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For friends old and new and those we’ve lost along the way.


In loving memory of:


Pamela “Pam” Jezukawicz


Born teacher and dedicated coach who taught me everything I know about hiking, and quite a few more things about life. I feel your spirit guiding me up each mountain.


Virgie Chadwick Lorenz


Beloved aunt and favorite pinochle partner whose huge smile and booming laugh lit up every holiday. I hear your joy brightening my darkest day.


James Daniel Farias


Dear friend and gifted stylist whose passion for food, friends, and family made the world a more beautiful place. I picture your smile reminding me to breathe.


I still see you everywhere.
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PROLOGUE



I STILL SEE YOU EVERYWHERE.


I roam the gray-washed corridors of our old house, peering into shadowed rooms now populated by ghosts. I pass drywall still bearing the impact of Daddy’s fist. The dingy bathroom where he’d go fill the tub with that look in his eyes, and I knew to run, though I was never fast enough. Here’s the entryway where he cracked Mama’s prized koa-framed mirror. Here’s the dining room where he’d bend me over the chair while snapping out his leather belt.


And here’s the tiny bedroom where you and I slept together each night, our twin beds so close your outstretched fingertips could brush against mine. I remember your big brown eyes, peering at me solemnly in the dark. Then the sound of your hushed breath as you slowly drifted off, your hand slipping away.


I watched you sleep so many nights, your body a still lump under the covers, so unbelievably small. My throat would grow thick, my chest tight. And I’d murmur all sorts of nonsense, that I’d keep you safe, that I’d never let him touch you, that I’d always take care of you.


My love for you was an ache in my bones, a buzzing in my head, a terrible, immense sense of wonder that swelled my body and electrified my limbs.


No one has ever understood that. They judge me. Call me cold-hearted, evil incarnate. All while they gasp over every scintillating detail of my crimes, feigning horror at the body count, then cheering at the verdict: death sentence for the Beautiful Butcher.


And still, I see you everywhere.


Now I chase your shadow around a corner. I call out your name and beg you to come back to me. I follow your racing feet into our little room, where I collapse on your bed and fist the corners of your quilt, searching for some sign, some scent, to tell me you’re still here. That you haven’t left me totally.


That I didn’t fail you completely.


Mama’s gone. I didn’t cry a drop when I stood next to her grave. Didn’t have any tears left in me. Do you know? Are you with her? The two of you huddled together in some heavenly kitchen, where she’s braiding your hair and whispering all the secrets she’d never tell me. Have you discovered peace?


Because I awake each morning boiling over with pain and rage. Some days I add to Daddy’s holes in the walls. Others I clutch your old pajamas and shamelessly beg for your forgiveness. I cry and wail. Then I rock back and forth, crying and wailing some more. I’m not whole. I’m not sane.


I live with a hole in my chest and hate in my heart, and come nightfall…


It’s no wonder what I did most nights.


Right after Daddy’s passing, I stood in that same horrible bathroom and filled up bucket after bucket with hot water and Pine-Sol. I attacked the entire house. Room by room, mopping the floors, scouring the countertops, scrubbing the walls. Dining room chairs? Threw them into the front yard where I made my own little bonfire that scattered the chickens and made the goats bleat in protest. Daddy’s favorite recliner, where he’d lounge every night popping open beers and belching out his opinions? I took an ax to it—nothing like cheap furniture to burn, burn, burn. More skittering chickens and fussing goats.


But cleaning wasn’t enough. So I went room by room tearing down the heavy drapes and piling them in the corner. Let the light flood in. Let it burn every fucking awful memory from this fucking awful place in this fucking awful town I swore I’d never see again.


Later, I changed my mind on that subject. I rehung the musty curtains, added blackout blinds. I came to crave the dark and the secrets it helped me protect.


I threw myself into daily life. Brew coffee, eat breakfast, gather eggs. Feed pigs, milk goats, muck stalls. Plant, weed, harvest. Cook, clean, repeat. Pay this bill, pay part of that bill. Buy more pigs, add to the chickens. Work, work, work.


Repeat, repeat, repeat.


Till sundown comes and there you are, peering at me from down the hall. And no matter how many times I run after you, how many times I try to grab your hand, hold you close…


You’re gone. Disappeared from this earth. And the love I feel for you, the terrible, immense sense of wonder, it shudders through my body, nowhere to go. That’s the true emptiness of being alone. Not no one to love me, but no one for me to love. No dark eyes regarding me solemnly in the night. No tiny fingertips brushing against mine. No sound of hushed breathing filling the space beside me.


And so I head out on Friday nights, driven by loneliness, fueled by hate, light and dark scissoring through me in equal measure. I sit at the bar. A man offers to buy me a drink. Handsome, ugly, kind, nasty, single, married. Doesn’t matter. I touch his arm, smile as he talks, nod my encouragement. I let him think it’s his idea to take me home. I pretend to be shy as I lead him to our parents’ bedroom and, piece by piece, remove my clothes.


And for an hour, I’m no longer alone. There is the touch of fingertips, the sound of breathing in the space around me.


But of course, it’s not what I really want, and afterward, I cry as the yawning hole once again rips open in my chest. Everyone who has gone. Everyone who never stayed. The true barrenness of my home, my heart, my soul.


Now I beg my lover not to leave me. I plead for him to stay. Come back, come back, come back, as he snatches up his clothes and flees for the door.


After that, it’s easy. No man truly fears a woman.


Not even one who is her father’s daughter.


Once it’s done, I drag their bodies to the shed. Daddy taught me to butcher my first chicken there. This isn’t much different. And the pigs certainly love the addition to their diet.


I learn as time passes. To venture farther afield, so as not to draw too much attention. How to identify strangers just passing through, which provides even more cover. I also learn about my pigs. How they can gnaw right through human bone, but won’t touch hair and teeth. They prefer the long bones already broken up. Same with the skull.


Soon, people come from all over to buy my pork. Best ribs and bacon around.


Your eyes in the dark. Fingertips brushing against my hand. The hushed sound of your breathing. I chase you down the hall. I beg you to come back. I choke on the sourness of my pathetic passion for the person I already failed. Are you with Mama now? Does she hold you close, braid your hair? Do you know peace?


I get up each morning, tend to chores, pay the bills. Then, come Friday night, hey there, good-looking, of course you can buy me a drink. Wanna come home with me? I don’t mind driving.


Saturday morning, I rinse my knives and hose down the stainless steel tables and burn the clothes of men who never should have pretended to care. Another week done, another week begins.


I still see you everywhere.


When they finally come for me, I don’t protest. I watch the long line of police cruisers churn up the dusty road as they snake their way to our farm. I walk out onto the front porch and silently hold out my wrists. Daddy always said I was good for nothing. Turns out, I’m a bit more dangerous than that.


Later, I hear that people all over the county vomited upon hearing what was in their locally sourced pork. The media published photos of rows of baby food jars, each filled with a complete set of teeth. Made identifying the victims easier, not that it mattered to me. I confessed from the very beginning. Waived all appeals. I am death. You won’t get any apologies from me.


When all is said and done, they credit me with eighteen kills. They’re off by one, but that’s between me and my daddy. I offer no protest when the great state of Texas sentences me to join the other six women on death row. I get to live in the Mountain View Unit with my own special number. It all sounds rather grand if you think about it.


Of course, I don’t.


I loved you from the very first.


I will grieve for you to the very last.


They will come for me in a matter of weeks. Transfer me to the Walls, where strangers I’ve never met will protest my execution. Some because of my gender. Some because of my race. Some because of principle. Doesn’t matter.


I know what’s going to happen next. My brief stay in the death-watch cell before I journey to the execution chamber, already strapped to the gurney as a willing sacrifice.


I’m not afraid. I’m in that dingy bathroom, filling up the first bucket of water to clean the mess I made. I’m running through the yard, your giggle echoing behind me. I’m grabbing Daddy’s hand before he slaps you. I’m seething with rage as Mama once more turns away.


I’m tucked in the bedroom, feeling your fingertips resting atop mine.


They can tie me down and fill my veins with poison. The witnesses can watch my twitching limbs and gasp in horror or cheer in celebration.


I will keep my eyes open. I will stare straight ahead.


And I will see you everywhere.















CHAPTER 1



IN MY LINE OF WORK, I have seen people die, but I’ve never seen one put to death. My first thought as I stare at the redbrick entrance of the Mountain View Unit in Gatesville, Texas, is that I don’t want to start now.


The Mountain View Unit is infamous for housing female death row inmates. No one is executed here, however. For that, the prisoner will be transferred the afternoon of their date with death to the Huntsville Unit, which is even more infamous for being the most active execution chamber in the United States.


These are disquieting facts for a woman who’s been up all night on a Greyhound bus. I look terrible and I smell like it, too, which I’m trying very hard to ignore as I’m anxious and unsettled enough already.


In my line of work—which isn’t exactly a real job if you consider I have no training and receive no pay—I normally choose my cases. I can’t always explain why this missing person cold case versus that one. Given there are hundreds of thousands of missing people at any given time, and even more grieving loved ones desperate for answers, I’m always contemplating a tragically long list. I gravitate mostly to underserved minorities, the kind of people who were overlooked in life and garner little to no consideration after they vanish.


None of that completely explains why I’m here now, with bruised eyes and lanky hair, answering an urgent summons by some lawyer who clearly has excellent investigative skills, because I’m not the kind of woman who’s easy to track down. I have no mailing address, no property or utilities in my name, and don’t even own a real phone. I do, from time to time, use an internet café to post on a message board that focuses on missing persons. That’s where I got the note. Short. Desperate. Mysterious.


I’ve never been good at ignoring mysteries.


I’d left my entire life’s possessions—a single roll-aboard suitcase—in a locker at the bus station in Waco. Given that visiting hours in any kind of penitentiary are subject to change, I called the lawyer upon arrival to confirm my appointment. Victoria Twanow sounded almost as tight and anxious as I felt, which didn’t help my nerves. She notified me that I was allowed to bring in a single clear bag with up to twenty dollars in change for the vending machines. Why twenty dollars? Can you even spend twenty dollars in a vending machine? Given how much my stomach was growling, I figured I might come close, but then I wondered if the vending machine money was meant for me or for my death row hostess.


It was all too much for my sleep-deprived brain, so I gave up on clear plastic bags filled with loose change and settled for buying a Snickers and a bottle of water while waiting for yet another bus, this one to take me from Waco to Gatesville.


And now, here I am. A fortyish woman in worn jeans, dusty sneakers, and a frayed olive-green army jacket.


My name is Frankie Elkin, and finding missing people is what I do. When the police have given up, when the public no longer remembers, when the media has never bothered to care, I start looking. For no money, no recognition, and, most of the time, with no help.


But I still have no idea what a condemned murderer would want with me.


THE LAWYER, VICTORIA Twanow, meets me at the front entrance. She guides me through the various security gates till I arrive on the other side, blinking under the yellowish glare of fluorescent lights.


“I’ve arranged for a room,” she starts without preamble, already striding forward.


I’d gotten this from her messages. Victoria Twanow doesn’t mess around. She’s a woman on a mission, with a client scheduled for lethal injection in a matter of weeks. In person, she’s younger than I would’ve expected. Mid-thirties, with long, dark hair she has clipped into a low ponytail. She’s wearing a crisp gray skirt and blazer with the requisite white collared shirt. Her concession to fashion seems to be a chunky silver necklace, etched with exotic symbols. Mayan would be my guess. A tribute to her Belize heritage (I’ve Google-stalked her just as much as she’s apparently Google-stalked me), or just a piece that caught her eye? There’s no time to ask as she sweeps us down a corridor, heading straight for a stern-faced corrections officer.


His expression immediately softens as she approaches. “Victoria.” He nods warmly.


My lawyer escort flashes him a bright smile. They are friends of a sort, I realize. It makes sense. Twanow probably visits this place on a regular basis. Of course she’s come to know the guards, form some relationships.


It leaves me feeling even more awkward, like the new kid at school. My shoulders round self-consciously. I don’t like this place, with the glaring lights and overly antiseptic smell. The sounds are too loud and all at once, doors buzzing open, chains clanking, and so many people talking, talking, talking with a nearly rhythmic punctuation of sharp, angry exclamation. I’ve worked bars in rough neighborhoods filled with loud, drunken patrons one sip away from exploding into a brawl, and it still felt less stimulating than this.


Twanow touches my arm, offers a bolstering smile. “It’s okay. Focus on the people, not the place. Believe me, it helps.”


Given I’m about to meet a woman nicknamed the Beautiful Butcher for dismembering eighteen men and feeding them to her pigs, I’m not sure how.


The corrections officer holds open the door. Twanow breezes through. I follow much more hesitantly.


The room is small and barren. A single table, three molded plastic chairs. I was expecting more of the classic visitor setup: you know, a nice piece of solid glass between me and the convicted killer. This looks more like the basic interrogation room from every police station I’ve ever visited. Given I haven’t always been sitting on the law enforcement side of the table, I shudder slightly.


“This room is for attorney visits,” Twanow explains, setting down her briefcase. “If anyone asks, you’re now part of Keahi’s legal team.”


“Kayahee? I thought her name was Kaylee—”


“Focus. Here she is.”


A door to the right opens, and a woman with her wrists shackled at her waist appears. Having studied her picture before coming, I thought I was prepared, but I’m not. Even in shapeless prison whites, Kaylee Pierson is stunning. Rich black hair. High, sculpted cheekbones. Dark eyes set in lightly bronzed skin that speak to her Hawaiian heritage. She moves with a catlike grace as she enters the room, powered by a sinewy, muscular presence she makes no effort to diminish. I can absolutely see this gorgeous woman leading men home from bars. And I can also imagine her bulging arms wielding a saw over their dead bodies hours later. A beautiful butcher, indeed.


She pauses just inside the door, studies me from head to toe, then breaks into a grin.


There’s no warmth in her expression. It’s all cold calculation. If I wasn’t spooked before, I am now.


“Hello, Frankie,” she says in a low, throaty voice. “Welcome to my world.”


“DO YOU MIND?” Kaylee turns toward her accompanying guard. She raises her wrists slightly, and he unlocks her shackles. She winks. He steps back, his expression wary. Based on his response, I’m guessing that prisoners aren’t usually shackled for movement around the prison—which makes me wonder what Kaylee Pierson has done to receive such an honor.


“We’re all set,” Twanow addresses the corrections officer crisply, clearly eager to get to work.


The CO retreats out the door. I take a deep breath and have a seat. In for a penny, in for a pound.


“Did you really ride the bus here?” Kaylee is asking. “We’d have been happy to provide airfare.”


“Miss Pierson—”


“Call me Keahi. It’s the name my mother wanted to give me, but my father refused. He had no use for her people or culture. Keahi means fire. A strong name for a baby girl my mother already knew would need to be tough to survive. I went through life with my father’s name. I will go to death with mine.”


I’m not sure how to respond to such sweeping statements, so I go with the highly obvious: “Your mother was Hawaiian.”


“She met my father when he was stationed in Honolulu. Married herself a fine sailor boy and returned with him to Texas. Stupid woman.”


“Your father was abusive.”


“My father was a monster. But I think we can all agree, I’m the bigger monster now.” She grins again, a movement of her lips that doesn’t match the darkness in her eyes. According to everything I read, Kaylee, or Keahi, Pierson has never apologized for her crimes. Nor has she sought reprieve from the death penalty. Others, like her determined lawyer, Victoria Twanow, have filed appeals on her behalf. But Keahi has made no bones about her willingness to be put to death. She killed, and now she will be killed.


I’m so far out of my league here. “What do you want?” I strive to keep my tone as flat as hers and am pleasantly surprised when my question ends with only the tiniest quiver.


“Victoria says you find missing people.” Beside me, Twanow nods. She has a legal pad out and looks like she’s taking notes. Keahi continues. “People no one else is looking for.”


“I specialize in working missing persons cold cases.”


“But you’re not a private investigator?”


“No.”


“Are you a computer hacker, someone who can discover a speck of sand in the desert just by following its purchase patterns on the internet?”


“Don’t even own a smart phone.”


Keahi frowns. “Then what are you?”


“A person with a really obsessive hobby.”


Her frown deepens. “Victoria says you’ve found everyone you’ve ever searched for. How?”


“I ask questions. Lots of questions. Sometimes, it’s as simple as people being willing to talk so many years later. And sometimes, it’s that I’m not the police, making neighbors in certain communities more willing to disclose the truth.” I shrug. “Once someone starts to talk, I make sure I listen. Not enough people do that anymore.”


“How many cases have you solved?”


“Nearly twenty.”


“You brought people home to their families?”


“I brought closure to their families.”


Keahi’s lips quirk. She isn’t fooled by my answer. Neither am I.


“You don’t take money.”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“It’s not about the money.”


“What’s it about?”


“What do you care?”


She grins at my burst of temper. I make my first realization about my new serial killer friend. She likes anger, feels comfortable with rage. Kindness, on the other hand, is probably incredibly threatening to her. And someone like me, who helps people for no other reason than I want to, must seem like a foreign species.


Finally, we’re on equal footing—both of us are alien to each other.


“They will kill me in three weeks,” she says now, clearly seeking another reaction.


“Do the crime, serve the time.”


Keahi actually laughs. Beside me, however, Twanow has stiffened in distress. Apparently, she cares more about her client’s upcoming execution than her client does.


“We still have options,” Twanow starts now.


Keahi is already waving away her lawyer’s words. “I’m not looking to delay the inevitable. I don’t repent killing those men. Let me out of here tomorrow and I’ll start right back up again. I’m an animal. Animals get put down.”


Twanow blinks her eyes rapidly, her gaze now locked on her yellow legal pad covered in scrawled notes. She’s young and idealistic, I think. Maybe that committed to a client she’s had years to come to know, or maybe just that determined about defeating the death penalty. There’s one more element, however, that no one is mentioning: earnest lawyer Victoria and her stone-cold killer client are roughly the same age. In fact, Keahi is probably the younger, scheduled to be executed at the ripe old age of thirty-two. She doesn’t look fresh-faced and dewy-eyed, though. Her beauty comes with a hard edge, lips that might be full but never happy, eyes that are deep, dark pools, but mostly of homicidal intent.


“Why?” I speak up now. I can’t help myself; I’m genuinely curious. “Why did you kill those men?”


“They lied to me. I asked them to never leave, and they did. After that…”


“You picked up strange men in bars and expected them to stay?”


“Bad strategy?”


“Big lie. You knew they’d leave. That’s an excuse for what you did, but not your motive. You wanted something, needed something way more personal than that to butcher eighteen strangers.”


Keahi stills. She tilts her head to the side, studies me all over again. And for just a moment, her beautifully sculpted face loses its cold veneer. Her eyes remain dark pools, but they’re no longer sheened in ice. Her mask slips, and behind it…


I have to look away. Her pain is less an emotion than a primal scream. It slices to the bone, too awful to behold. I have seen grief in many forms, but I’ve never encountered anguish as terrible as this.


“I am empty,” she states softly. “When I am standing behind them, holding my knife, knowing their lives now belong to me, I feel less empty. The pulse on a man’s neck, racing beneath my fingertips. The feel of his blood, pouring hot and thick down my arms. The last choking sound he makes before crumpling at my feet… I need it. Without it, I would have nothing at all.”


Twanow’s pen punches through the legal pad.


I decide never to ask a serial killer about her motivation ever again.


“You’ve lost someone.” I’ve heard enough to fill in the pieces. “You want me to find them.”


“My baby sister. You must locate her. I need to know that she’s safe and sound. This is my dying wish. You have three weeks to get it done.”


She smiles again, triumphant and arrogant, and filled with quiet menace.


I go with the obvious answer. “No.” Then I sit back with some triumph and arrogance of my own.















CHAPTER 2



YOU WOULD DENY A DYING woman—” Keahi leans forward, features already darkening. I wonder how fast the guards can move. “How dare—”


“Stop it!” Twanow slaps the table, startling both of us. Keahi and I both blink in surprise. We’d already dismissed Ms. Idealistic from our conversation. Our mistake.


“You came.” Twanow turns her attention to me first. “You responded to my note by spending nearly twelve hours on a Greyhound bus. That must mean you have some interest.”


“Curiosity, yes. Interest, TBD.”


Keahi’s turn. Twanow pins her client with the same gaze she just used on me. “You are a woman about to be put to death due to your own horrible actions. You don’t get to make demands of others now.”


“Feisty, aren’t you?”


“Stop. Just stop it. With the exhausting displays and endless manipulations. Three weeks, Keahi. That’s it. Three weeks left here on earth. You really want to find your sister, gain some sense of closure? Then cease with the drama and get down to business.”


I take it all back. I’m incredibly impressed by young gun Victoria Twanow after all.


Since I hadn’t lied about my curiosity, it’s easy enough to play along. “Tell me about your sister. Her name?”


“We called her Lea, but her secret Hawaiian name from our mother was Leilani, or heavenly child. She was a miracle baby, born fourteen years after me. There’d been other pregnancies in between, but none of them…” Keahi rolls a white-garbed shoulder. “From the very beginning, Lea was different. Happy. Sweet. Almost… sparkly. She laughed all the time. Offered up hugs and kisses just because. Would break into this huge smile every time she saw me even if it had been only five minutes before. My mother loved her best. She would spend hours in the kitchen brushing out her hair and plaiting it into elaborate braids. I understood. I loved Lea best, too. And the kitchen was the safest place for her; Daddy rarely ventured there.”


Keahi regards me seriously. “I am my father’s daughter. But Lea was my mother’s child.”


I get the picture. “What happened?”


“In the beginning, it was easy to keep Lea away from my daddy. He had no interest in a baby. But as she grew older, could toddle about, of course she came to his attention more and more. Daddy had no patience for sweet and kind. The sound of laughter would throw him into a rage. It was his nature. Anything light and pure must be beaten into something dark and twisted.”


“He beat her, too,” I fill in. “Like you, like your mother.”


“Not if I was around.” Keahi raises her chin. “If I saw him lift a hand, I got there first. He wanted to beat the shit out of me, what did I care? Nothing that hadn’t happened before. By seventeen, I met my father hate for hate. The more he beat me, the more I defied him. The more I bled, the more I promised to make him bleed. The nights I lay awake, picturing every horrible, sadistic thing I would do to him…”


“You murdered all those other men in lieu of killing your father?” I ask drolly.


That curl of her lips again. “How do you know I didn’t?”


“Keahi,” Twanow warns, but she doesn’t need to continue. I’m already making a note to never ask questions I don’t want the answers to.


“My mother was no match for him,” Keahi states flatly. “Weak. Small. A tiny little mouse that spent her days scurrying about to fulfill his every demand, while keeping her head down and lips sealed. Sometimes, when he was away, I would hear her sing softly in Hawaiian. When I was young, I wanted more. When I grew older, I wished she would just shut up already. But then Lea came, and not only did Lea like her singing, Lea would sing along; I’d come upon them in the kitchen, humming these little duets. It was… painful.” Not the word I was expecting. Keahi clarifies: “The sound of hope in a house where no such thing exists.”


Unfortunately, I know from experience there’s only one direction this story can go. “I assume something terrible happened.”


“No.” Keahi shakes her head, sounding surprised even after all these years. “Something good happened. The morning of my eighteenth birthday, my mother crept into the bedroom Lea and I shared and announced we were leaving. Not her, she didn’t have enough money for that. But she had purchased two tickets to Hawaii for Lea and me. We were to go, find her family, and never come back. And… it worked. She filled my father with whiskey and beer till he passed out cold. I took Lea’s hand and ran all the way down our driveway to the main road, where a neighbor drove us to the airport. I told everyone Lea was my daughter, and just like that, we were on a plane. We were free.”


Keahi’s voice breaks slightly on the last word. I give her a moment to recover. There’s a softness to her features when she speaks of her sister, a wistful look in her eyes. She’s either an incredible actress, or she truly loved Lea. I don’t know why Keahi would lie on the subject, though. Reconnecting with a long-lost sibling would hardly change her sentence at this point. Especially as she seems not just resigned but resolved to die.


“You and your sister made it to Hawaii. Did you find your mother’s family?”


“They were kind. Especially to me. I might’ve looked like them, but I knew nothing of their culture. More haole than Hawaiian. Lea, of course, took to everyone and everything immediately. We shared a tiny room in my auntie’s house. She had a small farm, not so different from my parents’, though no pigs.” Keahi flashes a quick smile. I refuse to take the bait.


She continues. “I got up early each morning and rushed out to do chores, working twice as hard as any of my cousins because I had to. I was terrified my auntie would change her mind, send us back. Or worse, Daddy would show up one day and burn it all to the ground. I already knew I’d kill him first. He was never going to touch my sister. I promised it to her. I swore it to myself.”


“Keahi.” The lawyer’s warning tone again.


Keahi dismisses her with another wave of her hand. “What are they going to do, give me a second lethal injection?”


“But your father never appeared,” I hastily interject, trying to get us back on topic. “You and Lea were safe in Hawaii?”


“For two whole years.”


“What happened?”


Her lips compressed into a tight line. “I proved to be my mother’s daughter after all. I met a man.”


“I STARTED WORKING a little farm stand, selling eggs, vegetables, and cut flowers from my auntie’s garden. One day, this man pulled up in a baby-blue convertible. I’d never seen anything like it, certainly not in Texas. The guy who got out was as flashy as his car—expensive Hawaiian shirt, linen trousers, fancy loafers. Handsome, too, but I wasn’t that stupid. He asked about the eggs, teased me about how many boys bought the flowers just to give them to me. I did my best to ignore him, but he kept chatting away. Wanted to know my recommendation for places to go on the island. Seemed interested in my answers. He smiled. All the time. Often. Easily. I thought to myself, He isn’t anything like my father.” On the table, Keahi’s hands clench and unclench. “So maybe I was a little stupid after all.”


“You fell in love?”


“What is love?” The Beautiful Butcher rolls one shoulder dramatically.


I’m now as impatient as the lawyer. “You ended up with this guy. You and your sister?”


“Of course. I’m dependent on my aunt for every bite of food, and I’d never seen much outside of a Texas pig farm. And this man, he’s handsome, charming, and rich. Like crazy rich. In a matter of months, Lea and I had left my auntie’s tiny house for Mac’s oceanside villa.


“My auntie didn’t like him. She said I was too young, and he was too pretty. She didn’t trust a man who didn’t have calluses on his hands. But he was good to Lea. Bought her dresses, dolls, even got her a kitten. I saw how he treated her, and I thought, There is a good man. I’m the luckiest girl around.


“Have I mentioned yet my stupidity?”


I stay quiet, watching her strong fingers twitch in agitation.


“Mac had an entire household staff—chef, housekeeper, grounds crew—so no more chores for me. My sole obligation became to look gorgeous every evening when he came home. And Lea, she was ecstatic, running though this huge mansion, splashing around in the pool, playing games with her kitten. The staff adored her. They were more reserved with me, however. From the beginning, I recognized some of their looks were pitying.”


“When did he first hit you?” I ask softly. Again, there is only one direction this story can go.


“I asked him one too many questions when he came home from work one evening. He slapped me, then immediately apologized.”


“You accepted his excuse.”


“I slapped him back.”


This grabs my attention.


“He liked it.” Keahi regards me intently, her dark eyes nearly glowing. “He liked it very much. We were late to dinner that night, he liked it so much.” She pauses, as if this should shock me. I keep my features neutral. I would like to say this is the first time I’ve heard of such things, but it isn’t. Finally, Keahi continues in a more casual tone. “Lea was too young to understand. But the moment she saw us, she stopped chattering away with the cook, grew subdued. I got it then. She didn’t have to know what had happened to know that we were back home again. We’d come all the way to Hawaii to live like Texas. I’d failed. I just didn’t know how badly yet.”


“It grew worse.”


“Gloves were off. Mac would strike me for no reason, just to see what I’d do. And I’d explode on him. It felt great.” Keahi’s voice is nearly feral with satisfaction. “He hit me; I punched back harder. He knocked me to the ground; I kicked the legs out from underneath him. I didn’t care how much I hurt, as long as I could make him hurt worse.


“I wanted to believe I gave as good as I got. Except, of course, I didn’t. He was bigger and stronger. I bruised his jaw; he knocked me out. I blackened his torso; he had me spitting up blood. And soon enough, he was reminding me it was his home I lived in, his clothes on my back, his charity keeping my sister safe. I learned to wear a lot of makeup and ignore the staff’s concerned glances. I’m sure you can fill in the rest.”


“He hurt your sister.”


“Huge, climactic brawl.” Keahi’s tone is once again flippant, which is how I know this part of the story matters. “I was on the floor, Mac kicking and punching the shit out of me. Lea came running into the room. She tried to grab his arm to stop him. And he threw her across the room so hard I could hear the thud of her body hitting the wall. That was it. My jaw was fractured, my ribs broken, but I didn’t care. I went after him with everything I had while screaming at Lea to run. I heard her get up. I thought I saw her flee from the room. Then Mac was on his feet and I was on my back and I don’t remember much after that. When I regained consciousness, I was in the hospital, most of my body covered in bandages and my auntie holding my hand.”


Keahi’s breathing has grown ragged. She seems to realize it, draws in a deep lungful, then slowly lets it out. Anyone else, I would feel compelled to touch their arm, offer comfort. In this case, I don’t want to lose the hand I’m pretty sure she’d snap off at the wrist.


“I asked about Lea,” Keahi continues now. “I begged my aunt to find her. She went straight to Mac’s house and demanded to see her niece. Mac denied it all. Claimed he hadn’t seen Lea since the night I physically attacked him. Most likely she’d run away, terrified of her violent older sister, and instead of harassing him, my auntie should be thanking him for not pressing charges against me. Given the damage to his face… My auntie waited outside the gates, catching the grounds crew as they were leaving. They swore they hadn’t seen Lea. As they were locals, she believed them, even though she couldn’t believe Mac.


“After that, my cousins scoured the city, searching for Lea. But Honolulu is big, and there’s only so much ground they could cover.”


“Did they go to the police?”


“The police.” Keahi already sounds disgusted. “Do you know how many native Hawaiian girls disappear each year? Versus how many they bother to look for, let alone find?”


“No one knows,” Twanow murmurs, glancing over at me. “Federal studies gather data on Native Americans and Alaska Natives, but not Indigenous Hawaiians, as they don’t have tribal lands that fall under federal jurisdiction. What we know from the populations that are tracked—one report found that of the fifty-seven hundred missing and murdered Indigenous girls, only a little over a hundred show up in the Justice Department database. And in Hawaii, which is a major hub for sex trafficking, those numbers are probably even worse.”


I’d like to say I’m surprised, but I’m not. All the cases I’ve worked these past dozen years have been filled with statistics just as depressing as these.


“You never found your sister.” I look at Keahi.


“Once I was out of the hospital, I tried everything. Days and nights, nights and days, flashing her photo to anyone who would look, pleading for information. I even broke into Mac’s villa. Her room was empty. Like she’d never been there. Like she’d never existed at all.”


Keahi looks away, a muscle twitching in her jaw. “I spent two years on the island, living off my auntie’s generosity while I searched for my sister. In the end, even my auntie told me it was time to let go. Lea was most likely dead. I had to accept that.”


“How long ago was this?”


“Lea disappeared almost a dozen years ago. She was five years old. Only five years old.”


I understand. “After you gave up the search, you returned to Texas? Your father?”


“What choice did I have? I couldn’t stay in Hawaii forever. My auntie had done enough, and what had I given her in return? I had no job, no skills, no formal education. So that was that. I came home. Whatever my daddy did now, at least I deserved it.”


I take a deep breath, my mind whirring through the story of Keahi’s life, trying to make the pieces fit. “All right. Your sister had disappeared, you return home and spend, what, the next three years taking out your rage on other men? Which may or may not have included your father?”


Twanow glares at me.


“He happened to die shortly after I returned to the homestead,” Keahi retorts blithely.


Ahh, here is the murderess I’ve come to know and not love. “You never returned to Hawaii, followed up with your auntie, cousins, whomever?”


“No.”


“But now, three weeks before your execution, you’re suddenly overcome with the need to locate your baby sister?”


“I’ve always been overcome with the need to save Lea. I just assumed it was no longer possible.”


Finally, I get it. “Something changed. You have a lead on her, a reason to believe she’s still alive?”


“I received a letter, handwritten by her, telling me she still loves me.”


“How do you know it’s her handwriting? You last saw her when she was five.”


“I know.”


I sigh heavily. I’ve not had enough sleep for such dramatics. “Have you given this letter to the police, notified Hawaiian authorities?”


“They won’t help.”


“Because she’s Native Hawaiian? I think an actual note from a missing girl would get their attention.”


Keahi shakes her head.


“Because of who you are, then?” I press. “You think they’ll ignore her plight because she’s the sister of a convicted killer?”


“No. This isn’t about me. It’s because of who he is.”


“Who?” I’m truly bewildered.


“Mac. He has her. All these years later, she’s with him. Except no law enforcement agency is going to challenge him. Not a man like Sanders MacManus.”


I stare at her. Blink. Stare again. “Mac is Sanders MacManus? The tech mogul? The guy who has a net worth greater than most developed countries?”


“And who’s buying up most of Hawaii,” Twanow fills in. “One island at a time.”


I’m honestly not sure what to do with this. I’ve spent the past twelve years of my life living in mostly marginalized communities searching for people who don’t even rate mention in their local papers. I have no illusions that life is very different for the haves versus the have-nots. Meaning trying to take on a man of MacManus’s wealth and privilege… I struggle to think of options.


“Your sister is how old now? Seventeen, eighteen?”


“Seventeen and nine months. Still a minor,” Twanow provides. It’s a salient fact.


“Investigating Sanders MacManus would certainly require some finesse,” I venture, “but that doesn’t mean it couldn’t be done. Especially if he’s holding an underage girl.”


“He’ll cover his tracks, buy them off, whatever it takes.” Keahi’s already dismissive. “A man with that much money and power? The police will never gain access to even look for her.”


“But I can?” I shake my head furiously. “This is way out of my league—”


“We can get you to Hawaii,” Twanow interrupts.


“First class if you want,” Keahi adds. “I have plenty of money.”


“You have money?” I feel like I’m caught in some surreal play.


“Death row men don’t get to have all the fun. We ladies have our fans as well.” That smirk again. I’m really starting to hate it.


“We can get you to Hawaii,” Twanow repeats. “MacManus bought a small atoll an hour’s flight from Honolulu. He’s developing it to be an ecolodge and needs workers. You’re an experienced bartender, yes?”


“Sure, but—”


“I have a contact in the company that’s handling staff recruitment. The crew is bare bones right now, an advance team studying the site for development, but they still need people to manage the kitchen, handle housekeeping, etc. That’ll be your in. The rest is easy—MacManus visits the atoll regularly to appraise the situation. You can meet him in person, determine if Lea is with him, then make contact.”


“So now I’m an undercover operator? Hell no. I don’t have the experience. Hire a private investigator.”


“Never work,” Keahi states immediately. “Do you know how many people have tried to get to him over the years? He’ll spot a professional a mile away. You’re not a professional.”


“Exactly!”


“Better, you don’t need to be undercover,” Twanow pushes. “Just be yourself, a wandering nomad who picks up work along the way. You have hardly any internet footprint, records in your name, anything. Even if he grows suspicious and has someone look you up, it’ll take weeks for them to make headway. Certainly it took me that long.”


“I work missing persons cold cases,” I begin.


“That’s exactly what this is,” Keahi assures me.


“No! If what you’re saying is true, your sister is a kidnapping victim. You need someone experienced in extraction, not to mention self-defense, gunslinging, and other random acts of saving the day.” I hold up arms that are stick thin compared to the rippling muscles on the woman before me. “Do I look like someone who can win a fight if the going gets tough? I talk my way through investigations. Absolutely, positively no physical confrontations. I’m not that kind of gal.”


“Then you’ll have to choose your words carefully.” Keahi’s stare remains fixed. “It has to be you. There’s no one else who can do it. And someone must save her. You can’t sentence her to spend the rest of her life with that abusive, entitled fuck!”


“Just see if she’s there,” Twanow offers placatingly. “Make contact, then let me know. I’ll assist with the rest.”


“Call in the cavalry? A platoon of Navy SEALs?”


“Whatever’s needed. If you can confirm Lea is being held against her will, then the authorities will have to take action. This will work. I wouldn’t have spent so much time and energy hunting you down if I thought otherwise.”


I have a sick feeling in my stomach. This is not my area of expertise. I don’t like violence or blood; there’s a reason I work missing persons and not murder cases.


But at the same time, if what Keahi says is true, if her sister really is being held against her will by a vicious and powerful man… how do I walk away from that?


“You’ll do this,” Keahi states.


“Oh, shut up.” I am so done with requests from serial killers.


“You’ll do this,” she repeats firmly. “You help people who are forgotten. My sister is forgotten. But even more importantly, she’s alive. I have proof she’s alive. And when was the last time your search ended with finding the living? Forget about me, you need this win.”


“I fucking hate you right now.”


Keahi grins again, that slow, feral smile that was probably the same one she wore right before slitting the throats of each of her victims. She’s got my number and she knows it.


“Excellent. Then it’s all set. Victoria will get your ticket to Hawaii. You will save Lea. And three weeks from now, when I finally arrive in hell, I’ll dance in the flames knowing my baby sister is safe and sound.”















CHAPTER 3



I WANT TO SEE THIS LETTER.” I’m walking so fast, Twanow can barely keep up. I don’t care. I need out of this prison, right now.


“Of course. I have a copy.”


“You really think her sister is alive?” I pause just long enough to peer intently at the lawyer, then have to get moving again. Honest to God, the walls are closing in.


We arrive at the front, what, reception area? I don’t know the correct penitentiary lingo and don’t want to learn now.


Twanow grabs my arm long enough to get me to sign out, then I’m off again. The first wave of fresh air against my face feels like a celebration. I stop just to savor it. Of course, there’s still heavy fencing, coiled razor wire, and watchtowers marring the horizon. Fuck it, I’m back to moving.


“I have to think about this,” I inform Twanow as I bustle along. I also need to shower, sleep, and eat something other than a candy bar. I feel simultaneously exhausted and wired.


“I stay at a local hotel when I’m in the area.” Twanow scrambles to catch up. “It’s nothing fancy, but it’s quiet and clean. I took the liberty of reserving a second room for you.”


I halt abruptly. “What is she to you? Why are you doing all this on behalf of a woman who didn’t just murder eighteen men but genuinely enjoyed it?”


“I have no illusions about who Keahi Pierson truly is,” Twanow says quietly. “She’s a cold-blooded killer.”


“But?”


“She still shouldn’t be put to death. Study after study has shown pervasive racial bias when it comes to the death penalty. Just look at Keahi, who’s half Native Hawaiian. Most death row inmates spend decades awaiting execution, while her sentence will be carried out in a matter of years. Have you ever heard of such a thing—”


“Because she pled guilty, waived all appeals.”


“Because she believes she is a monster. And why is that? Would you like me to quote you more statistics on the cycle of violence and lack of social services for marginalized populations? Keahi blames her father for who she is, but I blame society. We failed her, her mother, her sister, and countless others. They were born into a perfect storm of abuse, alcoholism, and poverty. And even knowing what the results of such a childhood will most likely be—another generation mired in abuse, alcoholism, and poverty—we did nothing. Now the state cares about Keahi Pierson. Now the state wants to step in to protect future victims. I say, where was the state thirty years ago, when she needed that same kind of attention herself?”


“Fine.” I resume my beeline toward the parking lot.


“It’s not fine! None of this is fine. It’s tragic. It’s awful. It’s not fine!”


“It’s fucking tragic. Better?”


“Can you just slow down for a minute?”


“No! I need out. And that hotel room you offered. Because I don’t disagree with you. This whole thing… it’s fucking awful.” I feel like I should have something more profound to offer than that, but my mind is too fried for intelligent responses. “Food. Is there a drive-thru near here? I need a cheeseburger. And a milkshake. Chocolate. No, strawberry. No, definitely chocolate. Yeah, take me for food, and maybe I’ll survive long enough for you and your death row client to kill me.”


“I can do that. My car is just over there. You’re going to do this, then? Right? Because it’s going to take most of the day to get to Hawaii, and we don’t have much time left.”


“What kind of name is Sanders MacManus?” I mutter. “Anyone with the first name Sanders has gotta be a douche.”


The lawyer simply nods, leads me across the packed parking lot.


“Did Lea write that letter? Is she still alive? I guess that’s the key question.” I’m rambling, my thoughts ping-ponging around in my overtired brain. “Except, what would be the upside for pretending such a thing? Not like the appearance of a long-lost sister makes a difference for Keahi’s upcoming execution, right? There’s no sudden-appearance-of-a-missing-relative clause that makes one exempt from lethal injection?”


“Definitely not.”


“Is it about money? Keahi implied she had plenty. Could this be an imposter heiress sort of play?”


“Not that kind of money,” Twanow assures me. “More like if you only have a month left to live and want to go wild at the prison commissary kind of wealth.”


“She offered a first-class ticket to Hawaii.”


“She has benefactors—”


“Future husbands? Or would that be more like future widowers?”


Twanow rolls her eyes. We’ve arrived at a sensible silver compact with a rental company sticker on the top corner of the windshield. She unlocks the doors, gestures for me to get in.


“Getting the money for a plane ticket to assist with Keahi’s dying wish won’t be a problem,” she provides. “But that’s not to say these gentlemen have a ton of resources, or would magically hand them over to a long-lost sibling.”


“Then why the letter now? I don’t like that timing. God, I have a headache.” I slide into the front seat, scrubbing my temples furiously.


“Food,” Twanow states firmly, already putting the car in reverse. “I’m starving, too, so it’ll help both of us. As for the timing, Keahi’s case has been all over the news as the date approaches for her execution.”


“Her face was all over the news seven years ago when she was arrested for eighteen murders,” I retort dryly.


“Seven years ago, Lea would’ve been ten. Young for taking action, let alone did she have access to news and TV coverage? If she was under MacManus’s control, he’d have reason to keep her in the dark.”


“But she found out now.”


“Older, wiser. And being a teenager, probably plenty tech savvy.”


“So she sent a handwritten letter? Not an email, message board post, something quicker and easier for a computer-age teen?”


“Too traceable. Anything she did on an electronic device would leave digital footprints for someone like MacManus to find. Sneak out and slip a note in a mailbox, however, and she leaves no evidence behind. Doesn’t have to worry about someone going through her phone, laptop, etc.”


“Assuming she has access to electronics. Or, for that matter, assuming she has access to a mailbox.”


“She could give it to a sympathetic party to mail. Early in my career, I worked a few human trafficking cases where that’s how they got out a message for help.”


“Isn’t it still early in your career?”


“I can only hope.” Twanow flashes me a quick smile, then pulls into the promised fast-food heaven.


Last time I was this hungry, I’d barely survived several days in the wilds of Wyoming with a psychopath picking off the members of our search party one by one. I made it out. But not everyone did. Those long weeks of recovery afterward… I don’t like to think about that case, though maybe I should. I survived. I healed. I carried on.


Compared to that, just how frightening could investigating some tech billionaire on a tropical island be?


The rich, greasy smell of hamburger hits my nose. I forget about the past, place a highly enthusiastic order for the present, and get down to the serious business of eating. Twanow not only inhales an entire cheeseburger but also dips her fries in her chocolate shake. I respect her on those grounds alone.


That lasts all the way to Waco, where we liberate my suitcase from the bus station, then check into the as-promised, no-frills motel, and finally get down to the business of finding a billionaire.


“ARE YOU FAMILIAR with Marlon Brando and the remote island he bought back in nineteen sixty-seven, after filming Mutiny on the Bounty?”


“Haven’t a clue.”


We’d each taken a sixty-minute break—Twanow claiming she needed time for a run. Me, who never ran unless someone was chasing me, using that time to wash the prison out of my hair. Now we’re sitting in her room. I’m barefoot and cross-legged on the bed. She’s in the lone chair in front of the window, looking even younger and fresher in a pair of black leggings and a dark green tunic top. She’s wearing socks, which probably says something about her opinion of the cleanliness of the carpet. On the other hand, given some of the places I’ve lived, I consider this room the height of luxury.


“Marlon first visited Tetiaroa, an atoll in the French Polynesians, while filming the movie,” she explains now. “Legend is he fell in love with the island and bought it, determined to protect its natural beauty and cultural legacy. Eventually, he hired Richard Bailey, an American hotelier in Tahiti, to develop the first ever eco-friendly, completely sustainable, incredibly luxe resort. Challenging premise from the start, as luxury generally implies waste—elaborate lighting, frigid air-conditioning, and excessive amounts of everything.”


“Okay.” No idea where this is going.


“Long story short, it worked. The Brando on Tetiaroa is now one of those places movie stars fly into from all over the world to enjoy remote sandy beaches while experiencing deep seawater air-conditioning, solar-powered lighting, and buildings created entirely from locally sourced materials. And that is what Sanders MacManus now wants to do on his own personal atoll, Pomaikai.”


“This is the place one hour outside of Hawaii?”


“You will fly into Honolulu. Then catch one of the MacManus Group charter flights to Pomaikai.”


“Just like that?”


“The charter flights depart once a week to bring supplies, including food and staff. Guess which one you are?”


“I’m already hired as staff? Again, just like that?”


“There’s been a lot of turnover lately. Apparently, while everyone thinks they want to work in paradise, few have what it takes to survive such a remote paradise.”


“How remote?”


“You won’t be watching TV, checking emails, or phoning home anytime soon. For that matter, best not to spike a fever, develop an infection, or sprain an ankle. Are you allergic to bee stings? Because if so, I’m going to need you to lie about that.”


“What?”


Twanow is already moving right along. “We just need to get you to Hawaii in the next thirty-six hours to catch the private charter.”


I’m so flummoxed I don’t know where to begin. “You planned all this before even meeting with me.” I can’t decide if I’m outraged or impressed.


“You agreed to take a bus all the way to Gatesville to see Keahi. That was good enough for me.”


I grimace, irritated on principle. Apparently, having a curious mind and self-destructive personality is predictable after all.


“You’re an alcoholic,” Twanow states, as if reading my mind. Her tone is curious, feeling me out.


“Yes. Born and raised by generations of alcoholics. Got any booze on you, I can prove it.”


She ignores my sarcasm. “But you work as a bartender.”


“Being around booze isn’t a trigger for me.” I shrug. “Breathing is.”


Twanow studies me for a long moment. “There’s alcohol on the island. Wine, beer, hard liquor. There are rules about drinking, given that everyone must be able to muster on a moment’s notice. In other words, all alcohol in the camp is controlled and monitored. Which will be one of your jobs.”


I’m running out of shocked whats, so I go with startled blinking instead.


“MacManus is still in the early stages of development—there’s no luxury hotel, just a collection of rustic cabins and a couple of larger common buildings to shelter the forward crew. The staffing includes engineers, naturalists, an archaeologist, the architect, the project manager, two cooks, and now you—dishwasher, laundress, and supply tech. You’re in charge of overseeing provisions, including alcohol.”


“If that’s not irony…” I roll my eyes, then force myself to focus on the relevant matters at hand. “Do I have a long and sordid relationship with alcohol? Sure. Do thoughts of drinking and the siren song of cheap booze still haunt my dreams? Absolutely. But that’s the life of a recovering alcoholic. There’s temptation wherever I go.” I shrug for a second time, as eloquent as I get on this subject. “I’ve continued to work as a bartender as it’s my only employable skill, and a girl’s gotta eat. As part of that job, I inventory, order, and pour endless amounts of booze on any given night. Sounds to me like this gig isn’t that different.”


“You can handle it?”


“Some of my fellow friends of Bill would tell you no way. But being around other people drinking doesn’t get to me. I have my own set of issues.” Remembering my first real love, Paul, dying in my arms; pouring myself into a case to save someone who can no longer be saved; watching other people, total strangers, going about the business of life while I remain on the outside, looking in.


At this stage of my life, I’ve chosen to lean into my fatalism. As long as I belong to no one and nowhere, use it. Commit myself to others and their problems. Which has the added benefit of allowing me to avoid my own.


Paul: “Why are you doing this? Why can’t I be enough for you?”


Me, standing there, unable to answer.


“You’re an addict.” He answered his own question bitterly. “That’s why. There will always be something you need more, some high you have to chase. Jesus, Frankie. I love you.”


Me, still standing there, unable to answer.


Paul turning away. Paul walking away.


Me, not following.


Now Twanow digs a manila folder out of her computer case. She places it on the empty space in front of my curled legs and starts pulling out individually clipped reports, each one topped by a photograph. The galley of rogues, I think, otherwise known as the forward crew.


“Here’s the deal,” she states crisply. “A development project like the one MacManus wants to undertake requires a lot of dotting i’s and crossing t’s. I don’t care how much money the man has; ecological impact matters at both the state and federal level, not to mention he can’t risk tainting his future luxury resort with bad PR. To that end, there’s roughly a dozen people stationed on Pomaikai to conduct the necessary studies while also ensuring everything proceeds according to plan. Needless to say, it’s not the happiest job for many of them.”


“Needless to say,” I echo, already getting it. MacManus equals rock. Fragile ecosystem, hard place. I’m suddenly very happy to be the person simply required to tidy things up while doling out booze. Go me.


“Sanders MacManus.” Twanow taps his photo with her finger. I obediently pick up the report, studying his picture.


“Keahi was right, he’s a good-looking guy if you’re into the preppy type. Is it just me, or does he dress like the business casual version of Thurston Howell? He come from money?”


“Not at all. Grew up in Southern California. His mother was a real estate agent; his father taught math at the local high school. MacManus’s claim to fame is befriending the right kid—Shawn Eastman, class nerd—and then defending him from bullies. Shawn developed the code that would become their business’s claim to fame, a rolling algorithm that aids in corporate security software. MacManus was the CEO and face of the operation, Eastman the brains. They took the company public ten years later and both became overnight millionaires. Then Shawn died in a plane accident. Within a year, MacManus sold the company, saying he couldn’t continue on without his partner. Being the sole shareholder, he made half a billion overnight. Been investing it in real estate ever since.”


“His partner’s death made him the sole shareholder? Sounds awfully suspicious to me.”


“There have been rumors circulating for years, but nothing concrete. The thing to remember about MacManus: he’s no tech genius. He’s a salesman, in his own words, or a con man, according to others. He’s plenty smart, but he’s also arrogant, self-absorbed, and condescending. You are exactly the kind of person he won’t bother to notice.”


“Yeah me!” But I get her point. His dismissiveness will make my job easier.


“MacManus is due to visit the site next week. You should have a few days to settle in before his arrival. Which brings us to the next important person, MacManus’s right-hand man and project manager, Vaughn Winslow Austin. He’s running the show, and he will be studying your every move.”


“Seriously? Vaughn Winslow Austin? Sure he and MacManus didn’t meet at some prep school in their tennis whites?” I pick up the next clipped report. Vaughn looks different than I expected—wavy brown hair, crinkled blue eyes, a hint of a smile set in weathered features. Handsome, but only in a Matthew McConaughey sort of way.


“Austin has developed two other major resorts for MacManus. He knows what he’s doing and runs a tight ship. My advice: be yourself, a wandering soul picking up work as you go. Most of these jobs are contract employees. You won’t be the only one who doesn’t have a mailing address.”


“Good to know.”


“I’ll give you these reports to study overnight; just don’t take them with you. You don’t want someone to discover something this incriminating if they go through your luggage.”


“I’m inexperienced, but not stupid,” I assure her.


“Third person to know for now, Aolani Akamai, MacManus’s architect, who’s working with the archaeologist and naturalists on the environmental impact statement. This project is a big deal for her. MacManus hired her as a concession to the locals—look at how much he wants to honor Hawaiian culture and heritage; he’s even hired a local architect. She’s no puppet, however. She’s gifted, ambitious, and razor sharp. She’s also still getting to know MacManus, which is to say, if you have reason to immediately fear for Lea or yourself, Aolani might be your best bet for assistance.”


“Okay.” I pick up her bio, study the photo. She’s tall and slender, with the kind of willowy build I associate with models and women I want to hate. But there’s a determined set to her jaw I find redeeming. Clearly, someone who doesn’t mind a fight.


I gesture to the collection of reports. “You’ve done your homework.”


Twanow settles into a stubborn expression. “I’m very good at my job.”


“But this isn’t your job. Getting Keahi off death row is. This is more like a favor for a friend. You like her that much, your homicidal client who would be happy to get out of prison and butcher even more men?”


“I already told you, I have no illusions about who she is.”


“Then why this? All of this? Because I’m pretty sure this is the walking definition of going above and beyond.”


“You’ve agreed to help. Why are you doing it?”


I give her a look. “Because this is my job. Finding people no one else is looking for. I’m in it for Lea, just like I’m always working for the missing.”


“Then we’re in agreement. This is for Lea—”


“No. Because you did all this before you knew for sure if there was a Lea or a way to make contact. You…” I get it then; it hits me like a proverbial whack over the head. “This is your guilt.” I point at each packet of information. “You know you can’t save your client. Keahi will be executed three weeks from now.”


Twanow’s jaw tightens, but for once, she doesn’t prevaricate. “At this point, it would take a miracle for it to be otherwise. In case you didn’t realize, Texas isn’t known for its last-minute stay-of-execution orders.”


“This is your amends. You can’t save Keahi, so you’ll save her sister.”


“Does it matter?”


“Only because I’ve never flown on a plane before.”


“What?”


“I’ve never flown on a plane before. I’ve never gone to Hawaii, let alone a remote tropical island where at least one of the very few people present is most likely a psychopath with a taste for sex-trafficked victims. So, yeah, to me, your motives matter very much.”


Twanow exhales, her shoulders dropping from their defensive stance. “All right, then here it is: I can’t save Keahi, so I would like to save her sister. Keahi said you would take this case because you need the win. Well, I need the win, too. Otherwise, these past four years of representing Keahi, getting to know everything about her, the death penalty, the injustice of the justice system… I need to know it wasn’t all in vain.”


“Okay.”


“Okay?”


“I needed to know where you were coming from. Now I do. So, yes, let’s get me on a plane. How bad can it be compared to twelve hours on a bus?”


Twanow finally smiles. “Thank you. I’d like to say I’m only a phone call away, but of course…”


“No cell reception in paradise,” I repeat from her earlier comment.


“Technically, there’s some sat reception so staff is afforded short windows of opportunity to connect with the larger world. There’s also limited internet access, though I understand it’s reserved for the professionals. If you get desperate, Aolani and Vaughn should have authorization given their responsibilities. You’ll just have figure out a way to gain their permission.”




OEBPS/images/9781538765098.jpg
NNNNN





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
GRAND
CENTRAL





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
LISA
GARDNER

STILL SEE

YOU

EVERYWHERE

GGGGG
CCCCCCC

ooooooooooooo





