Ms. Trotter, the insides of a pig were similar to a human’s, and that was why this animal was so ideal for dissection. And no fetal pigs were murdered for this biology class—at least, not exactly. They were the unborn piglets of sows butchered by the meatpacking industry. They were extracted from the dead sow’s uterus.

That little bit of information didn’t make Candy feel any better about cutting into the poor thing. And it had her swearing off bacon—at least until the end of the semester.

She kept gazing at Boris and at the plastic bag in which they stored him between classes. She thought about cutting into him, and couldn’t help making a connection to the latest discovery in the Garbage Bag Killing.

The day before, someone had found the woman’s upper torso. It had been inside a black garbage bag at a construction site—a half-finished new mansion in Hubbard Woods, not far from the house they used in Home Alone. Like anyone would want to live in that new mansion now, no matter how pretty it was, even in that ritzy cake-eater neighborhood.

According to the TV news, the torso had some distinct markings.

“So—what’s the big secret?” Trish whispered. Hovering over Boris, she held a suture in her gloved hand. But she was looking at Candy.

Ms. Trotter was busy helping Barbie Ray, who was a total moron, so Candy figured it was okay to talk. “You know how yesterday they found a new section of that woman who got murdered?” she said under her breath. “And you know how my aunt supposedly killed herself?”

Trish scowled at her. “What do you mean, supposedly?”

“I mean, I don’t think she committed suicide,” Candy admitted in a quiet voice. She kept her head down, pretending to be focused on the fetal pig in front of her. “I think she’s the one whose body parts they’re finding all over the place.”

“You’re kidding!” Trish said, out loud.

Candy automatically glanced toward Ms. Trotter, who glared at them. “Patricia, Candice? Is there something you’d like to share with the rest of the class? And does it have anything to do with the digestive system of our specimens?”

Their mouths open, both Candy and Trish quickly shook their heads. Then they pretended to get back to work on Boris. Candy stared at the internal organs of the unborn thing. She thought of her Aunt Lisa—and the section of torso found at that construction site.

Candy felt sick. She remembered how beautiful her Aunt Lisa was. They weren’t too far apart in age. Lisa was only twenty-five. She had wavy, shoulder-length chestnut hair and big blue eyes with long, thick lashes. Candy had seen her without makeup, and she was still gorgeous. Candy had seen her naked, too. Her aunt had taken her swimming at the country club pool a few times over the summer, and Candy had snuck a curious peek at her in the locker room. She felt clunky and pale in her aunt’s naked presence. Lisa had long, tan, shapely legs, a tiny waist, and petite perfect breasts. She seemed flawless—until Candy glimpsed the purple-hued bruise on Lisa’s lower back. She also had an ugly scar along her left rib cage—a cluster of three angry-reddish marks, each about the size of a nickel.

Lisa seemed to catch her staring, and she quickly wrapped a towel around her. Earlier, while swimming, Candy had wondered why her aunt—with her killer body—would wear a modest one-piece swimsuit to the pool. Now she knew. “God, Aunt Lisa, what happened?” Candy asked. “It looks like you burned yourself, and your back . . . .”

Her Aunt Lisa just shook her head, which Candy took as a cue to shut the hell up. Outside, kids screamed, giggled, and splashed in the pool. But in their little alcove of the locker room, Candy just stared at her Aunt Lisa for a moment.

Lisa let out a nervous laugh. “Oh, I’m such a klutz. I—I had an accident with the barbecue, hon. That’s what I get for messing around in your Uncle Glenn’s territory. I fell—and suddenly there were hot coals and me sprawled out all over the patio . . . .” With a wave of her hand, she seemed to dismiss the subject. “I’m so embarrassed. I don’t even want to talk about it. You know what I think? I think we should head to Old Orchard and go shopping. Fall’s just around the corner, hon, and you’ll need clothes for all the dates you’ll have . . . .”

Clutching the towel around her, Aunt Lisa retreated toward the shower area. Candy frowned as she watched her duck around the corner of the tiled room. She’d known right then that story about the barbecue was probably a lie.

Glenn was Candy’s uncle—her mom’s younger brother and a big-shot surgeon. He and Lisa had been married for a year. Lisa had a brother with cancer or something, and he was always in and out of the hospital. That was how Lisa had met Glenn—during one of her hospital visits to her brother. She didn’t really have any other family. As for girlfriends, the way Lisa explained it she just grew apart from most of her friends when she married Glenn. She became sort of a big sister to Candy—a big sister with money, who took her places and bought her stuff. Plus she was funny and sweet, and a good listener. Candy confided in her. She didn’t think there was anything she couldn’t tell her Aunt Lisa.

And yet on that afternoon in the women’s changing room by the country club pool, she’d realized there were some things Lisa kept secret from her.

Candy wouldn’t put it together about the bruise and the burn marks until after Aunt Lisa disappeared.

She’d been missing for almost three weeks now. They figured she’d drowned herself. The police had discovered Lisa’s teal-colored Honda Civic parked on a remote bridge in Iowa—of all places. She must have driven half a day to get there. Inside the car, they found a quart of bourbon, a bottle of Valium, her purse, and a note that simply read:




To the People Left Who Care About Me—
I’m sorry.





Though it was obvious the Mississippi had swallowed up Lisa’s body, Candy’s Uncle Glenn reported his wife missing. He seemed to be the only person who refused to believe Lisa had killed herself.

Candy had missed a few days of school in the wake of Aunt Lisa’s suicide. Devastated, she was left wondering why Aunt Lisa had taken her own life—until she overheard her parents talking a week later.

Trying to catch up on the schoolwork she’d missed, Candy often tried different spots in the house to study so she wouldn’t get too bored. That night, it was at the top of the back stairs—just above the kitchen. Her parents didn’t know she was there. Her mother was cooking dinner. Candy could hear ice rattling in glasses and whispered conversation.

“I think Glenn’s feeling so guilty right now, and that’s why he’s in denial,” her mother was saying.

“He’s just sore that Lisa beat him to it,” Candy’s father grunted. “We should have done something, Audrey. What with the way your brother beat that poor girl—and all those secret trips to the hospital to patch her up—I really thought the son of a bitch would end up killing her.”

Sitting at the top of the stairs with a highlighter and a copy of Beowulf, Candy remembered the three nickel-size burn marks on her Aunt Lisa’s rib cage and the ugly bruise on her lower back. Lisa had given that vague explanation about tripping and knocking over the barbecue on the patio. She’d said the barbecue was Uncle Glenn’s territory. But in all the times Candy had been at their house, she’d never seen Uncle Glenn cook a single thing—be it on the barbecue, the range, or the toaster oven. Aunt Lisa had always done the cooking, while Uncle Glenn sat back with his fancy imported beer from Germany and a fat cigar from Cuba. Candy remembered how he’d puff on that cigar, and it would glow at the end—making an orange-ashy circle about the size of a nickel.

Candy suddenly stood up. Her copy of Beowulf fell off her lap and toppled down the stairs. She managed to compose herself and hurried down the steps to retrieve it. Clutching the book to her chest, she passed through the kitchen without looking at her parents. She just kept walking—toward her father’s study in the front of the house. Her mom called to her that dinner would be ready in ten minutes. “Okay!” she answered, curling up on the leather sofa in the paneled study.

She didn’t tell her parents what she’d overheard—and she didn’t tell them about the bruise and burn marks that no one else had seen.

Candy had never suspected her aunt was being abused. Now certain things made sense. There had always been something about her uncle she didn’t like. He was generous, and gave her the best Christmas and birthday presents. But by the time she hit high school, Candy realized he always talked down to her, like she was stupid or something. And he could be so tactless, too. She never forgot the time he started counting the zits on her face—and said maybe she needed a good dermatologist. She went to bed crying that night. But he talked the same way to her mom and Aunt Lisa—always so critical. He acted like his shit didn’t stink—and everyone else’s did.

As much as she didn’t like Glenn, she had adored his new wife.

Sometimes, Lisa had to postpone their gal-pal dates, and she gave only a vague explanation as to why. Then she wouldn’t be available for days. Now Candy wondered if the absences were because Lisa had been recovering from another round with Glenn. Candy remembered pitching a fit on her last birthday, because late that morning, Lisa had called trying to cancel their lunch plans. She’d managed to talk her aunt into keeping their date at Hackney’s. Sitting at a window table, Candy had been so excited about the grown-up girls’ lunch that she hadn’t really noticed Aunt Lisa wasn’t quite herself. She didn’t say much, and when she did, she talked kind of funny, slurring her words. Lisa had ordered soup, and barely ate it. Candy thought her patty melt was to die for, and tried to get Aunt Lisa to take a bite. She practically had to shove it in Lisa’s face to get her to taste it.

Candy noticed her aunt’s eyes watering up as she chewed. She let out a whimper, and finally spit out the food into her napkin. The glob of half-eaten food was full of blood. Candy gasped when she saw it.

Lisa quickly sipped some water. When she put the glass down again, Candy noticed the water had just the slightest pink tinge to it. “The inside of your mouth is bleeding,” Candy whispered.

Lisa nodded. “I had a rough morning at the dentist,” she said in her slurred speech. She started to cry. “I should have told you earlier, but I didn’t want to spoil your birthday lunch. And now I have. I’m so sorry, hon . . . .”

They didn’t stay long after that. Candy had the rest of her sandwich wrapped to go. While Lisa drove her back home in the teal-colored Honda Civic, they were uncharacteristically quiet. The sun streamed through the windshield, and in the harsh light, Candy noticed her aunt was wearing a lot of makeup, mostly foundation. But it didn’t completely conceal the bruise on her chin.

Candy recalled carefully kissing her good-bye on the cheek. Yet she’d never allowed herself to wonder what might have really happened to her. She’d believed Lisa’s story about the dentist—as if any dentist in his right mind would send a patient home with a mouth full of blood.

It all started to make sense the night Candy heard her parents talking in the kitchen. Lisa’s brother had died only two weeks before she jumped off that tall bridge in Iowa. Maybe his death had pushed her over the edge. But certainly giving her an extra nudge was an asshole of a husband who abused her.

Just the same, Candy wondered why Aunt Lisa hadn’t told her how she was suffering. If Candy had known, she would have insisted her parents do something—or she might have called the police herself. She might have been able to help her. Candy missed her Aunt Lisa, and yet she couldn’t help feeling angry and resentful toward her.

Then something happened, and she realized her aunt might not have killed herself after all: the upper torso of a woman was found in a garbage bag at that construction site in Hubbard Woods.

Candy stared down at the fetal pig in the dissecting pan—and at the rolled-up plastic bag beside it. She kept thinking of her Aunt Lisa.

“What are you talking about?” Trish asked in a hushed voice. She squinted at Candy. “Your aunt jumped off a bridge and drowned herself. It was in all the newspapers and on TV . . . .”

Candy shot a cautious glance at Ms. Trotter, who was helping another student. She leaned in close to her friend. “They never found her body,” she whispered. “My uncle used to beat her up. Last summer when we were changing clothes at the pool, I saw the bruises on her—and these burn marks on her side. I didn’t know what it was—until I overheard my parents talking about how he abused her. My Uncle Glenn, I’m pretty sure he used his cigar on her . . . .”

Grimacing, Trish put down the suture. “God, that’s awful,” she said under her breath. “So he burned her?”

Tears filled Candy’s eyes and she nodded. “I think he killed her. The torso they found yesterday, the newspaper said there were marks on it—three burn marks on her side.”

Trish heard R.E.M.’s “It’s the End of the World as We Know It” playing on the other side of the bedroom door. She knocked, and then pushed the door open.

Her twenty-two-year-old sister, Mary Ellen, who had graduated from college last year, was sitting on the beige shag-carpeted floor in her pajamas. She had the boom box beside her, and several CDs—some in their cases, some not. Her auburn hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She frowned at her. “Trish, do you mind? I’m busy here! I’m making a mixtape for Greg . . . .”

Trish hesitated in the doorway. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure her parents weren’t within earshot. “Listen,” she said, biting her lip. “If I told you a secret—I mean, a really, really serious secret—would you promise not to tell anybody?”

Trish’s sister reached over and switched off the boom box, silencing R.E.M. in mid-song. She stared at her. “What are you talking about?”





CHAPTER TWO

Seattle, Washington—November 14, 1996

She couldn’t put off going to the doctor any longer. She’d been feeling tired, dizzy, and nauseous for at least two weeks now. All the Rolaids she chewed couldn’t chase away the constant heartburn and stomachache. She’d even thrown up a few times, but it provided no relief to the havoc in her stomach. She prayed it was just some strain of flu.

She didn’t have any health insurance, and this Dr. Christopher Amato was a total stranger to her. He’d probably ask a lot of questions. She’d have to lie to him about certain things. She tried not to think about the appointment, because it only made her stomachache even worse.

Having arrived early, she sat on a park bench outside the concrete and glass three-story medical building by Swedish Medical Center in Ballard. It was a crisp, cold sunny day. Bundled in a trench coat, she glanced through the Chicago Tribune, which she’d bought before heading off to the doctor’s office. The newspaper pages fluttered in the November wind.

But she couldn’t concentrate on her reading. She kept thinking that Dr. Amato would want to see her previous medical records, and she didn’t have any. The only thing she had was her Wisconsin driver’s license, which showed her name: Keeslar, Megan Anne. Before her recent move to Seattle, her address—according to the license—was on West Moreland Boulevard in Waukesha, Wisconsin. Her date of birth made her a twenty-five-year-old Gemini. Her height, weight, eyes, and hair listings accurately described her as five feet nine inches and one hundred nineteen pounds, with blue eyes and blond hair. She figured Dr. Amato might beg to differ on her true hair color once he’d examined her. However, anyone seeing her on the street would have assumed she was a natural blonde.

At the moment, no one on the street seemed to notice her at all. A few people—most of them elderly—had passed by, heading through the medical building’s glass double doors. One pale, red-haired, thirty-something woman stepped outside to smoke a cigarette. Just across the busy street were shops and a tavern with an Irish flag by the big wooden door. She didn’t see anything—or anyone—suspicious. Maybe she was paranoid, but lately whenever she noticed a man staring at her on the street or she spotted a shadowy figure sitting alone in a parked car, she automatically thought she was being watched. She had to tell herself that maybe some of those guys looking at her on the street simply thought she was pretty. And not all people sitting alone in parked cars were spies or private detectives.

With a sigh, she went back to her Chicago Tribune. She bought the out-of-town newspaper two or three times a week to catch up on what was happening in the Midwest. She always went to the local section first. But this time, she saw something on the top of page two in the front section, and for a moment, she felt as if her heart had stopped.



Prominent Winnetka Surgeon
Arrested in Garbage Bag Killing

DISMEMBERED REMAINS BELIEVED TO BE ‘MISSING’ WIFE





News of the Garbage Bag Killing was all over the Chicago papers. But the details were so gruesome Megan had stopped reading the articles after they’d found the arm in another black garbage bag. They’d said all the fingertips had been cut off—to make identifying the victim even more difficult. She’d known they still hadn’t found the woman’s head—or her murderer. And she’d had no desire to read about it anymore—not until just this moment.

Now, she needed to find out exactly what had happened.

The newspaper page kept fluttering in the breeze, and her hands were shaking. She thought she might be sick right there outside the medical building. She could only read snippets, because it made her woozy focusing on the printed words:




Winnetka resident Dr. Glenn Swann, 33, a surgeon at Evanston-Northwest Hospital, was arrested Wednesday evening for the murder of his wife, Lisa Densmore Swann, 25. Missing and presumed dead since October 9, Ms. Swann is believed to be the victim in the notorious “Garbage Bag” murder . . . .





It didn’t make any sense. Just five weeks ago, the Tribune had reported that authorities believed Lisa Swann had committed suicide. They said she must have drowned in a channel of the Mississippi River—if the plunge from one of the highest bridges in Iowa hadn’t already killed her.

Megan scanned some information on the Garbage Bag Killing she already knew. Then she saw his name again:




On Tuesday, Dr. Swann’s 17-year-old niece identified three burn marks on the left side of the victim’s severed upper torso as matching scars she’d seen on her aunt. The torso, discovered in a garbage bag at a construction site in a Winnetka residential neighborhood, was the fourth body part found in three days . . . .





Megan had to read it twice. She told herself it wasn’t possible. But the newspaper article continued to build up a case against the prominent surgeon. Several people acquainted with the couple admitted they knew Swann had physically abused his wife. One unnamed source at Evanston-Northwest Hospital indicated Mrs. Swann had been treated in the emergency room several times after her husband had beaten her. The source said it was an “open secret” around the hospital, and made comparisons to the accounts of relentless spousal abuse in the previous year’s Simpson-Goldman murder trial.

Megan shuddered, and realized her nose was dripping. She let go of the newspaper for a moment so she could reach into her coat pocket for some Kleenex. She wiped her nose and then kept on reading:




Both Lisa Swann and the dismembered victim had the same blood type, traces of which investigators found in the trunk of Dr. Swann’s BMW. Scraps of black plastic, matching the bags used to wrap the severed limbs and two torso sections of the victim, were also discovered in the trunk of Dr. Swann’s car . . . .





According to the Cook County coroner, the cutting job on the dead woman looked like the work of a skilled surgeon. Dr. Swann couldn’t account for his whereabouts at the time of his wife’s disappearance. He’d made no friends with authorities in Clinton, Iowa, when he’d publicly criticized their investigation of Lisa Swann’s apparent suicide. One investigator at the site mentioned the scene—the abandoned car by the bridge, the booze, the pills, and an ambivalent suicide note—all seemed staged.

Obviously, the rich, pompous surgeon wasn’t a sympathetic suspect in the eyes of the press or the police. A lot of people had probably made up their minds already that Dr. Glenn Swann was guilty.

Sitting outside the medical building, Megan closed the newspaper and folded it up. Her hands were shaking. She knew indeed that Dr. Glenn Swann had physically abused his wife, but he hadn’t murdered her.

All she had to do was make one phone call, and the charges against him would be dropped. But she couldn’t risk doing that right now. Besides, as much as she hated seeing an injustice done, a voice inside her head kept saying: He has it coming . . . the son of a bitch has it coming . . . .

But that didn’t make her feel any better.

She stuffed the folded Chicago Tribune inside her purse, unsteadily got to her feet, and headed inside the medical building. All the while, her head was spinning. She held back the urge to throw up.

She’d taken a home pregnancy test late last week, and it had come up negative. She knew sometimes those things weren’t accurate. She still had a feeling she was pregnant, but hoped to God it was just the flu.

In the doctor’s waiting room, Megan Keeslar lied to the chubby, twentyish brunette receptionist with the pleasant smile. She said her last primary physician was in the process of moving his practice to Phoenix. She promised to get ahold of him later in the week, and have him forward her medical records to Dr. Amato. She also mentioned she was in the midst of switching insurance. The receptionist’s pleasant smile waned for a moment when she heard this, but then she nodded and gave Megan a clipboard with a blank form and a pen.

Sitting in a maroon cushioned chair by a big tropical fish tank, she started filling out the form. She hesitated when she came to the part about marital status. She ended up checking the box marked WIDOWED/DIVORCED. If she was indeed pregnant and had identified herself as SINGLE, her old-fashioned, Catholic mother would have rolled over in her grave. Besides, she kind of liked the notion that she was a widow. And it was sort of true. She’d survived a terrible husband.

She checked all the applicable boxes about her past medical issues. On the coffee table in front of her, she’d noticed among the magazines Gloria Estefan gracing the cover of InStyle. For the person to notify in case of emergency, she wrote down Gloria Styler, along with a made-up phone number that had the Portland area code: 503. To explain her relationship, to the emergency-notification person, she wrote down, Friend.

The truth was she had no friends or family in Portland, and she didn’t know a soul here in Seattle—or at least, she didn’t think she did. She’d gotten Dr. Amato’s name from the phone book. It was no mistake his name began with an A. For the last three weeks, she’d been living—hiding more like it—in a tiny one-bedroom apartment. The rent was cheap—within her budget. She had some money stashed away, but had to make it last. She had furnished the unit with a mix of Ikea and garage sale finds. The bookcase was bricks and boards—and she’d strung Christmas lights around it in a desperate attempt to cheer the place up. It looked like a sophomore in college lived there. Once every half hour from seven in the morning until ten at night, the Monorail churned right past her living room window. She was on the fourth floor of a cold, characterless six-story modern apartment building in Seattle’s Belltown area. Nobody seemed to know anyone else in the building. It was easy to be anonymous there. Last week someone had thrown up in the stainless-steel elevator, and it hadn’t been cleaned up for days. It still smelled rancid in there. So she’d been taking the stairway—a creepy cinder-block echo chamber—four flights up to her place.

Not that she ventured outside much. She was afraid to leave the apartment, afraid someone might recognize her. Still, she’d made those few trips to Ikea and the garage sales. She always felt she was pushing her luck taking the car out of the building’s underground garage. It still had the Wisconsin plates on it, and the last thing she wanted was for some cop to pull her over. So—she walked rather than drove whenever she could. There were mad dashes to the Vine Street Gourmet, a nearby mini-market with ridiculous prices and a fresh deli counter. And she’d pick up a copy of the Chicago Tribune at a magazine stand in Pike Place Market.

Earlier in the week, she’d ventured down the block to the Cinerama Theater to see The English Patient, which had just opened. Despite the dark, crowded theater, she hadn’t been able to stop worrying someone from her past might be there and notice her. Then she’d started to feel nauseous. She’d left in the middle of the movie, rubbing her forehead to hide her face as she hurried up the aisle.

Every time she stepped out of that depressing little apartment, she felt as if someone was watching her. This trip to the doctor was particularly nerve-racking. And then she saw that story in the Tribune. There was no photo of the victim, Lisa Densmore Swann, in the Tribune article, but the story was grisly enough to gain national attention. And it wasn’t so farfetched to think that photos of Lisa Swann could start popping up in various papers throughout the country—including Seattle.

The thought made her stomach take another turn.

With the clipboard in her lap, she glanced at the paragraph before the line for her signature: I certify that all the information stated herein is true to the best of my knowledge . . . .

She was about to sign her name, but hesitated. She took a deep breath, and then with a shaky hand, she scribbled, Megan Anne Keeslar – 11/14/96. She felt woozy as she got up and returned the form, pen, and clipboard to the receptionist.

The brunette glanced up at her and took the clipboard. “Are you feeling all right?” she asked with concern.

Clinging to the edge of the counter, all she could do was shake her head.

The receptionist said something about getting her into an examination room so she could lie down. Then she called one of the nurses.

Megan let the older, sturdy-looking ebony-skinned nurse lead her into the annex. The narrow hallway seemed to be spinning. The nurse took her into one of the little rooms and had her sit down on the examination table. She gave her a glass of water, and it helped. The nurse had a kind, careworn face, and a jet-black coiffure that looked lacquered.

“Thank you,” Megan whispered. “I—I’m sorry to be such a bother. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I think I—I think I might be pregnant.”

“Well, we’ll see what Dr. Amato says,” the nurse replied. She opened a cabinet drawer and pulled out a folded pale blue smock. “Let’s get you ready for him. You still seem a little wobbly. Do you need help undressing?”

Megan nodded sheepishly. The nurse hung up each item of clothing as Megan handed it to her. She caught a glimpse of her own reflection in the mirror above the sink. Sitting on the cushioned table, she was down to her bra and panties.

She saw the three nickel-size scars along her left rib cage. She quickly shed her bra and donned the blue smock to cover herself—and the scars. Then she wiggled out of her panties.

The nurse took her blood pressure, and announced it was normal. That was a surprise to Megan—considering how sick and anxious she felt.

“I’ll get Dr. Amato in here,” the nurse said. “You give me a yell if you start to feel queasy again. My name’s Loretta.”

“Thank you, Loretta,” she said, lying down on the table. There was a slight incline at one end of the table, so her head was propped up. She could see the mirror above the sink. It reflected her clothes hanging from a row of hooks on the wall behind her. She stared at her purse among the clothing—and the folded-up newspaper sticking out of it.

She thought about the victim of the Garbage Bag Killer—and that section of torso they’d found with the burn marks on the side.

She felt another wave of nausea, and put a hand over her stomach.

Lying there on the table, she waited for the doctor. The woman who had signed her name Megan Anne Keeslar on the medical form stared down at the pale blue smock she was wearing. She didn’t want to be pregnant—she couldn’t be.

Yet she wondered if the pale blue meant it would be a baby boy.





CHAPTER THREE

Seattle—July 14, 1997

“Please, stop,” she whispered. Megan had tears in her tired, bloodshot eyes. “Please, God, make him stop . . . .”

But Josh kept crying and crying. Megan held him tight, rocked him, and walked the floor with her nine-week-old, colicky son. It was late: 11:44, according to the digital clock on her VCR. The Monorail had stopped running for the night.

Dressed in a T-shirt and drawstring plaid pajama shorts, she had the fan blowing on her as she paced barefoot back and forth in her small living room. She was exhausted. Her arms ached from holding him and bouncing him. This cry-fest was a nightly ordeal now. Around midnight, Josh always woke up, screeching at the top of his little lungs. And he wasn’t hungry at all, just cranky. Megan did everything her pediatrician and the books told her to do. But nothing seemed to work. She couldn’t tell if he preferred the lights on or off—or maybe it was just that one light in the corner of the room he wanted on. Did the sound of the TV soothe him or upset him? She still didn’t know. One night, her rendition of “Old MacDonald Had a Farm” had seemed to quiet him down, but then he’d stayed awake and attentive long after she’d run out of farm animals: “Old MacDonald had an iguana, e-i-e-i-oh . . .” The following night, serenading him with the same song had caused him to scream bloody murder. All the crying made him spit up a lot. Megan knew she smelled like baby puke half the time.

The books said if she reached her wit’s end, she should just leave the baby in his crib and let him cry—until she felt better. But how could she feel better while he was screaming like that? And she had her neighbors to think about, too. They hated her. Moving into this building, she’d made it her goal to remain anonymous. Well, not anymore. Thanks to Josh and his nightly scream-a-thons, everyone loathed the woman in 4-E.

She’d gotten used to doing things with one hand while holding him. She set the fan on high, hoping the white noise would soothe him. Then she grabbed his yellow blankie with the cartoon giraffes on it, and covered him. Plopping down on her Ikea sofa, Megan rocked the screaming, squirming, and sweating little bundle in her arms, and prayed. “Please, God, make him stop. Please . . .”

She should have gotten her money back on the home pregnancy test she’d taken ten months ago, the one that had come up negative. Her premonition about the blue smock in Dr. Amato’s office had been far more accurate. Indeed, she’d been with child, a boy—so she’d learned during the third ultrasound.

At first, she’d dreaded the notion she might be pregnant. But once Megan realized she had new life growing inside her, everything changed. Suddenly, she didn’t feel so all alone in her crummy one-bedroom apartment by the Monorail. She had someone else to care about—a reason for starting all over again.

Even with a husband, a beautiful, big house, and all their friends on Chicago’s North Shore, Mrs. Glenn Swann had felt a lot lonelier and aimless most of the time. She’d been far worse off.

Mrs. Swann’s photo made page three of the Seattle Post-Intelligencer on November 16, 1996—two days after Megan’s first visit to Dr. Amato. The photograph ran alongside a report about the Chicago-area Garbage Bag Murder case. Everyone was certain Glenn Swan had murdered his wife.

The story ran on the national TV news that night, and they showed the same photo of the late Mrs. Swann. With a hand over her mouth, Megan watched the broadcast. She automatically glanced out her window to see TV lights flickering in the windows of the apartment buildings across the street. She wondered if those people were watching the same thing.

For the next few days, Megan was afraid to set foot outside her apartment. She imagined Dr. Amato or his nurse or the receptionist seeing that photo in the Seattle paper. She thought of her neighbors in the building and people at Vine Street Gourmet who might think the dead Mrs. Glenn Swann looked terribly familiar. Every time she heard the elevator door open down the hall from her apartment, she thought it might be the police coming to get her. Every time the phone rang, her heart seemed to stop.

Megan figured it was the type of story people would be talking about for quite some time: a prominent surgeon accused of murdering the wife he’d been abusing for over a year; her fake suicide scene on a high bridge over the Mississippi; the doctor reporting her missing when it seemed obvious he’d chopped her up, then left her body parts in garbage bags at various locations along Chicago’s North Shore. Megan had thought she would have to become a total recluse for months.

Yet as sensational as the story was, Seattleites had had enough of the ongoing O. J. Simpson civil trial not to care about a somewhat similar, lower-profile case in the Chicago area. While each new development of the Garbage Bag Murder case was covered in the Chicago Tribune, which Megan still bought at the Pike Place Market newsstand, there wasn’t much in the Seattle newspapers about it again.

They never did find Mrs. Glenn Swann’s head. And of course, they never would.

If she’d been conflicted over letting Dr. Glenn Swann go to jail for his wife’s murder, Megan found the baby only strengthened her resolve to do nothing. After all, was there really much difference between wifebeaters and child abusers? She would have been a fool to expose a little boy to someone capable of so much violence. Glenn was rich, and his lawyer could probably get him visitation rights—maybe even full custody. She couldn’t let that happen. It wasn’t just herself she was trying to protect anymore.

Dr. Swann was currently serving his third month of a life sentence at the Illinois Stateville Prison. He still insisted that he hadn’t killed his wife. Megan knew it was the truth. What she didn’t know was the real identity of the woman they’d assumed was Lisa Densmore Swann. The victim in the Garbage Bag Murder obviously had the same blood type as Mrs. Swann, the same complexion, and the same burn marks on her left rib cage.

Megan couldn’t help wondering if Dr. Swann had branded one of his girlfriends the same way he’d burned his sad, sorry wife. Maybe he’d used one of his big, smelly Cuban cigars on that poor creature, too. And there was every possibility he’d murdered that anonymous woman.

Not a week went by without Megan having to rationalize to herself why she’d left Glenn Swann to rot in prison. Her son, Josh, was still the best reason. She tried to imagine how the cruel and quick-to-anger Dr. Swann would have been around a perpetually crying, colicky baby. He wouldn’t have stood for it.

“C’mon, sweetie,” she whispered, rocking him. “Please, Mama needs a break . . . .”

He cried and kicked so hard, he was turning crimson.

Megan tried singing to him: “This old man, he played one, he played knick-knack on my thumb, with a . . .” Or was it drum? Why would he play knick-knack on someone’s thumb? It didn’t make any sense. But she kept singing anyway, because the pauses Josh took between his screams became longer and longer. That’s it, that’s it, honey, she thought.

The phone rang, startling her. Josh let out a loud wail. “Oh, shit,” she muttered, glancing at the VCR clock: 12:09 AM. It was probably a neighbor. Staring at the phone and the answering machine across the room, she bounced Josh in her arms and prayed they’d hang up. The answering machine clicked on.

“This is 4-D,” the woman announced. “I know you’re there, because I can hear your baby crying. In fact, I’ve heard your baby crying every goddamn night for the last I-don’t-know-how-many-nights. I’m not sure what kind of mother you are, but . . .”

With a sigh, Megan snatched up the phone. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I almost had him quieted down. He’s colicky. He—”

“I’m trying to sleep for chrissakes,” the woman interrupted. “If you can’t shut that baby up, I’m calling the police—or child protective services. I mean it. This is ridiculous. It’s negligent. I’m so sick of listening to that noise. There must be some sort of law. I’m calling the police if this keeps up.”

“I’m sorry!” Megan snapped. Her hand holding the receiver was shaking. Josh was crying in her other ear. “I’m doing everything I can—”

“You know, when I get up for work in five and a half hours,” the woman cut in, “and you’re asleep, I’m going to start pounding on your wall and see how you like it.”

Megan heard a click on the other end.

Josh was still crying.

She started crying, too. Weary and defeated, she sat down on the sofa again, placed Josh on his belly across her lap, and rubbed his back. She’d had some success with this position in the past—until about a week ago when it had only made him crankier. She tried humming to him, but kept choking on her tears.

Was the woman in 4-D really ready to call the police on her? Megan had been in Seattle for almost a year now, and she still felt like a fugitive. The rare occasions she spotted a police car stopped in front of her building were always cause for panic—until she knew for sure the police hadn’t come for her. The idea of them knocking on her door absolutely terrified her.

To her utter relief, Josh began to quiet down. She kept rubbing his back and humming.

She thought about the woman in 4-D. The bitch was probably the same one who had thrown up in the elevator a while back. Megan had heard her stumbling home drunk several times—slurring into her cell phone, making all sorts of racket. But did she ever threaten to call the police on 4-D?

Would it have killed the woman to be a little patient, a little neighborly?

Megan realized trying to remain anonymous in that building no longer worked to her advantage. In fact, she’d tried so hard to become unrecognizable and unnoticeable, she no longer saw herself when she looked in the mirror. She hadn’t yet come down to her pre-pregnancy weight. She had once been an expert at camouflaging bruises and black eyes, but now she didn’t have the time or energy to do anything about the dark circles under her eyes from lack of sleep or the brownish roots to her shoulder-length blond hair. She didn’t know that woman in the mirror—any more than her neighbors did.

She figured the best way to deal with Miss 4-D was to take the high road. The next morning, Megan strapped Josh in the baby harness and they walked over to Vine Street Gourmet, where she bought a $16.99 bottle of merlot. She left it by 4-D with a note:




Hi, Neighbor,

I’m so sorry my baby’s crying kept you awake last night. Please believe me. I’m doing my best to quiet him down whenever he gets cranky. But he has colic & that can’t be helped. I don’t like it when he cries either. In fact, it breaks my heart to see him so miserable. Anyway, I hope you’ll accept this bottle of wine as an apology for the noise.

Thanks very much,

Your Neighbor, Megan Keeslar (Josh’s Mom)





Megan told herself that people were far more patient with noise levels when they knew and liked their neighbors. So maybe Miss 4-D would cut her some slack after the friendly, apologetic note and consolation prize. Hell, maybe she and 4-D would even end up friends. She fantasized about a transformed warm and friendly Miss 4-D volunteering to babysit a couple of hours a week: “Why don’t you grab a nap or go for a walk, Megan? You need a break. I’ll look after him . . . .”

But 4-D never contacted her to say she’d collected the apology gift. Megan knew she’d gotten it, because she’d heard her in the hallway, talking on her cell phone and remarking, “Oh, someone left me something . . . .” Then she’d heard the door shut. And nothing after that, no follow-up.

At least the bitch didn’t call the cops the next time Josh cried.

Still, there was always that apprehension it might happen, the tentative feeling that the police might come banging on her door at any minute. The smartest thing she could do was not get too close to anyone.

It was just her and her baby boy. There was no one to call when she worried about him—or when he did something amazing. Megan took scores of photos of him, but couldn’t share them with anyone. For all intents and purposes, Josh had no grandparents, or aunts or uncles. She was the only family he had.

She couldn’t get past the feeling that one day soon, he would be taken away from her. Megan told herself that was probably a fear all parents carried inside them. But she couldn’t dismiss her premonition.

After all, ten months ago, she’d been right about that baby-blue smock in the doctor’s office.





CHAPTER FOUR

Seattle—May 18, 2000

The pretty, twentyish barista with her light brown hair pulled back into a scrunchie was wearing too much makeup today. Even with two people in front of her in line for coffee, Megan could tell the young woman at the counter was trying to conceal a black eye and a bruised chin. Those who weren’t in the know about such things probably didn’t really notice. They just wanted their morning caffeine fix.

Café Z was an espresso stand in the lobby of a modern, thirty-four-story building in downtown Seattle. A few café tables with chairs were in close proximity to the counter, where the overworked barista served up coffee and espresso, as well as sandwiches, sweets, and snacks, “delivered fresh daily” according to the sign. The little stand was tucked between a Kinko’s and the awful mini-mart Megan was boycotting—after she’d been charged $1.91 for a lousy twelve-ounce can of Diet Coke.

She worked as a clerk at Camper, George and White Law Partners, a small firm on the seventeenth floor. She’d started at the firm almost two years ago, answering phones, working the Xerox machine, and running a ton of errands, which included fetching people’s coffee from Café Z in the lobby. It had been her brainstorm to install a Mr. Coffee machine in the tiny lunchroom. Once she arrived at 8:30 every morning, she saw to it there was always fresh brew for everyone in the firm. Only Megan—and an occasional early bird in the office—still fueled up at Café Z in the morning. Mr. Camper had mentioned at the last staff meeting that the firm would “fold up and die” without her. She’d been happy to hear that. It meant job security. Plus it made those days and occasional overtime nights away from Josh almost worth it. Almost.

Megan hated having to hear from Cara, Beth, Lilly, or one of the other staff members at Alphabet Junction Daycare about the little milestones in Josh’s life. Back when he’d been fifteen months old, Josh walked for the first time—for Lilly. He waited another two weeks before taking a few steps for her. It was Beth who taught him to raise his hands over his head in response to the question, “How big is Josh?” Megan watched Beth demonstrate the routine for her. Josh was so cute when he giggled in his Alphabet Junction Daycare high chair and raised his chubby little arms in response to Beth’s cue. In awe, Megan laughed and cried at the same time.

Later that night, she just cried.

The “How big is Josh?” routine was just one more thing someone else had shared with Josh before her. Megan did the routine with him, too, and she loved his gleeful response. Yet the little banter felt borrowed from the day care center worker who had originated it. Filling in for the part of Beth in “How Big Is Josh?” is Josh’s mother, Megan.

Still, she was grateful for Alphabet Junction Daycare—and the staff, who all adored Josh. Around his first birthday, Megan had realized the money she’d set aside was running out. She had to find a job. She also had to find a sitter for Josh. She interviewed about twenty candidates, and settled on Hildy, a sturdy Russian woman who spoke little English and lived only five blocks away. Her apartment smelled like boiled cabbage and sweat, and it was kind of a mess. Plus for some reason, after changing Josh, she almost always dressed him with his clothes inside-out or backwards. Megan could never figure out why. But Josh seemed to like her. Hildy lasted five weeks—until she was arrested for some food-stamps scam. Then Megan found Alphabet Junction Daycare.

She also found a new place to live: a recently renovated two-bedroom basement apartment in a big old, white-shingle Capitol Hill mansion with four other units. Her apartment was cute, and surprisingly bright for a basement. And at last, Josh had his own room. The building was three blocks from Group Health Hospital, a Safeway, and the bus stop. Megan became nodding acquaintances with all her neighbors: a lesbian couple, an elderly widower who fawned over Josh, newlyweds in law school together, and a single, thirtyish man who lived above Megan and traveled a lot.

Hers was the only unit in the basement. The laundry and storage rooms were across the hall. Megan still couldn’t get used to her neighbors using the basement entrance to wash their laundry. The sound of someone unlocking the outside basement door always sent her into a panic. She’d automatically think it was the police or a private detective—or as far-fetched as it seemed, maybe even a hired killer sent there to settle an old score.

Megan never forgot that she was on the run. And she always expected the worst to happen. Occasionally someone knocked on her door to borrow quarters for the washing machine, and it gave her a start—until she realized it was just a neighbor.

She and Josh weren’t used to visitors

She’d become friendly with certain people at work, but never invited them over. It wasn’t as if a guest would ever find clues to her personal past in the apartment. No, all the photos and mementos from her life before were well hidden—in an old Nordstrom box in the back of her closet. Just the same, Megan still didn’t feel comfortable letting people into her home.

But she was about to make an exception to that.

She knew the pretty barista at Café Z by name. This wasn’t the first time Jade had come to work with poorly concealed bruises. It was easier to see them with her limp, unwashed hair pulled back in a scrunchie. Megan remembered those nights when her head was so sore from a beating that she couldn’t wash or even brush her hair. She imagined that was why Jade sported the pink scrunchie this morning.

In her brief chats with Jade, Megan had heard about Wes: “Wes has a baseball game this weekend” and “I couldn’t work all last week, because Wes was sick, the poor baby,” and “Wes got into a fight with the neighbor’s kid.” For the longest time, Megan had thought Wes was Jade’s son, and he played baseball with a Little League team. But no, he was a big boy, her boyfriend—and a total scumbag, so Megan deduced. The neighbor’s son was college age, and apparently, Wes had been drunk or high when the fight had broken out.

Megan had no idea what condition Wes was in whenever he started in on Jade—if he had to be drunk or angry or just bored. She knew from her own experiences that anything could trigger a beating. She also knew Jade didn’t want to talk about it. She’d hear other customers ask Jade about her bruises—sometimes the purplish marks were on her face, sometimes there were defense bruises on her arms. Jade would always tell the same lies that Mrs. Glenn Swann had told about tripping over something or walking into a door.

Megan was next in line. She watched Jade at work behind the counter, as slow as molasses in January, as Megan’s mother used to say. Jade moved sluggishly on her bruised days. And she wasn’t her usual bubbly, chatty, flirty self. Half the guys in the firm were hot for Jade. She was indeed quite pretty with a creamy complexion, long-lashed blue eyes, and—when it was clean—wavy, lustrous light brown, shoulder-length hair. The burgundy apron she wore didn’t quite cover up her gorgeous figure. Whenever Megan heard someone mention she looked like Jade, she took it as a compliment. Jade had even once told her that a customer had asked her if she had a sister who worked in the law firm on the seventeenth floor. Megan might have been flattered, but the notion of some stranger asking questions about her—even the most innocuous questions—worried her. The man in front of Megan stuffed a dollar in Jade’s tip jar and walked away with his latte. Jade threw her a crooked smile. “Hey, Meg, the usual?”

Nodding, she leaned against the counter. “Thanks.”

“Could you do me a favor?” Jade asked, working the espresso machine. “Could you phone in a bomb threat on this building—so they’ll evacuate the place? Then maybe I could lock up and go home. I really, really don’t want to be here today.”

“Rough night last night?” Megan asked.

“You could say that,” Jade sighed, over the hissing of the espresso machine.

“Wes giving you trouble again?” she pressed.

Jade didn’t answer. Megan figured she was pretending not to hear the question. She dug a five-dollar bill and a pen out of her purse, then scribbled her phone number on a napkin. As Jade put her drink on the counter, Megan gave her the napkin. “That’s my phone number,” she whispered. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure no one was behind her. “If it becomes really bad at home, get out of there and call me. I’ll put you up for as long you need. You should have someplace to go where he can’t possibly find you.”

Jade frowned at her, and set down the napkin. “I don’t know what you’re talking about—and neither do you.” She turned to the register, stuck the five in the drawer, and counted out Megan’s change. She pushed it at her on the countertop. “Thanks anyway,” she grumbled.

Megan rolled up her sleeve to reveal three faint white scratches across her forearm. “I was with someone for over a year. He did this to me with a belt buckle. I’ve got other scars, too. I know what I’m talking about, Jade—and so do you.” Megan rolled down her sleeve. Stuffing the change in the tip jar, she picked up her espresso cup, and then nodded at the napkin on the counter. “Just tuck that phone number away someplace safe for the next rough night.”

Jade was still scowling at her. “I don’t need your help, and I don’t need any advice.”

“Yes, you do,” Megan said. “If you don’t get any help, at least switch to Cover FX, and use a sponge-tip applicator. It hides the bruises better. I used to swear by it.” She worked up a smile. “I’m sorry I’ve made you uncomfortable. I’ll shut up now.”

With a sigh, Jade grabbed the napkin and scrunched it in her fist. “Have a nice day,” she said tonelessly.

Megan nodded. She retreated toward the elevators with her espresso. She knew exactly what Jade was going through. She knew the mortification and shame, that feeling of failure—because someone saw through the lies. They saw the bruises through the carefully applied makeup. She knew Jade resented her right now. But at least the poor girl now had an out—someone she could turn to if things got too bad.

Toward the end, Mrs. Glenn Swann hadn’t had anyone like that.

The elevator bell rang, and the light went on above the last door on the right. Megan glanced back toward the Café Z stand. She saw Jade begrudgingly stuff the wadded-up napkin in the pocket of her burgundy apron. Megan felt better—for about a second. Then she suddenly realized all her good-intentioned meddling could get her in trouble. What if Jade took her up on her offer—and somehow the police got involved? Could she risk that happening?

Any brush with the law—even a peripheral involvement in some domestic abuse case—was dangerous for her. And she didn’t know Jade very well. The barista could be a total flake. Megan imagined Jade telling her brute of a boyfriend about the woman at the law firm who had offered her asylum. Megan could just see him getting pissed off and coming after her—and Josh. Was she putting her little boy in danger too?

Stepping into the elevator with her espresso, Megan had a horrible feeling in the pit of her stomach. She pressed 17. As the doors closed, she glanced toward Café Z again—at Jade behind the counter. She glimpsed the back of a man in a red sweater as he approached the coffee stand. Then the elevator door shut.

Megan hadn’t recognized the man in the red sweater.

But she should have.

The napkin dispenser had shiny tin sides like mirrors. Jade bent toward the counter and gazed at it. She could see her reflection in the tin, and she could see exactly what Megan had been talking about. She hadn’t done such a great job camouflaging the bruises on her eye and her chin, which were still smarting despite the four ibuprofens she’d swallowed this morning.

She shouldn’t have gotten all snippy and defensive with Megan. The poor woman was just trying to help. Jade decided to keep the phone number—just in case.

Glancing up from the napkin dispenser, she noticed one of her pain-in-the-ass regulars swaggering toward the counter. There were nice return customers like Megan, and there were losers like Lyle, who always made her cringe inside. At first glance, she might have thought Lyle was cute. He must have had a lot of money, because he used to put a five- or ten-dollar bill in her tip jar as if it were nothing. Plus he always wore these slightly garish, expensive-looking sweaters. This morning, it was this red number—with a yellow and purple swirl design in front. She stared at him, thinking: Hey, Lyle. Bill Cosby called. He wants his sweater back.

Jade cracked a tiny smile. Lyle must have thought she was smiling at him, because he broke into a cocky grin. “Well, how’s the most beautiful barista in Seattle?”

Her smile faded. He gave her the creeps. He’d asked her out twice, and Jade had refused him both times, explaining she had a boyfriend. After that, the tips weren’t so generous. Plus he started commenting on the bruises she couldn’t quite conceal. Another regular might have asked, “Oh, did you hurt yourself?” But Lyle was so tactless—and nosy. “What happened to your face?” he’d asked one morning a few weeks back. “Did somebody hit you? Was it your boyfriend? Why are you with him? You deserve better . . . .”

You mean someone like you? Some loser? she’d wanted to ask. But Jade had just made up some lie about an accident while playing tennis, and then she’d asked for his order.

She could see he was studying her face right now. Like Megan, he seemed to detect the bruises under the layer of CoverGirl. Jade didn’t quite look him in the eye. “What can I get for you?” she asked.

He always ordered the same thing: a large Americano with room for cream. But ever since he’d started in with the questions about her boyfriend and cut back on his extravagant tips, Jade pretended like she didn’t remember his usual order.

Lyle leaned over the counter a bit. “C’mon, you know what I want, Jade. Try to guess.” He let out a long sigh. “And then maybe I’ll try to guess how you got that black eye.”

Jade turned toward the coffee machine. “A large Americano, room for cream,” she said, starting to make the drink. The awful thing about working retail was that she had to tolerate reptiles like Lyle Whatever-His-Last-Name-Was.

“When are you going to wise up and leave him, Jade?” Lyle asked. “One of these days, he’s going to hit you, and you’ll fall and bang your head against a coffee table or something—and you’ll be dead. And your boyfriend will tell the police, ‘Oh, it was an accident, I really didn’t mean it.’ Sometimes, all it takes to kill you is a good punch to the kidney—or a blood clot that might form after one of his sessions . . . .”

Working the lever on the machine, Jade stared at the stream of coffee filling the tall cup. A knot tightened in her stomach. She didn’t like confrontations, but she’d been pushed to the limit. “You’re way out of line,” she finally announced with a quiver in her voice. “My personal life is really none of your business.”

He let out a little laugh. “Hey, listen, Jade, I know you might feel a little uncomfortable, because I asked you out and you said no. But that doesn’t mean I’ve stopped caring about you. And it doesn’t mean we can’t still be friends.”

With a long sigh, she put the coffee cup on the counter between them. Her hand was trembling. She finally forced herself to look at him. “That’s where you’re mistaken. We aren’t friends, Lyle. We’ve never been friends. I serve you coffee, and you pay for the coffee, and I try to be courteous to you. But we aren’t friends. Get that clear, okay? If you can’t respect that, you should get your coffee someplace else.”

His eyes narrowed, and he just glared at her, saying nothing.

Jade took a step back from the counter.

He glanced down at the coffee cup she’d set down for him. For a second, Jade thought he might pick it up and hurl the hot coffee in her face. He looked so angry. But he didn’t reach for it at all. He turned and walked away.

Jade watched him. Her stomach was still in knots.

He glanced back over his shoulder at her, and then he grinned.

Jade told herself he was just a loser creep, but she shuddered.

She watched him head outside. Her hand was still shaking as she poured the Americano down the drain and threw out the cup.

All she wanted to do was go home, sit in a warm bath, and place a cold washcloth on her bruised face. But there wasn’t anything to eat in the house. That was how the argument with Wes had started last night. She’d picked up Chinese for dinner, and despite stuffing his face, he’d wanted a snack later. He’d gotten all pissed off because he hadn’t had any chips or pretzels to nosh on with his beer. She’d made the mistake of saying something like, “Hey, I’m sorry I didn’t have time to pick up all your favorite foods today. But I have this thing called a job . . . .”

Wes had been cut back to part-time at the auto rebuild shop, only two days a week. It was killing his self-esteem. But he hadn’t done a damn thing to find a full-time job elsewhere. All he did was criticize her and knock her around. They’d been together since Christmas 1997, almost three years, and this “rough patch” had been going on for the last eighteen months. Jade often thought, enough is enough, but Wes hadn’t had an easy time growing up. His father and two stepfathers had been horribly abusive. Wes often told her that she was the first really good thing that ever happened to him. Most of the time, he said it while crying, and apologizing after having punched her in the face. He needed her. She couldn’t leave him just because things were bad right now.

So—Jade did her damnedest to cover up the bruises and pretend everything was fine. She tried to be understanding. But every once in a while, she couldn’t help pointing out to him that she was the one paying the rent, paying for the groceries, paying all the bills, and paying dearly for his lack of self-esteem.

Jade had a cartful of food—including beer, pretzels, and chips for Wes—as she trudged down the cosmetics aisle at her local Fred Meyer. Cover FX was the brand Megan had recommended earlier today. Momentarily removing the sunglasses that hid her too-obvious black eye, Jade still couldn’t find the cosmetic line Megan used to swear by.

She figured Cover FX was probably one of those pricy cosmetics available only at Nordstrom or The Bon Marche. Though she didn’t put on any airs, Megan had panache, like she’d come from money. She wouldn’t have recommended some bargain-basement cosmetic.

With a sigh, Jade pushed her shopping cart toward the checkout stands. The next line over, a screaming toddler in the cart’s child seat competed with Fleetwood Mac’s “Go Your Own Way” on the store’s Muzak system. Bruce Willis on the cover of the new People caught her eye. Apparently, he was dating a Spanish model who kind of looked like Demi. Jade had had a crush on Bruce ever since Moonlighting, and Wes knew it. All she had to do was “toss good money away on some rag” with her celebrity crush on the cover, and it would be Fists of Fury Part II at home tonight. She couldn’t afford any more bruises right now. She’d buy the magazine later and keep it at work. She wasn’t even going to look at it in line. She pushed her cart a bit farther down the aisle as the cashier started helping the person in front of her.

Jade glanced up at a round security mirror near the store’s ceiling. Everything in the mirror looked slightly distorted. Still, she could see all the other shoppers in the general vicinity behind her, and three aisles of the store. At the start of one aisle, she could see someone standing there without a cart or a basket. She could see a man in a red sweater.

For a second, she didn’t think anything of it. But then suddenly she remembered her confrontation with Lyle this morning. She remembered his creepy grin.

Jade swiveled around. She looked for the man in the red sweater near the frozen foods aisle. But there was no one. She even stepped out of line to double-check—in case he’d ducked down the aisle. But she didn’t notice anybody. She quickly got back in line.

As she placed her groceries on the conveyor belt, Jade kept glancing over her shoulder. But she didn’t see Lyle—or anyone in a red sweater. She knew she hadn’t imagined the guy.

Outside, it was overcast and drizzling. The lights in the parking lot had gone on. She struggled with the cart on her way to the car. One of the front wheels became wobbly and kept squeaking. Jade glanced around the crowded lot, but didn’t see anyone in a red sweater. Loading the heavy grocery bags inside her trunk, she eyed the other cars parked nearby. All of them looked empty. Yet she couldn’t shake the feeling someone was watching her.

Before climbing inside her car, she checked the backseat. No one.

God, Jade, quit being so paranoid!

With a sigh, she scooted behind the wheel and started up the car. She switched on her headlights and the intermittent wiper, and then told herself to relax. She’d let a distorted red blob in the store security mirror throw her into a tizzy. She was worrying over nothing.

Still, Jade locked the car doors before she started out of the parking lot—and she kept checking her rearview mirror. She really wasn’t sure what she was looking for, but no one seemed to be following her home.

Home was the two-bedroom, slightly shoddy, rented rambler she’d shared with Wes for the last two—mostly miserable—years. Their block, in a somewhat less desirable neighborhood of North Seattle, didn’t have any sidewalks and only a few driveways. Most people parked their cars on the gravel bays in front of their homes—except for two houses down, where someone had a beat-up old Lincoln Continental in their driveway. It had no tires, and had been sitting on brick blocks for as long as Jade could remember. She hated this neighborhood.

Jade listened to the gravel crunching under her tires as she pulled up in front of the house. A huge evergreen dominated the patchy yard and towered over the squat, little gray-shingle shack. She’d tried planting some flowers by the front door, but everything seemed to die in the shadow of that big tree.

Popping open the trunk, she grabbed the first two of five full double plastic bags and lugged them toward the front door. She’d left the trunk open. It didn’t look like Wes was home. At least, none of the lights were on. She set down one of the bags, unlocked the front door, and opened it. “Wes?” she called, reaching inside and switching on the light in the living room. The chain lock on the door frame rattled as she accidentally brushed her hand against it. She waited and listened for a response from Wes. But there was no answer.

Jade picked up the other bag from the front stoop and carried both bundles through the living room and into the kitchen. She switched on the kitchen light with her elbow before setting the bags on the breakfast table. One of them was top-heavy, and she unloaded a few items so it wouldn’t tip over.

She heard the front-door chain lock rattle again. Jade froze. “Wes?”

No answer.

Biting her lip, she stepped back into the living room. It was empty. She’d left the front door open, because she still had three bags of groceries in the car. The chain lock dangled from its fixture on the doorway frame. It swayed from side to side like a clock’s pendulum. Was that from when her hand knocked against it a minute ago? Or had someone else just now accidentally brushed against it, too?

Jade stared at the darkened corridor off their living room. It led to the master and guest bedrooms and a bathroom. “Wes?” she called again. “Honey, are you home?” She knew he wasn’t there. He would have turned on a light. From where she stood, she could see the bathroom door was ajar, and the light was off.

You’re being paranoid again, she told herself.

Still, as Jade headed outside to retrieve the rest of the groceries, she gave one more wary look at that swaying chain on the door frame. She felt the damp cool air blowing through the doorway. “Silly,” she muttered. “It’s probably just the wind . . . .”

Shielding her head from the rain, she scurried back to the car, where the drops tapped on the car roof. With her hair pulled back in the scrunchie, Jade felt the cold water dripping down the back of her neck. She grabbed two more grocery bags and hurried toward the house. Just one trip—and one bag—after this, she told herself, ducking inside the front door.

Once again, Jade headed into the kitchen and set the bags down on the breakfast table—beside the others. She heard the floorboards squeak in the living room, and quickly turned around. The living room looked empty. But Jade only saw one section of it through the kitchen door.

Suddenly, the front door slammed shut.

Then the chain lock rattled again. She knew it wasn’t just the wind this time.

In the front picture window, Jade saw the reflection of someone in her living room—someone in a red sweater. All at once, she was paralyzed. She stood there, watching him in the darkened glass as he moved toward the kitchen door.

From outside, no one could see him. The tree blocked the view. No one could see what was about to happen to her.

Lyle stepped into the kitchen doorway. He had a small baseball bat in his hand. It looked like one of those souvenirs from baseball games. He had that same malignant smirk on his face from this morning.

Jade automatically stepped back, and knocked over one of the grocery bags. A jar of Ragu spilled out, then smashed and broke on the floor, splattering the tiles with tomato sauce.

Lyle didn’t flinch. He didn’t take his eyes off her for a moment.

“What are you doing here?” Jade asked, her voice shaking. She could hardly breathe. She stared at the small bat in his hand. “You know, my boyfriend will be home any minute now . . . .”

“Then he can clean up that mess you just made,” Lyle replied, still grinning. “Wes will have to learn to do a lot of things for himself from now on.”

She shook her head at him. “What are you talking about? What—what do you want?”

“I’m going to take care of you, Jade,” he whispered.

She glanced at a can of peaches on the table. She grabbed it and hurled it at him. The can hit the kitchen doorway frame. The smile disappeared from his face. Enraged, he bolted toward her, raising the bat up in the air.

“Why are you doing this to me?” she screamed, reeling back.

All at once, the bat came crashing down. Jade felt it slam against her skull. Then her legs went from under her. She felt herself falling. She hit the floor with a thud.

She smelled spaghetti sauce—and knew she was lying in it. She knew her head was bleeding, too. Stunned and unable to move, Jade tried blinking her eyes, but she couldn’t see anything.

She felt him hovering over her. She was helpless.

“I’m doing this,” she heard him say, “because you look like her.”
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