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      Praise for Laura Lippman


      ‘Shamefully late in the day, I’ve caught up with the acclaimed US novelist Laura Lippman, and what a knockout she is … This

         is a real riveting suspense – a humdinger of a book’ Daily Mail


      ‘Laura Lippman heightens the tension without any savagery or melodrama, while at the same time exploring the nature of family

         relationships in all their misery and necessity. What the Dead Know is an impressive and engaging novel’ Times Literary Supplement


      ‘What The Dead Know is one of her best’ Sunday Telegraph


      ‘An outstanding example of writing that successfully combines suspense with acute insight into the dark recesses of human

         nature’ Guardian


      ‘Why can be as important as who in creating a compelling mystery, as Laura Lippman shows in The Power of Three … Laura Lippman has produced a vivid portrait of a little piece of middle America, a thoughtful and sensitive novel which

         makes disquieting reading’ Sunday Telegraph


      ‘Laura Lippman understands perfectly the power of adolescent passions and how easily they spiral out of control. Read The Power of Three and despair of a world where guns are easier to come by than drugs’ Val McDermid

      


      ‘Terrific characterisation … Lippman is weighed down with US crime writing awards – the Anthony, Edgar, Shamus, Agatha, and

         Nero … taken as a study of character, The Power of Three, narrated from multiple points of view that allow Lippman to dig deep into the teenagers’ psyches, is engrossing’ Peter Guttridge,

         Observer
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      The living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing;


      They have no more reward, and even the memory of them is lost.


      Their love and their hate and their envy have already perished;


      never again will they have any share in all that happens under

            the sun.


      –ECCLESIASTES 9:5–6

      




      

      CHAPTER 1


      Her stomach clutched at the sight of the water tower hovering above the still, bare trees, a spaceship come to earth. The

         water tower had been a key landmark in the old family game, although not the landmark. Once you spotted the white disk on its spindly legs, you knew it was time to prepare, like a runner crouched in

         blocks. On your mark, get set, I see—


      It hadn’t started as a game. Spotting the department store nestled in this bend of the Beltway had been a private contest

         with herself, a way to relieve the tedium of the two-day drive home from Florida. As far back as she could remember, they

         had made the trip every winter break, although no one in the family enjoyed this visit to Grandmother’s house. Her Orlando

         apartment was cramped and smelly, her dogs mean, her meals inedible. Everyone was miserable, even their father, especially

         their father, although he pretended not to be and took great offense if anyone suggested that his mother was any of the things that she undeniably was—stingy, strange, unkind. Still, even he couldn’t hide

         his relief as home drew nearer and he sang out each state line as they crossed. Georgia, he growled in a Ray Charles moan. They spent the night there, in a no-name motor court, and left before sunrise, quickly

         reaching South Carolina—“Nothing could be finah!”—followed by the long, slow teases of North Carolina and Virginia, where

         the only points of interest were, respectively, the lunch stop in Durham and the dancing cigarette packs on the billboards

         outside Richmond. Then finally Maryland, wonderful Maryland, home sweet home Maryland, which asked for only fifty miles or

         so, barely an hour back then. Today she had needed almost twice that much time to crawl up the parkway, but traffic was thinning

         now, up to normal speeds.

      


      I see—


      Hutzler’s had been the city’s grandest department store, and it marked the Christmas season by setting up an enormous fake

         chimney with a Santa poised on its ledge, caught in a perpetual straddle. Was he coming or going? She could never decide.

         She had taught herself to watch for that flash of red, the promise that home was near, the way certain birds told a sea captain

         that the shore was within reach. It had been a clandestine ritual, not unlike counting the broken stripes as they disappeared

         under the front wheels of the car, a practice that quelled the motion sickness she never quite outgrew. Even then, she was

         tight-lipped when it came to certain information about herself, clear about the distinction between eccentricities that might

         be interesting and compulsive habits that would mark her as odd as, say, her grandmother. Or, to be absolutely truthful, her father. But the phrase had popped out one day, joyful

         and unbidden, another secret dialogue with herself escaping into the world:

      


      “I see Hutzler’s.”


      Her father had gotten the significance instantly, unlike her mother and sister. Her father always seemed to understand the

         layers beneath what she said, which was comforting when she was really little, intimidating as she got older. The problem

         was that he insisted on turning her private homecoming salute into a game, a contest, and what had once been hers alone then

         had to be shared with the entire family. Her father was big on sharing, on taking what was private and making it communal.

         He believed in long, rambling family discussions, which he called “rap sessions” in the language of the day, and unlocked

         doors and casual seminudity, although their mother had broken him of that habit. If you tried to keep something for yourself—whether

         it was a bag of candy purchased with your own money or a feeling you didn’t want to express—he accused you of hoarding. He

         sat you down, looked straight into your eyes, and told you that families didn’t work that way. A family was a team, a unit,

         a country unto itself, the one part of her identity that would remain constant the rest of her life. “We lock our front door

         against strangers,” he said, “but never against each other.”

      


      So he seized “I see Hutzler’s” for the family good and encouraged everyone to vie for the right to say it first. Once the

         rest of the family decided to play, that last mile of Beltway had been unbearable in its suspense. The sisters craned their

         necks, leaning forward in the old lap seat belts, the ones worn only on long trips. That’s how things were back then—seat belts for long trips only, no

         bicycle helmets ever, skateboards made from splintery planks of wood and old roller skates. Pinned by her seat belt, she felt

         her stomach flip and her pulse race, and for what? For the hollow honor of being the first to say out loud what she had always

         been the first to think. As with all her father’s contests, there was no prize, no point. Since she could no longer be guaranteed

         victory, she did what she always did: She pretended not to care.

      


      Yet here she was again, alone, guaranteed the win if she wanted it, hollow as that victory would be, and her stomach still flipped, unaware that the store was long gone, that everything around the once-familiar cloverleaf had changed. Changed and,

         yes, cheapened. The placid dowager that had been Hutzler’s was now a tacky Value City. Opposite, on the south side of the

         highway, the Quality Inn had morphed into one of those storage places. It wasn’t possible from this vantage point to see if

         Howard Johnson’s, home of the family’s weekly fish-fry suppers, remained at the intersection, but she somehow doubted it.

         Did Howard Johnson’s exist anywhere anymore? Did she? Yes and no.

      


      What happened next transpired in seconds. Everything does, if you think about it. She would say that later, under questioning.

         The Ice Age happened in a matter of seconds; there were just a lot of them. Oh, she could make people love her if absolutely necessary, and although the tactic was less essential to her survival now,

         the habit was hard to break. Her interrogators pretended exasperation, but she could tell she was having the desired effect

         on most of them. By then her description of the accident was breathlessly vivid, a polished routine. She had glanced to the right, eastward,

         trying to recall all her childhood landmarks, forgetting the old admonition Bridges may freeze first, and felt a strange sensation, almost as if the steering wheel were slipping from her grasp, but the car was actually separating

         from the road, losing traction, although the sleet had not started and the pavement looked bone dry. It was oil, not ice,

         she would learn later, left from an earlier accident. How could one control for a coating of oil, invisible in the March twilight,

         for the inactions or incomplete actions of a crew of men she had never met, would never know? Somewhere in Baltimore, a man

         sat down to supper that night, unaware that he had destroyed someone else’s life, and she envied him his ignorance.

      


      She clutched the steering wheel and pounded on the pedals, but the car ignored her. The boxy sedan slid to the left, moving

         like the needle on a haywire tachometer. She bounced off the Jersey wall, spun around, slid to the other side of the highway.

         For a moment it seemed as if she were the only one driving, as if all the other cars and their drivers had frozen in deference

         and awe. The old Valiant—the name had seemed a good omen, a reminder of Prince Valiant and all that he stood for, back in

         the Sunday comics—moved swiftly and gracefully, a dancer among the stolid, earthbound commuters at the tail end of rush hour.

      


      And then, just when she seemed to have the Valiant under control, when the tires once again connected to the pavement, she

         felt a soft thump to her right. She had sideswiped a white SUV, and although her car was so much smaller, the SUV seemed to

         reel from the touch, an elephant felled by a peashooter. She glimpsed a girl’s face, or thought she did, a face with an expression not so much

         frightened as surprised by the realization that anything could collide with one’s neat, well-ordered life at any time. The

         girl wore a ski jacket and large, cruelly unflattering glasses, made worse somehow by white fur earmuffs. Her mouth was round,

         a red gate of wonder. She was twelve, maybe eleven, and eleven was the same age when—and then the white SUV began its lazy

         flip-flops down the embankment.

      


      I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, she thought. She knew she should slow down, stop, check on the SUV, but a chorus of honks and squealing brakes rose up behind

         her, a phalanx of sound that pushed her forward in spite of herself. It wasn’t my fault! Everyone should know by now that SUVs were prone to tip. Her mild little nudge could never have caused that dramatic-looking

         accident. Besides, it had been such a long day and she was so close. Her exit was the next one, not even a mile ahead. She

         could still merge into the I-70 traffic and continue west to her destination.

      


      But once on the long straightaway toward I-70, she found herself veering right instead of left, toward the sign that read

         local traffic only, to that strange, unfinished road that her family had always called the highway to nowhere. How they had

         gloried in giving directions to their house. “Take the interstate east, to where it ends.” “How can an interstate end?” And

         her father would triumphantly tell the tale of the protests, the citizens who had united across Baltimore to preserve the

         park and the wildlife and the then-modest rowhouses that ringed the harbor. It was one of her father’s few successes in life,

         although he had been a minor player—just another signer of petitions, a marcher in demonstrations. He was never tapped to speak at the public rallies,

         much as he longed for that role.

      


      The Valiant was making a terrible sound, the right rear wheel scraping against what must be a crushed fender. In her agitated

         state, it made perfect sense to park on the shoulder and continue on foot, although the sleet had now started and she became

         aware with each step that something was wrong. Her ribs hurt so that each breath was like a jab with a tiny knife, and it

         was hard to carry her purse as she had always been instructed—close to the body, not dangling from her wrist, a temptation

         for muggers and thieves. She hadn’t been wearing her seat belt, and she had bounced around inside the Valiant, hitting the

         steering wheel and door. There was blood on her face, but she wasn’t sure where it was coming from. Mouth? Forehead? She was

         warm, she was cold, she saw black stars. No, not stars. More like triangles twisting and turning, strung from the wires of

         an invisible mobile.

      


      She had been walking no more than ten minutes when a patrol car stopped alongside her, lights flashing.


      “That your Valiant back there?” the patrolman called out to her, lowering the window on the passenger side but not venturing

         from the car.

      


      Was it? The question was more complicated than the young officer could know. Still, she nodded.


      “You got any ID?”


      “Sure,” she said, digging into her purse but not finding her wallet. Why, that—She started to laugh, realizing how perfect that was. Of course she had no ID. She had no identity, not really. “Sorry.

         No. I—” She couldn’t stop laughing. “It’s gone.”

      


      He got out of the patrol car and attempted to take the purse to look for himself. Her scream shocked her even more than it

         did him. There was a fiery pain in her left forearm when he tried to slide the purse past her elbow. The patrolman spoke into

         his shoulder, calling for assistance. He pocketed her keys from her purse, walked back to her car, and poked around inside,

         then returned and stood with her in the sleeting rain that had finally started. He mumbled some familiar words to her but

         was otherwise silent.

      


      “Is it bad?” she asked him.


      “That’s for a doctor to say when we get you to the ER.”


      “No, not me. Back there.”


      The distant whir of a helicopter answered her question. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. But it wasn’t her fault.

      


      “It wasn’t my fault. I couldn’t control it—but still, I really didn’t do anything—”


      “I’ve read you your rights,” he said. “The things you’re saying—they count. Not that there’s much doubt you left the scene

         of an accident.”

      


      “I was going to get help.”


      “This road dead-ends into a park-and-ride. If you really wanted to help them, you’d have pulled over back there or taken the

         Security Boulevard exit.”

      


      “There’s the old Windsor Hills Pharmacy at Forest Park and Windsor Mill. I thought I could call from there.”


      She could tell that caught him off guard, her use of precise names, her familiarity with the area.


      “I don’t know of any pharmacy, although there’s a gas station there, but—Don’t you have a cell phone?”


      “Not for my personal use, although I carry one at work. I don’t buy things until they work properly, until they’re perfected. Cell phones lose their connections and people

         have to yell into them half the time, so you can’t safeguard your privacy. When cells work as well as landlines, I’ll buy

         one.”

      


      She heard her father’s echo. All these years later, he was in her head, his pronouncements as definitive as ever. Don’t be the first to purchase any kind of technology. Keep your knives sharp. Eat tomatoes only when they’re in season. Be

            kind to your sister. One day your mother and I will be gone, and you’ll be all that each other has.


      The young patrol officer regarded her gravely, the kind of awed inspection that good children reserve for those who have misbehaved.

         It was ludicrous that he could be so skeptical of her. In this light, in these clothes, the rain flattening her short, spiky

         curls, she probably looked younger than she was. People were always placing her at a full decade below her real age, even

         on those rare occasions when she dressed up. Cutting her long hair last year had only made her look younger still. It was

         funny about her hair, how stubbornly blond it remained at an age when most women needed chemicals to achieve this light, variable

         hue. It was as if her hair resented its years of forced imprisonment under those home applications of Nice’n Easy Sassy Chestnut.

         Her hair could hold a grudge as well as she could.

      


      “Bethany,” she said. “I’m one of the Bethany girls.”


      “What?”


      “You don’t know?” she asked him. “You don’t remember? But then I guess you’re all of, what—twenty-four? Twenty-five?”


      “I’ll be twenty-six next week,” he said.

      


      She tried not to smile, but he was so much like a toddler claiming two and a half instead of two. At what age do we stop wishing

         to be older than we are, stop nudging the number up? Around thirty for most, she assumed, although it had happened to her

         far earlier. By eighteen she would have done anything to renounce adulthood and be given another chance at childhood.

      


      “So you weren’t even born when—And you’re probably not from here either, so no, the name wouldn’t mean anything to you.”


      “Registration in the car says it belongs to Penelope Jackson, from Asheville, North Carolina. That you? Car didn’t come up

         stolen when I called the tag in.”

      


      She shook her head. Her story would be wasted on him. She’d wait for someone who could appreciate it, who would understand

         the full import of what she was trying to tell him. Already she was making the calculations that had long been second nature.

         Who was on her side, who would take care of her? Who was against her, who would betray her?

      


      At St. Agnes Hospital, she continued to be selectively mum, answering only direct questions about what hurt where. Her injuries

         were relatively minor—a gash to the forehead that required four tiny stitches, which she was assured would leave no visible

         scar, something torn and broken in her left forearm. The arm could be stabilized and bandaged for now but would require surgery

         eventually, she was told. The young patrolman must have passed along the Bethany name, for the billing person pressed her

         on it, but she refused to speak of it again no matter how they poked and prodded. Under ordinary circumstances she would have

         been treated and released. But this was far from ordinary. The police put a uniformed patrolman outside her door and told her that she

         was not free to leave even if the hospital determined it was appropriate. “The law is very clear on this. You must tell us

         who you are,” another cop told her, an older one, from traffic investigation. “If it weren’t for your injuries, you’d be in

         jail tonight.” Still she said nothing, although the thought of jail terrified her. To not be free to come and go as she liked,

         to be held anywhere—no, never again. The doctor entered the name “Jane Doe” on her chart, adding “Bethany?” in parentheses.

         Her fourth name, by her count, but maybe it was her fifth. It was easy to lose track.

      


      She knew St. Agnes. Or, more correctly, had known it once. So many accidents, so many trips. A calf sliced open when a jar

         of fireflies was dropped, the shards ricocheting up from the sidewalk and nicking the roundest part. A flyswatter applied

         to an infected smallpox vaccination with nothing but good intentions. A knee opening like a flower after a fall in the underbrush,

         revealing the terrifying interior of bone and blood. A shin scraped on the rusty valve of an old tire, a huge inner tube from

         some tractor or truck, their father’s makeshift version of a bouncy castle, obtained and erected in deference to their mother’s

         Anglophilia. The trips to the emergency room had been family affairs, more father-enforced togetherness—terrifying for the

         injured party, tedious for those who had to tag along, but everyone got Mr. G’s soft ice cream afterward, so it was worth

         it in the end.

      


      This is not the homecoming I imagined, she thought, lying in the dark, allowing self-pity, her old friend, to come for her, envelop her.

      


      And she had imagined returning, she realized now, although not today. Sometime, eventually, but on her own terms, not because of someone

         else’s agenda. Three days ago the hard-won order of her life had jumped the track without warning, as out of her control as

         that pea-green Valiant. That car—it was as if there were a ghost in the machine all along, nudging her north, past the old

         landmarks, toward a moment not of her choosing. At the I-70 exit, when it would have been so easy to go west, toward her original

         destination, and possibly escape detection, the car had turned to the right and stopped on its own. Prince Valiant had brought

         her most of the way home, trying to trick her into doing what was right. That’s why the name had popped out. That, or the

         head injury, or the events of the past three days, or her anxiety about the little girl in the SUV.

      


      Floating on painkillers, she fantasized about the morning, what it would be like to say her name, her true name, for the first

         time in years. To answer a question that few people had to think about twice: Who are you?


      Then she realized what the second question would be.




      

      PART I


      
WEDNESDAY





      

      CHAPTER 2


      

      “That your phone?”

      


      

      The sleep-creased woman staring at Kevin Infante was angry about something, not exactly a first for him. He also wasn’t sure

         of her name, although he was reasonably sure it would come to him in a second or two. Again, not a first.

      


      

      No, it was the combination—a strange woman and a baleful glare—that made this morning unique in what his sergeant liked to call the annals of Infante, which the boss invariably

         pronounced with a long a sound. If Infante didn’t know a woman well enough to remember her name, what could he possibly have done to earn this martyred

         glare? He usually needed three or four months to inspire this kind of rage in a woman.

      


      

      “That your phone?” the woman repeated, her voice as tight and dangerous as her expression.


      

      “Yeah,” he said, relieved to be starting with an easy question. “Absolutely.”


      

      It occurred to him that he should try to find the phone, perhaps even answer it, but the ringing had stopped. He waited for

         the landline to kick in behind the cell, then remembered he was not in his own bedroom. He fished around on the floor with

         his left arm, his right one still pinned beneath the woman, and found his trousers on the floor, the phone clipped to the

         belt. Even as he grabbed it, the phone vibrated in his hand and emitted a shrill chirp, another disgruntled scold.

      


      

      “Just the office,” he said, glancing at the number.


      

      “An emergency?” the woman asked, and if he had been more on his game, he would have lied and said yes, absolutely, that’s

         what it was, then gotten into his clothes and escaped.

      


      

      Still sleep-fogged, he said, “There are no emergencies in my department.”


      

      “I thought you were a cop.” He could hear the anger curdling at the edges of her words, the pent-up resentment.

      


      

      “Detective.”


      

      “Same thing, right?”


      

      “Pretty much.”


      

      “So don’t cops have emergencies?”


      

      “All the time.” And this would count as one. “But in my line of work—” He stopped short of identifying himself as a murder

         police, fearful that she would find it too interesting and want to see him again, cultivate a relationship. There were a lot

         of cop groupies out there, a fact for which he was normally thankful. “The type of people I work with—they’re very patient.”

      


      

      “You got, like, a desk job?”


      

      “You could say that.” He had a desk. He had a job. Sometimes he did his job at his desk. “Debbie.” He tried not to sound too proud of himself for pulling the name up. “You could

         say that, Debbie.”

      


      

      His eyes flicked around the room, searching for a clock but also taking in his surroundings. A bedroom, of course, and a reasonably

         nice one, with arty posters of flowers and what his ex-wife, the more recent one, always called a color scheme, which was

         supposed to be a good thing, but it never sounded right to Infante. A scheme was a plot, a plan to get away with something.

         But then a color scheme was part of a trap, too, if you thought about it, the one that began with a too-expensive ring, revolving

         credit at Shofer’s, and a mortgage payment, then ended—twice in his experience so far—in a Baltimore County courtroom, with

         the woman taking all the stuff and leaving all the debt. The scheme here was pale yellow and green, not in the least objectionable,

         but it made him feel vaguely nauseous. As he sorted his clothes from hers, he began noticing other odd details about the room,

         things that didn’t quite track. The built-in desk beneath the casement window, the boxy minifridge draped with a cloth, a

         small microwave on top of that, the pennant above the desk, extolling the Towson Tigers … Fuck me, he thought. Fuck me.


      

      “So,” he said. “What’s your major?”


      

      The girl—a real girl, a true girl, a probably-under-twenty-one girl, not that anything over sixteen was off the legal menu,

         but Infante had some standards—gave him an icy look and crawled over him, wrapping the yellow-and-green top sheet around her.

         With much conspicuous effort, she pulled a fluffy robe from a hook and arrayed it over herself, allowing the sheet to fall only after belting the robe. Still, he got a quick look and remembered what had brought him there. Lord knows it wasn’t

         the face, although that had probably been more appealing when it wasn’t puckered up this way. In the morning light, she was

         too all-over pale, this Debbie, one of those egg-faced blondes whose eyes disappeared without makeup. She grabbed a bucket

         from the floor of the closet, prompting a split second of panicky speculation. Was she going to hit him with it? Pour something

         on his head? But Debbie just huffed out of the room, on her way to the showers. Presumably to wash away any trace of her evening

         with Kevin Infante. How bad could it have been? He decided not to wait around and find out.

      


      

      It was still early by college standards, and he was almost out of the dorm before he crossed another student’s path, a plump,

         big-eyed girl who seemed unnerved by such an alien presence. Not just male but suited, older, so obviously not a student or

         even a teacher.

      


      

      “Police,” he said. “Baltimore County.”


      

      She didn’t seem to find much comfort in this. “Has something happened?”


      

      “No, just making a routine public-safety check. Don’t forget, lock your doors and avoid unlighted areas in parking lots.”


      

      “Yes, Officer,” she said solemnly.


      

      The March morning was cold, the campus desolate. He found his car in an illegal spot not far from the dorm. He had thought

         it was an apartment house when he tried to drop her off last night. The evening was coming back to him. He had gone to Souris’s,

         in need of a change from the usual place, Wagner’s, where his coworkers went. There had been a gaggle of girls at the end of the bar, and although he’d told himself that he was

         just coming in for a quick drink, he soon felt compelled to cull one from the herd. He hadn’t gotten the best one, but the

         one he had gotten had been pretty good. Eager to please, at any rate, blowing him in his car on Allegheny Avenue. He drove her back

         to this dowdy-looking midrise, quiet and hushed at 2:00 A.M. It had been his intention to watch her turn her key in the lock and then beat out a quick good-bye beep on the horn, but

         she had clearly expected more, so he’d followed her to her room and anted up. He was pretty sure he had made a good show of

         it before falling asleep. So what was up with the sour puss this morning?

      


      

      A campus cop was getting ready to stroke his car, but Infante flashed his badge and the guy backed off, although he was clearly

         itching to argue. Probably the highlight of the poor mope’s day, fighting over a ticket. He checked his cell phone—Nancy Porter,

         his former partner, whispering urgently into the phone, “Where are you?” Shit, he had missed roll call again. If he wanted

         to get to work in a reasonably timely fashion, he’d have to choose between a shower and breakfast, a real one that would settle

         his stomach. He decided he could handle being queasy for a few hours better than he could tolerate his own stink, so he drove

         to his apartment over in Northwest Baltimore. He could always claim that he had been chasing a lead on the … McGowan case,

         that was it. The inspiration came to him in the shower, and he stayed there longer than he should have, letting the hot water

         beat down on him, the night’s odors rising up from his pores. He’d been looking for the girl’s ex-boyfriend, not the most recent one, or even the one before, but three boyfriends ago. Come to think

         of it, that wasn’t a bad idea. The girl’s death, an old-fashioned stab-and-dump in Gunpowder Falls State Park, had a brutality

         to it that strangers seldom mustered. It hadn’t been enough to cut her. The killer had also set her body alight, igniting

         a small brush fire that had brought fire trucks to the scene, when she otherwise might have languished undiscovered for days,

         weeks, months. Citizens were always surprised when cops couldn’t find a body, but for all the endless development in the Baltimore

         metro area, there were still acres and acres of raw land. Every now and then a hunter stumbled on a pile of bones and it would

         turn out to be a vic from five, even ten years ago.

      


      

      Early in his career, Infante had worked a case like that, one where murder was obvious but the body couldn’t be found. The

         family had been rich and connected, with enough resources to drive the department crazy. When told that the things they wanted—searches,

         long-shot lab work—would have taken much of the department’s budget for the year, they shrugged and said “So?” It was three

         years before the body showed up, not even ten yards off a state highway on the upper shore, discovered by a shy-bladder type

         who had walked into the weeds to take a piss. Blunt-force trauma, the medical examiner concluded, so it was a murder, all

         right. But there was nothing more to be gleaned from the body or the scene, and the husband, who had been the primary suspect

         since the start, was dead by then. The only lingering question in Infante’s mind was if the fatal blow had been an accident,

         another Saturday-night fight in a house that had seen no shortage of such battles, or if there had been more intent to it. He’d spent a lot of time with the husband before cancer

         of the esophagus got him. The husband even came to believe that Infante came around out of friendship or kindness. He put

         on a good show of grief over his missing wife, and Infante decided that the guy saw himself as the victim. In his mind all

         he’d done was give her a push, a shove, no harder than any of the other pushes and shoves he’d meted out over the years, only

         this time she didn’t get back up. So hubby picked her up, dumped her in the woods, and spent the rest of his days believing

         himself innocent. You’d think the wife’s family would have been content that he died, fast and ugly at that, but it wasn’t

         enough for them. For some people, it was never enough.

      


      

      Infante stepped out of the shower. Theoretically, he was only thirty minutes late. But he was almost sick from hunger; and

         drive-through didn’t do it for him. He went to the Bel-Loc Diner, where the waitresses fussed over him, made sure he got his

         steak-and-eggs exactly the way he liked them, the yolks just this side of runny. He pressed the tines of his fork into them,

         letting the juice flow over the steak, and wondered once again: What the fuck did I do to piss off Debbie?


      

      “We got a babbling brook of a lunatic at St. Agnes Hospital, saying she knows about an old murder,” his sergeant, Lenhardt,

         said to him. “Go.”

      


      

      “I’m on the McGowan case. In fact, I had to catch someone this morning, before he left for work. That’s why I was late.”


      

      “I gotta send somebody to talk to her. Late boy is the lucky boy.”

      


      

      “I told you I was—”


      

      “Yeah. I know what you told me. Still no reason to miss roll call, asshole.”

      


      

      Lenhardt had partnered with Infante last year, when the department had been shorthanded, and he seemed to be more of a hard-ass

         since he returned to his sergeant’s duties full-time, as if Infante needed to be reminded who was in charge.

      


      

      “What’s the point? You said she’s mental.”


      

      “Mental or making shit up to deflect attention from the fact that she left the scene of a bad accident.”


      

      “Do we even know what case she’s promising to solve for us?”


      

      “She was muttering something about Bethany last night.”


      

      “Bethany Beach? It’s not even in the state, much less the county.”


      

      “The Bethany sisters, funny guy. An old missing-persons case.”


      

      “And you’re betting she’s a wack job.”


      

      “Yep.”


      

      “You’re making me waste half my day—St. Agnes is about as far from here as you can get and still be in Baltimore County—to

         go talk to her?”

      


      

      “Yep.”


      

      Infante turned to go, irritated and angry. Okay, he deserved to have his balls busted a little, but Lenhardt couldn’t know that for sure, so it was unjust.

      


      

      The sergeant called after him, “Hey, Kev?”


      

      “Yeah?”


      

      “You know that old expression, egg on your face? I always thought of it as metaphorical, but you reminded me this morning that it can still be literal. You been out talking

         to people all morning, and no one mentioned that yellow smear on your face?”

      


      

      Infante’s hand flicked up, found the telltale bit of yolk at the corner of his mouth. “Breakfast meeting,” he said. “I was

         working an informant that might know something about McGowan.”

      


      

      “You lie like that automatically?” The sergeant’s voice was not unkind. “Or are you just trying to keep in practice until

         your next marriage?”

      




      

      CHAPTER 3


      

      The young doctor took a long time picking his pastry, pointing first to a cruller, then switching to a Danish, only to return

         to the cruller. Standing behind him, Kay Sullivan could feel his anticipatory delight, but also the guiltlessness of the decision.

         After all, he was no more than twenty-six or twenty-seven, lean as a greyhound, and running on the adrenaline of residency.

         He was years away from worrying about what he put into his mouth—assuming that ever happened. Some people didn’t, especially

         men, and this one liked his food. The cruller was clearly the highlight of his morning, a reward at the end of a long night.

         His pleasure was so palpable that Kay felt almost as if she had chosen a pastry for herself, and was therefore less deprived

         when she settled for her usual black coffee with two packets of Splenda.

      


      

      She took the coffee to a corner table and settled in with her emergency paperback, this one from her purse. Kay stashed paperbacks in every nook and cranny of her life—purse, office, car, kitchen, bathroom. Five years ago, when the

         pain of the divorce was fresh and bright, the books had started as a way to distract herself from the fact that she had no

         life. But over time Kay came to realize that she preferred her books to other people’s company. Reading was not a fallback

         position for her but an ideal state of being. At home she had to be hyperconscious not to use books to retreat from her own

         children. She would put her book aside, trying to watch whatever television program Grace and Seth had chosen, all the while

         casting longing glances at the volume so near to hand. Here at work, where she could have joined any number of colleagues

         for breaks and lunches, she almost always sat by herself, reading. Coworkers called her the antisocial worker behind her back—or so they thought. For all Kay’s seeming immersion in her books, she missed very little.

      


      

      This morning, for example, she had picked up the details of the Jane Doe story within minutes of arriving and unlocking her

         office. The general consensus was that the woman was a faker, spouting nonsense out of desperation, but she did have a minor

         head injury, which could affect memory in various ways. There would be a psych examination, too, but Kay had transferred out

         of that department more than a year earlier, so it wasn’t her concern. The woman’s injuries were fresh, consistent with the

         accident, and she was not claiming homelessness, joblessness, or abuse by a partner—Kay’s specialties. Of course, she also

         was refusing to say whether she had medical insurance, but that remained an administrative and billing problem for now. If

         she turned out to be uninsured, which Kay would put at even odds in this economy, it might fall to Kay to sort out the payment solution, try to figure out

         if they could bill her through a state or federal program.

      


      

      But for now Jane Doe was someone else’s problem, and Kay was safe in the world of Charlotte Brontë. Jane Eyre, her book club’s selection this month. Kay didn’t really much care for her book club, a neighborhood affair that she had joined

         when her marriage was on its last legs, but it provided a polite social cover for her constant reading. “Book club,” she could

         say, holding up whatever paperback she was reading, “and I’m behind as always.” The book club itself spent far more time on

         gossip and food than on the book at hand, but that was okay with Kay, too. She seldom had any desire to discuss what she read.

         Talking about the characters in a book she had enjoyed felt like gossiping about friends.

      


      

      A gaggle of young doctors, so much younger than they knew, settled a table away. Kay was usually expert at tuning out ambient

         noise, but the lone female in the group had one of those sharp, clear voices that sliced the air.

      


      

      “A murder!”


      

      A week passed, and no news arrived of Mr. Rochester: ten days and still he did not come.


      

      “Like that’s news in Baltimore. There’re, what, only five hundred a year?”


      

      Fewer than three hundred in the city, Kay amended silently. And a tenth of that in the county. In Jane Eyre’s world, the young

         governess was struggling with feelings she knew she should not have for her master. I at once called my sensations to order; and it was wonderful how I got over the temporary blunder—how I cleared up the mistake of supposing Mr. Rochester’s movements a matter

            in which I had any cause to take a vital interest.


      

      “My parents were terrified when they heard I was going to be working here. If I was going to move to Baltimore, why not Hopkins?

         Why not University? I lied and told them that St. Agnes was in a very nice suburban neighborhood.”

      


      

      Much smug laughter at this. St. Agnes was a good hospital with a fat endowment, the city of Baltimore’s third-largest employer,

         but its good fortunes had not helped the neighborhood around it. If anything, the area had slipped a peg in recent years,

         from reliably working class to seedy and marginal. These close-in suburbs, which had boomed in the early years of white flight,

         were finding out the hard way that urban problems did not respect imaginary lines on a map. Drugs, crime—they had barreled

         out of the inner city and right over the city-county line. Those with the means kept moving farther out and farther out. And

         now downtown was booming, as yuppies and empty nesters and equity-rich Washingtonians decided that they wanted water views

         and decent restaurants, and who cared if the schools were shit? Kay was grateful that she had held on to the house in Hunting

         Ridge, impractical and ruinous as it had seemed at the time to stay in the city. Its value had more than tripled, allowing

         her to tap the equity in hard times. And her ex picked up the private-school tuition. He was good at the big-ticket stuff,

         but he didn’t have a clue about the day-to-day costs of a child, what sneakers and peanut butter and birthday gifts added

         up to over a year.

      


      

      “I hear she’s, what, like forty?” The cawing emphasis made it clear that forty was very, very old. “And she’s saying this happened thirty years ago? So,

         what, she killed someone when she was ten and just didn’t think to mention it until now?”

      


      

      “I don’t think she’s saying she did it,” a man’s slower, deeper voice interjected. “Just that she knows of an unsolved crime.

         A famous one. Or so she says.”

      


      

      “What, like the Lindbergh baby?” It was not clear to Kay if the young woman was trying to be hyperbolic or if she thought

         that the Lindbergh kidnapping was in fact thirty years ago. Young doctors, bright as they were in their field, could be shockingly

         ignorant of other things, depending on how narrowly they had pursued their goals.

      


      

      And then, with the suddenness of a migraine, Kay realized how insecure the young woman was. Her brittle speech functioned

         as a cover for someone who had no natural aptitude for the cool detachment required by her chosen profession. Oh, she was

         going to have a hard time, this one. She should pick a specialty such as pathology, where the patients were already dead,

         not because she was unfeeling but because she was too feeling. A bleeder, emotionally. Kay felt almost physically ill, exhausted and flu-achy. It was as if this strange young

         woman had crawled into her lap and asked for comfort. Not even Jane Eyre could shield her from this. She grabbed her coffee and left the cafeteria.

      


      

      In her twenties and early thirties, Kay had believed that these sudden bursts of insight were limited to her own children.

         Their feelings washed over her and mingled with hers, as if there were no skin between them. She experienced their every joy, frustration, and sadness. But as Grace and Seth grew up, she found that she could sense

         others’ feelings, too, on occasion. Usually these people were very young, because the very young had not yet learned how to

         shield their emotions. But, when conditions were right, adults got to her as well. This engulfing empathy was, perversely,

         a liability for a social worker, and she had learned to stay guarded in professional situations. It was in quiet moments,

         when someone caught her unawares, that it tripped her up.

      


      

      She got back to her office in time to intercept Schumeier from psychiatry leaving a note on her door. He looked chagrined

         to be caught, and she wondered why he had risked coming to see her in person at all when he could have sent an e-mail. Schumeier

         was living proof that psychotherapy often attracted those most in need of it. He avoided face-to-face contact whenever possible,

         even voice-to-voice. E-mail had been a godsend for him.

      


      

      “There’s a woman who was brought in last night—” he began.


      

      “The Jane Doe?”


      

      “Yes.” He wasn’t surprised that Kay had heard about the woman, quite the opposite. He had probably sought Kay out because

         he knew there would be little explanation required and therefore less conversation involved. “She’s refusing the psych exam.

         I mean, she spoke briefly to the doctor, but once the conversation became specific, she said she wouldn’t talk to anyone without

         a lawyer present. Only she doesn’t want to work with a public defender, and she says she doesn’t know any attorneys.”

      


      

      Kay sighed. “Does she have money?”

      


      

      “She says she does, but it’s hard to know when she won’t even give her name. She said she wouldn’t do anything without a lawyer present.”

      


      

      “And you want me to … ?”


      

      “Don’t you have an … um, friend? That woman attorney who’s in the newspapers all the time?”


      

      “Gloria Bustamante? I know of her. We’re not really friends, but we’re both on the House of Ruth board.” And I’m not a lesbian, Kay wanted to add, sure that this was the way Schumeier’s mind worked. If Gloria Bustamante, sexually ambiguous attorney,

         was acquainted with Kay Sullivan, who had not dated anyone since her marriage ended, then it followed that Kay must be a lesbian,

         too. Kay sometimes thought she should get a little custom-made button: I’M NOT GAY, I JUST LIKE TO READ.

      


      

      “Yes. That’s it. Perhaps you could call her?”


      

      “Before I do, I think I should check with the Jane Doe first. I don’t want to summon Gloria out here unless she’s going to

         talk to her. At the rates Gloria charges, the trip alone would be almost six hundred dollars.”

      


      

      Schumeier smiled. “You’re curious, aren’t you? You want to get a look at the hospital’s mystery woman.”


      

      Kay ducked her head, searching her purse for one of the peppermints she’d grabbed the last time she splurged and took Grace

         and Seth to a restaurant. She had always disliked Schumeier’s emphatic pronouncements about what others were thinking or feeling.

         It was another reason she had transferred out of his department. You’re a psychiatrist, not a psychic, she wanted to say. Instead she muttered, “What room is she in?”

      


      

      *

      


      

      The young police officer posted outside room 3030 quizzed Kay endlessly, excited to have something to do at last, but finally

         let her go in. The room was dark, the blinds drawn against the winter-bright sky, and the woman appeared to have fallen asleep

         in an upright position, her head twisted awkwardly to the side, like a child in a car seat. Her hair was quite short, a dangerous

         style for anyone without exquisite bone structure. A fashion choice or the result of chemo?

      


      

      “Hi,” the woman said, her eyes opening suddenly. And Kay, who had counseled burn victims and accident victims, women whose

         faces had been all but vandalized by men, was more unnerved by this woman’s relatively unmarred gaze than anything she had

         ever seen. There was an almost searing frailty to the woman in bed, and not just the usual shakiness of an accident victim.

         The woman was a bruise, her skin about as effective as an eggshell in keeping the pain of the world at bay. The fresh cut on her forehead

         was nothing compared to the wounded eyes.

      


      

      “I’m Kay Sullivan, one of the social workers on staff here.”


      

      “Why do I need a social worker?”


      

      “You don’t, but Dr. Schumeier thought I might be able to help you get an attorney.”


      

      “No public defenders. I need someone good, someone who can concentrate on me.”

      


      

      “It’s true, they do carry heavy caseloads, but they’re still—”


      

      “It’s not that I don’t admire them, their commitment. It’s just—I need someone independent. Someone not reliant on the government

         in any fashion. Public defenders get paid by the government in the end. In the end—my father always said—they never forget where their bread is buttered.

         Government workers. He was one. Once. And he disliked them intensely.”

      


      

      Kay couldn’t be sure of the woman’s age. The young doctor had said forty, but she could have been five years younger or older.

         Too old to be speaking of her father in such reverent tones, at any rate, as if he were an oracle. Most people outgrew that

         by eighteen. “Yes …” Kay began, trying to find a footing in the conversation.

      


      

      “It was an accident. I panicked. I mean, if you knew the things going through my head, how I hadn’t seen that stretch of highway

         for—How’s the little girl? I saw a little girl. I’ll kill myself if … Well, I don’t even want to say it out loud. I’m poison.

         Just by existing, I bring pain and death. It’s his curse. I can’t escape it, no matter what I do.”

      


      

      Kay suddenly recalled the state fair up at Timonium, the freak-show tent, how at age thirteen she had worked up the nerve

         to go in, only to find just slightly odd people—fat, tattooed, skinny, big—sitting placidly. Schumeier had her pegged, after

         all: There was a bit of voyeurism in her mission here, a desire to look, nothing more. But this woman was talking to her,

         drawing her in, babbling as if Kay knew, or should know, everything about her. Kay had worked with many clients like this,

         people who spoke as if they were celebrities, with their every moment of existence documented in tabloids and television shows.

      


      

      But at least the woman in the bed seemed to see Kay, which was more than some self-involved clients managed. “Are you from here?”

      


      

      “Yes, all my life. I grew up in Northwest Baltimore.”


      

      “And you’re what? Forty-five?”

      


      

      Ah, that hurt. Kay was used to, even liked, the version of herself she glimpsed in mirrors and windows, but now she was forced

         to consider what a stranger saw—the short, squat body, the shoulder-length gray hair that aged her more than anything else.

         She was in good shape by every internal measure, but it was hard to convey one’s blood-pressure, bone-density, and cholesterol

         numbers via wardrobe or casual conversation. “Thirty-nine, actually.”

      


      

      “I’m going to say a name.”


      

      “Your name?”


      

      “Don’t think that way, not yet. I’m going to say a name—”


      

      “Yes?”


      

      “It’s a name you’ll know. Or maybe not. It depends on how I say it, how I tell it. There’s a girl, and she’s dead, and that

         won’t surprise anyone. They’ve believed she was dead, all these years. But there’s another girl, and she’s not dead, and that’s

         the harder part to explain.”

      


      

      “Are you—”


      

      “The Bethany girls. Easter weekend, 1975.”


      

      “The Bethany … oh. Oh.” And just like that it came back to Kay. Two sisters, who went to … what, a movie? The mall? She saw

         their likenesses—the older one with smooth ponytails fastened behind the ears, the younger one in pigtails—remembered the

         panic that had gripped the city, with children herded into assemblies and shown cautionary yet elliptical films. Girls Beware and Boys Beware. It had been years before Kay had understood the euphemistic warnings therein: After accompanying the strange boys to the beach party, Sally was found wandering down the highway, barefoot and confused. … Jimmy’s parents told him that it wasn’t his fault

            that Greg had befriended him and taken him fishing but made it clear to him that such friendships with older men were not

            natural. … She got in the stranger’s car—and was never seen again.


      

      There were rumors, too—sightings of the girls as far away as Georgia, bogus ransom demands, fears of cults and counterculturists.

         After all, Patty Hearst had been taken just a year before. Kidnapping was big in the seventies. There was a businessman’s

         wife redeemed for a hundred thousand dollars, which had seemed like a fortune, a rich girl buried in a box with a breathing

         tube, the Getty heir with the severed ear. But the Bethanys were not wealthy, not in Kay’s memory, and the longer the story

         went without an official ending, the less memorable it had become. The last time that Kay thought about the Bethany sisters

         had probably been the last time she went to the movies at Security Square, at least a decade ago. That was it—Security Square

         Mall, relatively new at the time, something of a ghost town now.

      


      

      “Are you … ?”


      

      “Get me a lawyer, Kay. A good one.”




      

      CHAPTER 4


      

      Infante took the as-the-crow-flies route to the hospital, traveling straight through the city instead of taking the Beltway

         around it. Damn, downtown Baltimore was getting shiny. Who’d have thought it? He almost regretted not buying a place in town

         ten years ago, not that he’d still have it anyway. Besides, he had been raised in the suburbs—Massapequa, out on Long Island—and

         he had a soft spot for the jumbled secondary highways and modest apartment complexes where he lived up in Parkville. IHOPs,

         Applebee’s, Target, Toys “R” Us, gas stations, craft stores—to him this was what home looked like. Not that he had any intention

         of going back there, where it was now almost impossible to live on a police officer’s salary. He kept his allegiance to the

         Yankees and played the part of the brash Noo Yawkah for his colleagues’ amusement. But in his head, he knew that this town,

         this job, was right for him. He was good at what he did, with one of the better clearance rates in the department. “Baltimore punk is my second language,” he

         liked to say. Lenhardt was on him to take the sergeant’s exam, but then—people always thought you should do what they did.

         Be a firefighter, his dad said, on the island. His first wife had cajoled, C’mon, watch Law & Order with me. She wanted her favorite show to be his favorite show, her favorite meal to be his. She even tried to convert him to Rolling

         Rock over Bud, to Bushmills over Jameson. It was as if she were working backward, trying to create a logical match from one

         that had been all heat and desire from the jump. In that way she reminded Infante of himself in high school. He decided where

         he wanted to go to college—Nassau Community College, no major brain bust, that, it was all they could afford—then gave the

         guidance counselor the info that would make her computer spit out that school. That way his only option became a choice, instead

         of something that was forced on him.

      


      

      He breezed through the city, making the hospital in less than forty minutes. But it wasn’t good enough. Gloria Bustamante—the

         biggest ballbuster of any defense attorney he knew, male or female, straight or gay—was in the hospital corridor.

      


      

      Fuck me.


      

      “You look absolutely crestfallen,” the alcoholic old lizard said. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever had cause to use that

         word in a sentence before, but now I see it—crestfallen. Like a blue jay whose little tuft is drooping in the front.”

      


      

      She pulled at her own forelock, a stray piece of red-brown hair that showed an inch of gray at the root. Bustamante was her usual wreck of a self—lipstick in and out of the natural line of mouth, suit missing a button. Her shoes,

         expensive ones once upon a time, were scuffed and banged up on the toes, as if she’d been kicking something very hard over

         and over again. Probably a detective’s shin.

      


      

      “She hire you?”


      

      “I think we have an arrangement, yes.”


      

      “It’s yes or no, Gloria. Are you her lawyer?”


      

      “For now. I’m taking her at her word that she can pay my fee.” Her eyes flicked over him. “You’re here for homicide, right?

         Not traffic investigation?”

      


      

      “I could give a fuck what she did with her car.”


      

      “If she talks to you about the murder, can we make the traffic thing go away? No one was really at fault, she panicked—”


      

      “Shit, Gloria. Who do you think you are, Monty fuckin’ Hall, trading me the accident for what’s behind the curtain? Any deal

         requires a prosecutor’s approval. You know that.”

      


      

      “Well, then maybe I won’t make her available to you this morning. She’s exhausted, she has a head injury. I’m not sure she

         should speak to anyone until a doctor can determine if the injury has affected her memory.”

      


      

      “They checked her out last night.”


      

      “She was treated for her injuries. And she’s just passed a psych exam. But I’d like to bring an expert in, someone from neurosurgery.

         She might not even remember the collision. She might not be aware that she left the scene of the accident.”

      


      

      “Save the bullshit for a summation, Gloria, and put the goods on the table. I have to determine that this case is in our jurisdiction.”


      

      “Oh, it’s very much in your jurisdiction, Detective.” Gloria made it sound kind of dirty, her style when talking to men. When

         Infante first got to know her, he thought the innuendos were a way of her fronting, trying to hide her sexual orientation.

         But Lenhardt insisted it was a highly developed sense of irony, the kind of mindfuck that a professional mindfucker like Gloria

         used just to stay in practice.

      


      

      “So can I talk to her?”


      

      “About the old case, not about the accident.”


      

      “Shit, Gloria, I’m a murder police. I could give a crap about some fender bender on the Beltway. Unless—Wait, did she do

         it on purpose? Was she trying to kill the people in the other car? Man, maybe this is my lucky day and I can get two clearances,

         just like that.” He snapped his fingers.

      


      

      Gloria flicked her eyes over him, bored. “Leave the humor to your sergeant, Kevin. He’s the funny one. You’re the pretty boy.”


      

      The woman in the hospital bed had her eyes closed tight, a kid playing possum. The light in the room showed up the fine hairs

         on her arm and the side of her face, blond peach fuzz, nothing intense. And there was a hollowed-out look beneath the eyes,

         a long-lived exhaustion. The eyes flickered open for only a moment, then closed again.

      


      

      “I’m so tired,” she murmured. “Do we have to do this now, Gloria?”


      

      “He won’t stay long, sweetie.” Sweetie? “He just needs the first part.”

      


      

      The first part? Then what was the second?


      

      “But that’s the hardest part to talk about. Can’t you just tell him and let me be?”

      


      

      He needed to assert himself, stop waiting for the introduction that Gloria didn’t seem intent on making.


      

      “I’m Kevin Infante, a detective with Baltimore County homicide.”


      

      “Infante? As in Italian for baby?” Eyes still closed. He needed her to open them, he realized. Until this moment Infante had

         never considered how vital open eyes were to what he did. Sure, he had thought about eye contact, studied the way that various

         people used it, knew what it meant when someone couldn’t meet his gaze. But he’d never had a subject sit there—lie there in

         this case—with eyes closed tight.

      


      

      “Sure,” he said, as if he’d never heard that before, as if two ex-wives hadn’t thrown that back at him time and again.


      

      Her eyes opened then. They were a particularly vivid blue, kind of wasted on a blonde. A blue-eyed brunette, that was his

         ideal, the light and the dark, an Irish girl with eyes put in with a dirty finger.

      


      

      “You don’t look like a baby,” she said. Her voice, unlike Gloria’s, carried no whiff of flirtation. She wasn’t playing it

         that way. “It’s funny, for a moment I had this vision of the cartoon character, the giant one who wore the diaper and the

         little cap.”

      


      

      “Baby Huey,” he said.


      

      “Yes. Was he a duck? Or a chicken? Or was he a baby-baby?”

      


      

      “A chicken, I think.” Maybe they should get the neurosurgeon in to see her. “You told someone you knew about an old murder

         here in Baltimore County. That’s what I need to talk to you about.”

      


      

      “It began in Baltimore County. It ended—actually, I’m not sure where it ended. I’m not sure it ever ended.”

      


      

      “You’re saying someone started killing somebody in Baltimore County and finished it elsewhere?”


      

      “I’m not sure—in the end … well, not the end but the part where bad things happened. By then I didn’t know where we were.”


      

      “Why don’t you just tell me your story and let me figure it out?”


      

      She turned to Gloria. “Do people—I mean, are we known? Still?”


      

      “If they were here, they remember,” the old lizard said in a much-gentler-than-usual voice. Was she hot for her? Was that

         why she was willing to risk taking a case that might not pay? It was hard enough to figure out other men’s taste in women

         sometimes, much less a woman’s, and Gloria wasn’t sentimental that way in Infante’s experience with her. “Maybe not the name,

         but the moment they hear the circumstances. But Detective Infante’s not from here.”

      


      

      “Then what’s the point of speaking to him?” She closed her eyes and settled back on the pillow. Gloria actually gave an embarrassed

         what-can-I-do shrug. Infante had never seen her so gentle with a client, so solicitous. Gloria took good care of the people

         she represented, but she insisted on being the boss. Now she was all deferential, motioning him to follow her out into the

         hall. He shook his head and stood his ground.

      


      

      “You tell me,” he said to Gloria.

      


      

      “In March 1975 two sisters left their family’s house to go to Security Square Mall. Sunny and Heather Bethany. They were never seen again. And they weren’t not seen again in the sense that police had a hunch what happened but

         couldn’t prove anything. Not like the Powers case.”

      


      

      Powers was shorthand for a decade-old homicide, one in which a young woman had vanished, but no one doubted that her estranged

         husband was at the heart of that disappearance. They just couldn’t prove it. The conventional wisdom was that the guy had

         hired someone and lucked out, finding the tightest-lipped, most loyal hit man ever, a guy who never had a reason to trade

         the information. A guy who never got locked up or bragged drunkenly to a girlfriend, Yeah, I did that.


      

      “So she knows what happened?”


      

      “I can hear you,” the woman in the bed said. “I’m right here.”

      


      

      “Look, you’re free to participate in the conversation if you like,” Infante said. Was it possible to roll one’s eyes when

         they were closed? Her expression shifted subtly, as if she were a peeved teenager who just wanted Mom and Dad to leave her

         alone, but she didn’t say anything else.
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