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Dying is a lonely thing.


        Then again, so is living.


        We all spend our lives alone inside our heart of hearts. However much we share with those we love, we always hold something back. Sometimes it’s a small thing, like a woman remembering a secret but long-gone love. She tells her husband she’s never loved anyone more than him, and she speaks the literal truth. But she has loved someone as much as him.


        Sometimes it’s a big thing, a huge thing, a monster that cuddles up next to us and licks us between the shoulder blades. A man, while in college, witnesses a gang rape but never steps forward. Years later that man becomes the father of a daughter. The more he loves her, the worse the guilt, but still, still, still, he’ll never tell. Torture and death before that truth.


        In the late hours, the ones when everyone’s alone, those secrets come knocking. Some knock hard and some knock soft, but, whispering or screeching, they come. No locked door will keep them out; they have the key to us. We speak to them or plead with them or scream at them and we wish we could tell them to someone, that we could get them off our chest to just one person and feel relief.


        We toss in bed or we walk the halls or we get drunk or we get stoned or we howl at the moon. Then the dawn comes and we shush them up and gather them back into our heart of hearts and do our best to carry on with living. Success at that endeavor depends on the size of the secret and the individual. Not everyone is built for guilt.


        Young or old, man or woman, everyone has secrets. This I have learned, this I have experienced, this I know about myself.


        Everyone.


        I look down at the dead girl on the metal table and wonder: What secrets did you take with you that no one will ever know?


        She’s far, far too young to be gone. In her early twenties. Beautiful. Long, dark, straight hair. She has skin the color of light coffee, and it looks smooth and flawless even under these harsh fluorescents. Pretty, delicate features go with the skin: vaguely Latin, I think, mixed with something else. Probably Anglo. Her lips have gone pale in death, but they are full without being too full, and I imagine them in a smile that was a precursor to a laugh; light but melodic. She’s small and thin through the sheet that covers her from the neck down.


        The murdered move me. Good or bad, they had hopes and dreams and loves. They once lived, like all of us, in a world where the deck is stacked against living. Between cancer or crashes on the freeway or dropping dead of a heart attack with a glass of wine in your hand and a strangled smile on your face, the world gives us plenty of chances to die. Murderers cheat the system, help things along, rob the victims of something it’s already a fight to keep. This offends me. I hated it the first time I saw it and I hate it even more now.


        I have been dealing with death for a long time. I am posted in the Los Angeles branch of the FBI and for the last twelve years I have headed up a team responsible for handling the worst of the worst in Southern California. Serial killers. Child rapists and murderers. Men who laugh as they torture women and then groan as they have sex with the corpses. I hunt living nightmares and it’s always terrible, but it’s also everywhere and inevitable.


        Which is why I have to ask the question.


        ‘Sir? What are we doing here?’


        Assistant Director Jones is my long-time mentor, my boss and the head of all FBI activities in Los Angeles. The problem though, the reason for my maybe callous query, is that we’re not in Los Angeles. We’re in Virginia, near Washington DC.


        This poor woman may be dead, the fact of her death may touch me, but she’s not one of mine.


        He gives me a sideways glance, part thoughtful, maybe a little bit annoyed. AD Jones looks exactly like what he is: a veteran cop. He exudes law-enforcement and leadership. He’s got a square-jawed, strong face, hard, tired eyes, and a regulation haircut with no nod to style. He’s handsome in his way, with three past marriages to prove it, but there’s something guarded there. Shadows in a strongbox.


        ‘Command performance, Smoky,’ he says. ‘From the Director himself.’


        ‘Really?’


        I’m surprised by this on a few levels. The obvious is simple curiosity: why here, why me? The other is more complex: AD Jones’s compliance to this unusual request. He has always been that rarity in a bureaucracy, someone who questions orders with impunity if he feels it is warranted. He said ‘command performance’ but we wouldn’t be here if he didn’t feel there was a valid reason for it.


        ‘Yeah,’ he replies. ‘The Director dropped a name I couldn’t ignore.’


        The door to the morgue swings open before I can ask the obvious question.


        ‘Speak of the devil,’ AD Jones mutters.


        FBI Director Samuel Rathbun walks in alone, more strangeness; even before 9/11, FBI Directors traveled with an entourage. He walks up to us and it’s my hand he reaches out to shake first. I comply, bemused.


        Looks like I’m the Queen of this ball. Why?


        ‘Agent Barrett,’ he says in that trademark, politically handy baritone. ‘Thank you for coming on such short notice.’


        Sam Rathbun, otherwise known as ‘sir’, is a tolerable mix for an FBI Director. He has the necessary rugged good looks and political savvy, but he also has real experience behind him. He started as a cop, went to law school nights, and ended up in the FBI. I wouldn’t go so far as to call him ‘honest’ – his position precludes that luxury – but he only lies when he has to. This is integrity incarnate for a Director.


        He’s reputed to be pretty ruthless, which would not surprise me, and is supposed to be a health nut. Doesn’t smoke, doesn’t drink, no coffee, no soda, jogs five miles in the morning. Hey, everyone has their faults.


        I have to angle my head to look up at him. I’m only four foot ten, so I’m used to this.


        ‘No problem at all, Director,’ I say, lying through my teeth.


        Actually, it was a problem, a big fucking problem, but AD Jones will catch any fallout I generate by being difficult.


        Rathbun nods at AD Jones. ‘David,’ he says.


        ‘Director.’


        I compare the two men with some interest. They’re both the same height. AD Jones has brown hair, cut short in that way that says, ‘I don’t have time for this.’ The Director’s is black, flecked with gray and styled, very handsome-older-man, mover-and-shaker. The AD is about eight years older than Director Rathbun and more worn around the edges for sure. The Director looks like the man who jogs in the morning and loves it; the AD looks like he could jog in the morning, but chooses to have a cigarette and a cup of coffee instead and fuck you if you don’t like it. The Director’s suit fits better and his watch is a Rolex. AD Jones wears a watch that he probably paid thirty dollars for ten years ago. The differences are notable but really, in spite of all of this, it’s the similarities that strike me.


        Each has the same tired look to the eyes, a look that testifies to the carrying of secret burdens. They have card-players’ faces, continually holding things close to the vest.


        Here are two men who would be hard to live with, I think. Not because they’re bad men, but because they’d operate on the assumption you knew they cared, and that would have to be enough. Love, but no flowers.


        Director Rathbun turns to me, again. ‘I’ll get right to it, Agent Barrett. You’re here because I was asked to bring you by someone I’m not prepared to say no to.’


        I glance at AD Jones, remembering his comment about how the Director had ‘dropped a name’.


        ‘Can I ask who?’


        ‘Soon.’ He nods at the body. ‘Tell me what you see.’


        I turn to the body and force myself to focus.


        ‘Young woman, in her early twenties. Possible victim of homicide.’


        ‘What makes you say homicide?’


        I indicate a series of bruises on her left upper arm. ‘The bruises are red-purple, which means they’re very recent. See the outlines? Those bruises were caused by a hand. You have to grip someone pretty hard to cause bruising as defined as that. She’s cool to the touch meaning she’s been dead at least twelve hours, probably more like twenty with the visible bruising. Rigor hasn’t left the body, meaning she’s been dead less than thirty-six.’ I shrug. ‘She’s young, and someone grabbed her arm hard enough to bruise not long before she died. Suspicious.’ I give him a wry smile. ‘Oh yeah, and I’m here, which means she probably didn’t die of natural causes.’


        ‘Good eyes, as expected,’ he says. ‘And you’re correct. She was murdered. On a commercial airliner as it headed from Texas to Virginia. No one knew she was dead until after the plane was empty and the stewardess tried to rouse her.’


        I stare at him, certain he’s pulling my leg. ‘Murder at 30,000 feet? Is that a joke, sir?’


        ‘No.’


        ‘How do we know she was murdered?’


        ‘The nature of how she was found made it clear. But I want you to see it all fresh, with no preconceptions.’


        I turn back to the body, truly intrigued now. ‘When did this happen?’


        ‘Her body was discovered twenty hours ago.’


        ‘Do we have a cause of death yet?’


        ‘The autopsy hasn’t been done.’ He glances at his watch. ‘In fact, we’re waiting for the ME now. He’s probably held up signing non-disclosure forms.’


        This oddity brings me back to my original question, and I ask it again. ‘Why me, sir? More appropriately – why you? What is it about this woman that warrants direct involvement from the Director of the FBI?’


        ‘I’m about to tell you. But first, I want you to see something. Humor me.’


        Like I have a choice.


        He goes over to the body and lifts the sheet away from her chest. He holds it up.


        ‘Take a look,’ he says.


        AD Jones and I move to the head of the table so we are looking down her body from top to bottom. I see small breasts with brown nipples, a flat stomach I’d envy if she were alive. My gaze travels down her young form, arriving at her pubic area with impunity, one of the many indignities of the dead. And there I stop, shocked.


        ‘She has a penis,’ I blurt out.


        AD Jones says nothing.


        Director Rathbun lets the sheet fall back. He does this with gentle care, an almost fatherly gesture.


        ‘This is Lisa Reid, Smoky. Does that name mean anything to you?’


        I frown, trying to make the connection. I can only find one that accounts for the Director’s presence here.


        ‘As in Texas Congressman Dillon Reid?’


        ‘That’s right. Lisa was born Dexter Reid. Mrs Reid asked for you specifically. She’s familiar with your – ah – story.’


        I’m amused at his discomfort, but I hide it.


        Three years ago, my team and I were hunting a serial killer, a true psycho by the name of Joseph Sands. We were very close to catching him when he broke into my home one night. He tied me to a bed and raped me again and again. He used a hunting knife on the left side of my face, carving himself into me, stealing my beauty and leaving me with a permanent relief-map of pain.


        The scarring starts at my hairline in the middle of my forehead. It goes straight down to between my eyebrows, and then it rockets off to the left, an almost perfect ninety-degree angle. I have no left eyebrow; the scar has replaced it. The puckered road continues, across my temple, arcing in a lazy loop-de-loop down my cheek. It rips over toward my nose, crosses the bridge of it just barely, and then turns back, slicing in a diagonal across my left nostril and zooming one final time past my jawline, down my neck, ending at my collarbone.


        There is another scar, straight and perfect, that goes from under the middle of my left eye down to the corner of my mouth. This was a gift from another psychotic; he forced me to cut myself while he watched and smiled.


        Those are just the scars that are visible. Below the neckline of whatever blouse I happen to be wearing, there are others. Made by Sands’s knife blade and the cherry-end of a burning cigar. I lost my face that night, but that was the least of what Sands stole from me. He was a hungry thief, and he ate only the precious things.


        I had a husband, a beautiful man named Matt. Sands tied him to a chair and made him witness my rape and torture. Then Sands forced me to watch while he tortured and murdered my Matt. We screamed together and then Matt was gone. It was the last thing we ever shared.


        There was one final theft, the worst of all. My ten-year-old daughter, Alexa. I’d managed to get free and had come after Sands with my gun. He yanked Alexa up as I pulled the trigger and the bullet meant for him killed her, instead. I filled Sands up with the remaining bullets in the gun and reloaded, screaming, to do it all again. I would have kept firing until the end of the world if they’d let me.


        I spent six months after that night teetering on the knife-edge of suicide, wrapped in insanity and despair. I wanted to die, and I might have, but I was saved because someone else died first.


        My best friend from high school, Annie King, was murdered by a madman for no other reason than he wanted me to hunt him. He raped Annie with abandon and gutted her with a fisherman’s skill. When he was done, he tied Annie’s ten-year-old daughter, Bonnie, to Annie’s corpse. Bonnie was there for three days before she was discovered. Three days cheek to cheek with her hollowed-out mother.


        I gave the madman his wish. I hunted him down and killed him without a twinge of guilt. By the time it was all over, I just didn’t feel like dying anymore.


        Annie left Bonnie to me, as it turned out. It should have been a doomed relationship; I was a rickety mess, Bonnie was mute as a result of the horrors she’d witnessed. But fate is funny sometimes. Curses can blossom into blessings. Apart, we were broken, together, Bonnie and I helped each other to heal. Bonnie began speaking again two years ago, and I’m happy to be alive, something, at one time, I thought would never happen.


        I have learned to accept my disfigurement. I’ve never considered myself beautiful, really, but I used to be pretty. I am short, with curly, dark hair down to my shoulders. I have what my husband used to call ‘bite-sized boobs’, along with a butt that’s bigger than I’d like but which seems to have its own appeal. I had always been comfortable in my own skin, at peace with the physical hand dealt me. Sands’s work had made me cringe every time I looked into the mirror. I had kept my hair brushed forward after the attack, using it to obscure my face. Now I keep it tied back in a ponytail and tight against my head, daring the world to look and not giving – as my dad used to say – a ‘good God Damn’ if they don’t like it.


        All of this – my ‘ah – story’ as the Director had put it – had appeared in various papers, and it had given me a grisly celebrity with people both good and bad.


        It had also established a ceiling for me at the FBI. There was a time when I was being considered for the Assistant Director’s job. Not anymore. My scars gave me a good face for a hunter, or even a teacher of hunters (I’d been offered a teaching position at Quantico, which I’d turned down), but as far as being the administrative face of the FBI? Photoshoots with the President? Not going to happen.


        I’d come to terms with all of this years ago. I won’t say that I enjoy my job – enjoy is not the right word – but I am proud of being good at what I do.


        ‘I see,’ I reply. ‘Why did you agree?’


        ‘Congressman Reid is friends with the President. The President is nearing the end of his second term. Reid is the front-runner for the Democratic nomination, as I’m sure you’re aware.’


        ‘President Allen’s party,’ AD Jones says, observing the obvious for me.


        The puzzle pieces fall into place. The name the Director had dropped, the one that AD Jones couldn’t ignore, had been the President’s. And Dillon Reid was not just the President’s friend, he was potentially the next President himself.


        ‘I didn’t know that,’ I muse.


        The Director raises his eyebrows. ‘You didn’t know Dillon Reid was a shoo-in for the Democratic nomination? Don’t you watch the news?’


        ‘Nope. It’s all bad, so why bother?’


        The Director is staring at me in frank disbelief.


        ‘It’s not like I don’t vote,’ I add. ‘When the time comes, I find out who the candidates are and what they’re about. I’m just not all that interested in the stuff that comes before.’


        AD Jones smiles a little. The Director shakes his head.


        ‘Well, now that you do know, listen up,’ he says.


        Introductions are over, time has come to hand out the orders.


        ‘At no time in this investigation are you to let politics or political considerations keep you from doing an honest investigation. You are expected to be considerate and to exercise discretion. I’m going to fill you in on some important facts. You’re going to keep these facts to yourself. You’re not going to write them down anywhere, not a note, not an e-mail. You’re going to relay these facts to the members of your team who need to know, and you’re going to make sure they keep their mouths shut. Understand?’


        ‘Yes, sir,’ I reply.


        AD Jones nods.


        ‘A transsexual child is political dynamite for anyone, but especially so for a Democratic Congressman in what’s historically a Republican state. The Reids dealt with this essentially by cutting ties with their son. They didn’t disown him, but whenever they were asked, they made it clear that Dexter wasn’t welcome at home as long as he insisted on pursuing a transgender path. It got its fifteen minutes and that was pretty much that.’


        ‘But it was bullshit, wasn’t it?’ AD Jones says.


        I glance at him, surprised.


        Director Rathbun nods. ‘The truth is, the Reids loved their son. They didn’t care if he was gay, transgendered, or Martian.’


        And now I understand. ‘They helped pay for the sex-change, didn’t they?’


        ‘That’s right. Not directly, of course, but they provided money to Dexter whenever he needed it, knowing it would be used for sex-change necessities. Dexter has also secretly attended every Reid family Christmas.’


        I shake my head in disbelief. ‘Is the lie really that important?’


        The Director’s smile at me is the smile you give a child who’s just charmed you with their naïveté. Her so cute!


        ‘Haven’t you seen the culture war going on in this country? Well, magnify that by ten when you hit parts of the South. It could be the difference between being President or not. So yeah, it’s important.’


        I consider this. ‘I understand,’ I say, ‘but I don’t care about any of that.’


        Director Rathbun frowns. ‘Agent Barrett—’


        ‘Hold on, sir. I’m not saying I won’t keep the confidence. What I’m saying is that I won’t keep it because the Congressman wants to be President. I don’t give a rat’s ass about that. I’ll keep it because a family that lost a son wants me to.’ I nod toward the body of Lisa. ‘And mostly because Lisa seemed content to keep it herself.’


        The Director stares at me for a moment. ‘Fair enough,’ he replies, and continues. ‘Mrs Reid is going to be the family contact. If you have to speak to the Congressman, she’ll arrange it. Any permissions needed in terms of searching Lisa’s condo – anything – she’s the one you’ll talk to. Stay away from the Congressman unless it’s absolutely necessary.’


        ‘And what if this ends up pointing at the Congressman?’ I ask.


        His smile is mirthless. ‘Then I know I can count on you to ignore political necessity.’


        ‘Who’s going to handle the press on this?’ AD Jones asks.


        ‘I’ll deal with that. In fact, I don’t want any of you speaking to the press, period. No comment and that’s it.’ He glances at me. ‘That goes double for Agent Thorne, Smoky.’


        He’s referring to Callie Thorne, a member of my team. She’s known for saying what she wants when she feels like it.


        I grin at him. ‘Don’t worry, sir. She’s got other fish to fry.’


        ‘How’s that?’


        ‘She’s getting married in a month.’


        He does a double-take. ‘Really?’


        Callie is somewhat infamous as a serial non-monogamist. I’m getting used to the disbelief.


        ‘Yes, sir.’


        ‘Wonders never cease. Give her my best. But keep an eye on that mouth of hers.’ He glances at the Rolex. ‘I’m going to take you to see Mrs Reid now. The ME should be arriving shortly. The autopsy results go to me and your team and that’s it. Any questions?’


        AD Jones shakes his head.


        ‘No, sir,’ I say, ‘but I think I should see Mrs Reid by myself. Mother to mother.’


        He frowns. ‘Explain.’


        ‘Statistically, men are more ill at ease with transsexuals than women. I’m not saying the Congressman didn’t love his son, but if Lisa had a champion, someone she was really close to, I’m betting it was the mom.’ I pause. ‘Also, I think there’s another reason she asked for me.’


        ‘Which is?’


        I look down at Lisa. She represents a new secret now, one the dead reveal, the old know, and the young will always ignore: life is too damn short, however long it is.


        My smile at him is humorless. ‘Because I’ve lost a child, too. It’s a members-only club.’
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I watch as the car pulls up behind the morgue. It’s black of course; preferred color of the government and its employees, almost comforting in its continuity. The back windows are tinted to prevent anyone outside from looking in.


        It’s half past four in the afternoon, and dusk is beginning to make itself known here. This part of Virginia huddles close to DC while still retaining its own identity. It is quieter than the capital and, whether true or not, feels somehow safer. There is a mix of suburb and city that provides an illusion of comfort. Like so many places in the east, it has a certain weight to it, a unique blend of character and history.


        It’s late September here in a way I’ll never see on the west coast. The air has teeth, a bite that promises a winter with snow. Not as bad as, say, a Buffalo, New York, winter, but not one of those wussy California winters, either.


        There are trees everywhere, young and old. Their sheer volume tells me they are cherished by this city, and I can see why. Fall is an actual season in Alexandria, Virginia. The leaves are on the turn and, well – it’s pretty spectacular.


        The car stops, the side door opens, and I climb inside. Time to focus on why I’m here.


        I’d been given the basic facts about Rosario Reid by the Director.


        ‘She’s forty-eight years old. She had Dexter when she was twenty-six, a year after she married the Congressman. They’ve known each other since high school but waited until a few years after they finished college to marry.


        ‘Her great-grandfather came to the US from Mexico, and built a small cattle-empire back when that was a difficult thing for a Mexican in Texas to do. He seems to have passed his gumption along to his progeny – Mrs Reid is one tough cookie. She’s a Harvard-trained lawyer and she has a taste for the jugular. While Mr Reid was building up a head of political steam, Mrs Reid was busy championing the underdog. She won a number of high-profile cases, none of which I have the details on, all of which basically stuck it to various corporate bullies. When Mr Reid decided to run for Congress, she rolled up her tents as a lawyer and managed his campaign.’ The Director had shaken his head in admiration. ‘People in Washington who know better are afraid of crossing her, Smoky. She’s one of the nicest women I’ve met, but she can be ruthless if you mess with her husband.’


        I find all of this intriguing, even admirable, but high-profile people can become mythological fast if you let them. I want to get a sense of Rosario Reid for myself, because understanding the mother will help me understand the child. I need to figure out if and how much she’s going to lie to me, and if she does lie, for what reasons? Love for her child? Political expedience? Just because?


        Mrs Reid nods to me as I close my door. She knocks on the partition window for the driver to go and pushes a button that I surmise turns off the intercom. The car starts driving and we take a moment to appraise each other.


        Rosario Reid is undeniably attractive. She has the classic lines of an intelligent Latin beauty; sophisticated, yet sensuous. As a woman, I can tell she’s taken measures to tone this beauty down. Her hair is short and all business, and she’s allowed strands of gray to remain untouched. There’s no mascara thickening her lashes. Her son got his full lips from her, but she’s used liner to make less of the cupid’s bow. She’s wearing a simple white blouse, a navy jacket and matching navy slacks, all tailored to perfection but sexually muted.


        These superficial things highlight her political savvy and tell me a lot about her loyalty to her husband. Rosario is doing the opposite of what most women do. She’s playing down her native sensuality, leavening her beauty with understated professionalism. Tweed, not silk.


        Why? So that she remains palatable to the Congressman’s female constituency. Powerful women can be attractive, but never sensuous or sexy. I don’t know why this is so, but it is, even for me. I trust a woman in a position of power who looks like Rosario more than I would one who looks like a Victoria’s secret model.


        Go figure.


        She’s strong, too. She’s keeping herself composed, but the intensity of her grief is obvious when I look into her eyes. She won’t weep in public. Grief is private to this woman, another thing we share in addition to our dead children.


        She breaks the silence first. ‘Thank you for coming, Agent Barrett.’ Her voice is measured, quiet, neither low nor high. ‘I know this is unusual. I’ve made a point, over the years, of not using my family’s political position for personal favors.’ She shrugs, and her grief gives it a terrible elegance. ‘My child is dead. I made an exception.’


        ‘I’d do the same in your position, Mrs Reid. I’m very sorry for your loss. I know that’s a clichéd thing to say and I know it’s inadequate under the circumstances, but I am sorry. Dexter—’ I stop, frown. ‘I’m not familiar with the etiquette here, ma’am. Should I say “him” or “her”? Should I use Dexter or Lisa?’


        ‘Lisa spent her life wanting to become a woman. The least we can do is treat her like one now that she’s dead.’


        ‘Yes, ma’am.’


        ‘Let’s do away with the titles in private, shall we, Smoky? We’re just two mothers of dead children here. No men around with their peacock worries or chest-puffing.’ She pauses, fixes me with a fierce gaze. ‘We need to put our heads together and do some dirty work, and that requires first names and no pleasantries, don’t you agree?’


        We women, we’re the ones who bury the children, the ones who drag the hems of our dresses through the cemetery dirt, that’s what she’s saying.


        ‘Okay, Rosario.’


        ‘Good.’ I see her eyes appraising my scars. ‘I read about what you went through. In the papers and so on. I’ve been an admirer of yours for years.’


        Her gaze remains level as she says these words to me. Her eyes don’t flinch at the scars on my face, not even a little. If she’s at all uncomfortable, she hides it better than the Director did.


        I’ve inclined my head to Rosario in acknowledgment.


        ‘Thank you, but there’s nothing all that admirable about being the one who wasn’t killed.’


        She frowns. ‘That’s very uncharitable. You went on. You continued to do the job that put you in harm’s way. You continue to do that job well. You continue to live in the house where it happened – which I understand, by the way. I’m sure many don’t, but I do.’ She smiles a sad smile. ‘Your home is your tree, the place where your roots are buried. It’s where your daughter was born, and that memory is more powerful than all the painful ones, yes?’


        ‘That’s right,’ I reply, quiet.


        I find myself taken by this woman. I like her. She is honest. Her insightfulness speaks to her character. This is someone who understands: family is home is family is the roof against the world. Love may be the glue, but the string of moments shared, that’s the soul of things.


        We’re driving at a leisurely pace, a big circle with the morgue at its center. My eyes are drawn to the turning leaves again; it’s as if the trees are on fire.


        ‘Like you,’ Rosario says, continuing to look out the window, ‘I married the man I kissed in high school. Have you seen pictures of my Dillon?’


        ‘Yes. He’s handsome.’


        ‘He was then, too. And so young. He was my first love.’ She gives me a sideways glance, a small grin. It makes her seem eighteen for a moment, a brief, bright flash. ‘My first everything.’


        I smile back. ‘Matt was for me, too.’


        ‘We’re a dying breed, Smoky. Women who marry their high school sweethearts, who can count their lovers on just a few fingers. Do you think we’re better off, or worse?’


        I shrug. ‘I think happiness is the most personal thing there is. I didn’t marry Matt to make a statement about chastity or anything. I married him because I loved him.’


        Something about what I just said shakes that composure a little. Her eyes get wet, though tears don’t fall.


        ‘What an excellent way to put it. Yes. Happiness is a personal thing. That was certainly true for my daughter.’ She turns in the car seat so that she is facing me. ‘Did you know that it’s more dangerous to be a transgendered person than any other discriminated minority? You’re more likely to be a victim of a violent hate crime than a gay or a Muslim, a Jew or an African-American.’


        ‘Yes, I did know.’


        ‘And they are aware of this, Smoky. The boys and men who become women, the girls and women who become men – they know they’re going to be shunned and reviled, maybe beaten, maybe even killed. Still, they do it. Do you know why?’ Her hands shake and she grips them in her lap. ‘They do it because there’s no other way for them to be happy.’


        ‘Tell me about Lisa,’ I prod her.


        Because that’s what she really wants to do. That’s why I’m here. She wants to make me see Lisa, to care for her. She wants me to understand what’s been lost, and to feel it.


        She closes her eyes for a moment. When she opens them, I can see the love. This is a strong woman, and she’d loved her child with all of that strength.


        ‘I’ll use the name Dexter first, because that’s how he started. Dexter was a kind, beautiful boy. I know all parents think their children walk on water, but Dexter really did not have a mean bone in his body. He was small and slight, but never weak. Gentle, but not naïve. You understand?’


        ‘Yes.’


        ‘I suppose the stereotype would have him as a momma’s boy, and that was true to a degree, but he didn’t hide behind my skirts. He spent his time like any boy – outside, in the sun, getting into various types of trouble. He played in little-league, started learning the guitar when he was ten, got into a fight or two with bullies. No reason to think or assume he was going to do anything other than grow up to be a wonderful man. I rarely had to use his first, middle and last name at the same time.’


        She assumes I know what she means, and she’s right. It’s universal mother-speak. Every child knows, when Mom uses your first and last name together, you’re in trouble. First, middle and last? That particular triumvirate is reserved for the worst offenses, the greatest angers. Duck, cover and hold.


        She looks at me. ‘How old was your daughter when she died?’


        ‘Ten.’


        ‘That’s a great age. Before they start keeping secrets from you.’ She sighs, but it’s more wistful than sad. ‘I thought I knew Dexter inside and out, but of course no mother really knows her son once they hit puberty. They begin to get distant. Horrified by the idea that Mother might know they masturbate about women – Mother is a woman after all. I was prepared for that, it’s the way of things, but Dexter’s secrets were different than my assumptions.’


        ‘How did it come about? Realizing he had a problem?’ I stop myself. ‘Sorry – is it wrong to call it a “problem”?’


        ‘That depends. To those who oppose the whole concept of a transgendered person, it’s the change that’s the problem. To the transgendered, the problem is that their body doesn’t match their interior sexual identity. Either way, I suppose “problem” is accurate enough. To answer your question, Dexter probably felt ill at ease as a boy for a very long time. He first started  . . . experimenting when he was fourteen.’


        ‘Experimenting how?’


        Those hands, shaking again, finding each other in her lap. She doesn’t speak for a moment, and I see the struggle.


        ‘I’m sorry,’ she says, ‘it’s just  . . . Dexter’s personality, the things I loved so much about him, were so evident in the way he handled his first forays into exploring his gender identity. It was bras and panties, you see.’


        ‘Wearing them?’


        ‘Yes. I found them one afternoon in the bottom of his underwear drawer, buried and hidden. My first assumption was that they were mine, but they weren’t, which is what I mean about his personality. You see, we gave Dexter an allowance, and he also did odd jobs in the neighborhood. Mowing lawns and so on. He took his own money and bought his own underthings. Do you understand? He was fourteen, he was conflicted about what was happening, I know from later conversations that he felt guilty, dirty – but he simply didn’t feel it would be right to steal my things. He felt the only honorable thing to do was to take his money, walk into a Kmart or some such and buy them himself. He was very embarrassed about it, he told me that later, but he was stubborn with himself when it came to right and wrong.’


        I can see it in my mind. A young, slight boy, buying a pair of panties and bra, cheeks burning as he did it. Doing it because it just wasn’t right to steal from his mother.


        I picture myself at fourteen. Would I have been that straight arrow, if I’d been him? Embarrassment before dishonor?


        Uh-uh. Hell, no. Mom would have lost a set of underwear.


        ‘I understand,’ I tell Rosario. ‘What happened then?’


        She grimaces. ‘Oh, God. Three terrible years, that’s what happened. You have to understand, I come from a Mexican-American family. Catholic, very conservative. On the other side of that, I was a lawyer, used to rules and structure – and keeping secrets. The first thing I did was keep this between Dexter and me.’


        ‘Understandable.’


        ‘Yes. It took me some time to pry it out of him, and, to be fair, it was pretty formless for Dexter. He was confused, still sorting through what was happening himself. He told me that he felt “weird”, sometimes, like when he looked in the mirror, he wanted to see a female body, not a male. I was scandalized. I confiscated the underwear and sent him packing to a psychologist.’


        ‘But things continued to change.’


        ‘The psychologist said that Dexter had gender dysphoria, also known as gender identity disorder. Fancy words meaning that Dexter strongly identified with the opposite sex.’


        ‘I’m familiar with the subject. It can range from a light obsession to a certainty the individual is the opposite sex trapped in the wrong body.’


        ‘That’s right. He “treated” Dexter. He wanted to use psychotropics as a part of his therapy, but I forbade it. Dexter was bright, considerate, alert, kind, he was a straight-A student who’d never been in trouble with the law – why in the world would I let him be drugged?’ She waves a hand. ‘It was all useless. Treatment boiled down to assigning the label and working with him to “behave against the compulsion”. It changed nothing.’


        ‘When did he decide to go the route of sexual reassignment?’


        ‘Oh, he told me about it when he was nineteen. But I imagine he’d decided before that. He was simply trying to figure out how to do it so that it would hurt his father and me the least. Not that we made it easy, regardless.’ She shakes her head. ‘Dillon went ballistic. We’d kept this from him for so many years, and he was enjoying the political game so much. It blindsided him in the worst way.’


        ‘How did Dexter handle that?’


        She smiles. ‘He was calm. Calm and ordered, with that quiet certainty.’ She shrugs. ‘He’d decided and that was that. His father’s strength.’


        Yours too, I think.


        ‘Go on.’


        ‘He told us that he understood this was going to be a problem for us, particularly for his father, and that his solution was that we publicly disown him. He said that it was important to him that his decision impact us as little as possible. Can you imagine?’ Her voice is full of grief and amazement. ‘I remember he said: “Dad, what you do is valuable. You help a lot of people. I don’t want you to have to give that up for me. But I’m not going to give this up for you, either. This is the best compromise.” I think that’s what got through to Dillon. That his son was willing to be publicly castigated so that his father could continue doing what he loved. I’m not saying it was smooth sailing, but  . . .’


        ‘Dexter got through.’


        ‘Yes.’ She looks at me, and all I see now is a deep, deep pain tinged with regret, maybe a little bit of self-loathing. ‘The details aren’t important. What’s important is that like the good political family we’d become, we did exactly what Dexter proposed. We set up a trust, and he moved out. When he began to actually live as a woman – do you know about that part of the process?’


        ‘Part of the procedure for getting approval for the surgery is living for a year in the sex you are becoming – something like that?’


        ‘Exactly like that. You don’t get to have any surgical alterations done until you’ve lived as a woman or a man for a full year. For Dexter that meant attending work dressed as a woman, going out in public, etc. It’s designed to ensure that you’re certain.’


        ‘Makes sense.’


        ‘I think so. So did Dexter, for that matter. Anyway, when that began, we gave our wonderfully perfectly worded statement. About how we still loved our son but couldn’t agree with his choices. It was a masterpiece of deception.’ She pauses, searching for words. ‘You’re not from the South, Smoky, so I don’t think you can truly understand how deep the differences run. Don’t misunderstand, there are plenty of liberal intellectuals in Texas, but I would not put them as a majority.’


        ‘Sure.’


        She shakes her head. ‘No. You have an idea of it, perhaps a stereotype. There’s no way you can appreciate the truth of it unless you grew up there. You probably imagine tobacco-chewing rednecks with gun racks in their trucks. We have those, it’s true, but the more complex picture is of a well-educated, very intelligent, likeable individual who preaches that homosexuality is an abomination without blinking. That person will have a friend, a best friend, someone he grew up with, who thinks gays should have more rights. The two can still be friends across this divide – still be good friends.’ She lifts an eyebrow. ‘But if the liberal friend was actually gay? Oh, no. And transsexuals? Oh, my. Freaks of nature, perhaps to both of the friends in that example. We’ve made great strides in the South, and I love the place. It’s my home. But it’s a creature of habit, resistant to great changes.’


        ‘I get the picture.’


        ‘Meanwhile,’ Rosario continues, ‘as you know, Dexter still came for Christmas, but on the sly.’ She pauses. ‘Horrible, don’t you think? Giving up our child for professional ambition?’


        I consider this. This woman deserves a real answer, not something trite and clever.


        ‘I think,’ I say, cautious, ‘that anything else would have hurt Dexter. He felt that he had to do what he was doing, but he was worried about how it would affect your husband’s career. I mean, he said “publicly disown”. Did he ever seem to expect that either of you would actually disown him?’


        She’s startled by this concept. ‘No. No, I don’t think so.’


        ‘So he was secure in being loved by you. I’m not saying it excuses everything, but it’s certainly not nothing, Rosario.’


        Grief is sometimes simple, but often complex. It encompasses self-doubts, what-ifs, if-onlys. It resembles regret, but is more powerful than that. It can disappear in an instant or settle in till death. I see versions of all these things run across Rosario’s features, and I’m happy for it, because it means I’ve given her a truth. Lies can hurt, but nothing moves us like truth.


        It takes her a moment to get herself under control. Still no tears.


        ‘So, Dexter got through that year, and that year was the end of Dexter. A son died, a daughter was reborn. Such a beautiful daughter, too. Lisa blossomed, both inside and out. She’d always been a happy child, but now she seemed to glow. She was  . . . content. Contentment is hard to come by, Smoky.’


        I notice how easily she’s slipped into using ‘Lisa’, ‘she’ and ‘her’. Dexter became Lisa, not just to himself, but to his mother.


        ‘How did the Congressman adjust?’


        ‘He was never really comfortable with it. But I don’t want to paint a picture of him as a stereotypical intolerant, Smoky. Dillon loved Dexter and he was trying very, very hard to love Lisa. He considered any difficulty in doing so to be his failing, not Lisa’s.’


        ‘I’m sure Lisa saw that, too.’


        Rosario nods and smiles. ‘She did. She was – happy. The hormones took very well, and she was wise with her breast augmentation, fitting it to her frame, not going too big or too small. She took to makeup like a fish to water, walked like a woman without any real effort, had a good sense of style. Even her voice lessons, which can be the most difficult for some, went easy for her.’


        Men have lower voices because their vocal cords elongate during puberty. This elongation is not reversible, requiring that men who transition to women learn how to pitch their voices higher.


        ‘Was she planning on  . . . going all the way with it?’


        Not all transsexuals elect to change their genitalia.


        ‘She hadn’t decided.’


        ‘Why was Lisa in Texas?’ I ask. ‘I understand she lived here, in Virginia. Was she visiting you?’


        ‘She came down for her grandmother’s funeral. This was Dillon’s mother.’


        ‘Did you and the Congressman attend the funeral?’


        ‘Yes. It was small and private. We’re not in the middle of a campaign right now, so there were no media. We held the service and Lisa left the next day to go back home. She was supposed to be working tomorrow.’


        ‘What did she do?’


        ‘She ran her own travel agency. A one-woman show, but she did fine. She had a very profitable niche, coming up with vacations designed for the gay, lesbian and transgendered community.’


        ‘Are you aware of any enemies she had? Anyone she might have mentioned bothering her?’


        ‘No.’ Emphatic. ‘I’m not brushing off the question or operating in denial, Smoky. It’s the first thing I considered, and nothing came to mind.’


        But you might be surprised, I think.


        All those late night secrets, the big and the small, the ones that come knocking when the moon goes behind a cloud – children have them, too, and the parents are usually the last to know.


        ‘What about you or the Congressman? I realize you both have enemies, all high-profile people do, but is there anything specific, anything recent or in the recent past that stands out?’


        ‘I wish I could say so. Dillon gets the occasional crazy letter, and I read them all before passing them on to the Secret Service. The last one like that came in six or seven months ago. Some kook threatened to kill Dillon with his mind or some nonsense. We’re not straddling any contentious issues on the moral front at the moment. Rarely are, truth be told. Avoiding that type of confrontation is how Dillon’s managed to hold a Democratic seat in Texas.’


        I search for more to ask her, but can’t think of anything at the moment.


        I choose my next words with care. ‘Rosario, I want you to know that I’m going to do everything I can to find the person responsible for this. I can’t promise I’ll catch them – I learned not to make promises like that a long time ago – but my team and I are very, very good. We are going to need access in order to do our jobs. I’ll bow to a certain amount of political decorum, but, in the end, I’m not working for you or for your husband, I’m working for Lisa.’


        ‘Lisa is all that matters.’


        ‘I’m not trying to be insensitive. I just want to ensure I make it clear what my priorities are.’


        ‘Your priorities are reassuring.’ She reaches into her jacket pocket and hands me a slip of paper. ‘All of my numbers. Contact me any time of the day or night for the smallest thing.’


        I take the paper from her. She knocks on the partition again, a signal to return us to the morgue. The sun is setting and the blood in the sky mingles with the fire-trees of fall.


        Winter is coming. Winter here is still, like death.


        ‘Can I ask you a question, Smoky?’ Rosario says.


        ‘You can ask me anything you want.’


        She looks at me, and I see, finally, the tears. Not a sobbing grief, no hysteria here, just a stream from the corner of each eye, evidence of the deepest ache.


        ‘Do you ever get over it?’


        Truth, truth, nothing but truth, that’s what this woman deserves. I give to her.


        ‘Not ever.’
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‘Callie, Alan and James are on their way here,’ AD Jones tells me. ‘They should arrive in a few hours.’


        We’re outside the autopsy room, watching through a pane of glass as the Medical Examiner disassembles the body of Lisa Reid in order to help us catch her killer. It’s the final outrage. There’s no soul to an autopsy, just the reduction of a human being to their lowest common denominator: meat.


        It’s now after seven o’clock and I am beginning to feel the disconnection from home.


        ‘Pretty weird to be here,’ I remark.


        ‘Yeah,’ AD Jones replies. He’s silent for a moment. ‘My second wife and I actually talked about moving out here once.’


        ‘Really?’


        ‘You saw those trees? They have four real seasons here. White Christmas, things coming to life in the spring.’ He shrugs. ‘I was into it. Then the marriage went south and I forgot about it.’


        He goes quiet again. This is the story of our relationship. He doles out personal information at unexpected times in little dollops. They’re often bittersweet, as now. He’d loved a woman and they’d talked about moving someplace where they could rake fallen leaves and build snowmen. Now he is here because of a corpse. Dreams evolve, not always for the better.


        ‘Dr Johnston is a strange one,’ I mutter, changing the subject.


        ‘Yeah.’


        Dr Johnston, the ME, is in his mid-forties and he is huge. Not fat – muscular. He’s got biceps it would take both of my hands to fit around. His legs are so big he probably has to get his pants tailored. His hair is bleach blond and shaved close to his head. His face is square-jawed and brutal-looking, with a big nose that’s bent from past breaks and a vein that throbs away in his forehead like a living metronome, mesmerizing. He could be a professional body-builder or a mob knee-breaker.


        He’s all business with Lisa, putting those muscular arms to good use as he cuts through her ribcage. Even through the window, the sound is unsettling, like someone stepping on a series of Styrofoam cups. I can’t hear what he’s saying, but his lips are moving as he dictates his findings into the microphone that hangs above the table.


        ‘How did it go with Mrs Reid?’ AD Jones asks me.


        ‘Fine. Terrible.’


        I fill him in.


        ‘You were right. About why she asked for you.’


        ‘Yep.’


        Johnston is leaning forward to peer into Lisa. Looking inside her. I’ve seen much worse, but for some reason this makes me queasy.


        ‘What’s your take on this so far, Smoky?’


        I know what he’s asking me, what he wants. He wants me to do what I’m best at. To exercise my gift.


        I do what I do because I have an ability to understand the men I hunt. It’s not immediate, and it’s not clairvoyant, but give me enough data and a picture will form. It will have three dimensions. It will have emotions and thought-processes. Above all, it will have hungers. Hungers I can almost taste inside my own mouth, dark flavors so tangible I can almost swallow them.


        I have worked with talented men, AD Jones among them, who helped me to hone this gift. I came to understand that the crux of it is my ability to do the most unnatural thing: I look closer when normal people would turn away.


        It’s like diving into oil; you can’t see through the murk while immersed, but you can feel its slickness covering you. Sometimes, I dive too deep. Sometimes, this scars me on the inside, and gives me secrets all my own.


        Five years ago I was hunting a man who murdered only young, beautiful brunette women. None of them was over twenty-five, and all of them were striking. Even in death, and even to me, as a woman, they were lush and beautiful. Made to cloud men’s minds.


        The man killing them felt the same way. He raped them and then he killed them with his fists. He beat them to death slowly, methodically, with focused dedication. It’s an intimate, personal way to kill another human being.


        I stood over one of those victims and I looked. I looked and I saw him. The killer. I kept looking until I felt him. He was a man in a frenzy, an overwhelming mix of sexual desire and anger. In the end, I realized, he wanted his sex with them to shake the moon loose from the sky.


        I’d stood up, dazed, and had found to my horror that I was a little bit wet between the legs. I had dived too deeply, felt what he felt too strongly.


        I found the nearest bathroom and puked my guts out.


        Bad as that was, it helped. I knew we were looking for a man who was organized and smart, but who couldn’t control himself if the right trigger occurred.


        We caught our man, we had DNA, but because of my deep dive we got a confession as well. Stacy Hobbs was a new agent in the LA office, and she was exactly what I needed. Twenty-four, brunette, a distraction to all the men in a thousand-foot radius.


        I had her dress as the women he killed had dressed, had her make herself up. I told her how to stand in the corner, how to stare at him, how to cock her hip and smile seductively. I told her she wasn’t to say a word.


        His name was Jasper St James, and he couldn’t take his eyes off her. I watched his fists clench. Watched as his mouth fell open, just a little. His lips actually plumped up before my eyes, like the lips of a vampire. He began to sweat and he muttered under his breath.


        ‘Bitch. Bitch.’ Over and over.


        In prior interviews, he’d been cool as a cucumber.


        I crossed my legs, a signal to Stacy. She did what I’d told her to do: she looked right into Jasper’s eyes and licked her lips, long and slow, smacking and obscene and wet-sounding. Then she turned, abrupt, and left without a word.


        Jasper actually screamed with frustration when that happened. It was just a single screech, a high-pitched keen, as if someone had squeezed his balls with a pair of pliers. I leaned forward over the interrogation table.


        ‘It must have felt so so so so so so good,’ I said, pitching my voice low and breathy, ‘to watch them realize they were going to die.’


        I remember his look. Horror and fascination and hope. Could almost hear his thoughts.


        Could she actually understand? Was it possible?


        It was, God help me, though not in the way he thought. I felt it, I understood it, but in the end my understanding was synthetic. I was unfaithful; only Jasper’s love was pure.


        He blabbered and blathered and sweated and shook and he talked. He told me his secrets. He was happy to share, grateful finally to have an audience. I listened and nodded and pretended empathy.


        It occurred to me that Jasper had probably used false empathy to lure those women. Did this make him my victim? Our aims weren’t that much different. He wanted to destroy those women; I wanted to destroy him. The difference between us is that he deserved it.


        None of these thoughts had shown on my face. I’d given him my full attention. At one point, I even held his hand when he cried. Poor Jasper, I had whispered. Poor, poor Jasper.


        I went home that night and soaked in the tub till the water turned cold.


        AD Jones is asking me to dive into that oil, to begin the process, to start feeling the man who did this.


        ‘I don’t have enough data yet,’ I say. ‘No emotional component. The act itself is incredible. Audacious. That has meaning to him. It’s either a message or it heightens the excitement, or both.’


        ‘What kind of message?’


        It pops into my head from nowhere, a shallow dive. ‘I’m perfect. Or the reason for what I’m doing is perfect.’


        AD Jones frowns. ‘How’s that?’


        ‘It’s like  . . . murder in a locked room. He killed her mid-air. He was trapped and surrounded by witnesses. I think he killed her early in the flight, too, so he could sit there next to the body and feel that excitement. It would have been tantalizing. Would someone notice? If they did, there was no way out. Only someone who was perfect could do this, could have the courage, could master that fear. He felt protected, either by his own ability, or because what he was doing was right.’


        ‘What else?’


        ‘He’s very smart, very organized, capable of long-range, meticulous planning. He’ll be older, but not too old. Late forties.’


        ‘Why?’


        ‘He’s too confident to be young, too practiced.’ I sigh. ‘We’ll interview the other passengers, but I can almost guarantee any description we get will be inaccurate.’


        ‘You think he used a disguise?’


        ‘Yes, but it will have been subtle. Hair color, tinted contacts, things like that. The greatest difference will be personality. He’ll have adopted a characteristic that will stand out in the witnesses’ memories, something that caught their eye and drowned out other observations.’


        ‘What makes you sure about this?’


        ‘Anything less wouldn’t be perfect. Only perfection would do.’


 


Johnston began to peel Lisa’s face down from her skull so he could open her head and get to her brain. I decide this is a good time to do something else. I place a call to Bonnie. It’s almost 8.30 here, which means it’s dinnertime in California. She answers the cell phone I’d gotten for her on the first ring.


        ‘Hi, Smoky!’


        ‘Hi, sweetheart. How are you?’


        ‘I’m fine. Elaina made macaroni and cheese.’


        Elaina Washington is the wife of Alan, one of the members of my team. She’s one of my favorite people, a Latin woman who was born to provide love and support to those in her life. Not in some sugar-sweet, overly sentimental way; Elaina can love you as much by chastising you when you need it as by hugging you. She was the first to come visit me in the hospital after Sands’s attack. She held me in her arms and got me to cry, and I’ll always love her for that.


        Elaina watches Bonnie when work situations like this one pop up. She also home-schools my adopted daughter.


        ‘That’s great, babe.’


        ‘Alan left. Does that mean you’re going to be away longer?’


        ‘It looks like it. I’m sorry.’


        ‘You need to stop doing that, Momma-Smoky.’


        Bonnie has been aged well before her time, both by circumstance and her own gifts. Her mother’s murder and what came after scarred her inside, gave her a terrible emotional maturity. Her gifts lie in her art – she is a painter – and in the depth of her insight. But ‘Momma-Smoky’, the title she bestows on me when she tries to comfort me, or sometimes for no reason at all, never fails to make me smile inside. It’s evidence of a younger heart, the voice of a child.


        ‘Doing what, babe?’


        ‘Apologizing for something you can’t control anyway. People don’t get murdered on a schedule, you catch people who murder, so your life isn’t on a schedule. I’m fine with that.’


        ‘Thanks, but some momma-things just don’t bow down to logic. I’m still sorry for being away.’


        I hear the sound of AD Jones’s shoes against the tile and turn to see him looking at me. He nods his head toward the observation window.


        ‘I have to go, sweetheart. I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?’


        ‘Smoky?’


        ‘Yes?’


        ‘Is Aunt Callie really getting married?’


        I grin. ‘She really is. Goodnight, honey.’


        ‘Night. I love you.’


        ‘I love you back.’


 


Dr Johnston points to a pan containing Lisa Reid’s heart.


        ‘Her heart was punctured. The hole was small, on the right side of her ribcage.’ He points this out to us. As he said, the hole isn’t very big, but the bruise it created is the size of both of my hands put together. There are vertical slits above and below the hole. I’d missed the wound earlier in my shock at finding out Lisa was Dexter.


        ‘That makes sense,’ AD Jones says. ‘Lisa had a window seat and her killer was seated on her right.’


        ‘What could do that?’ I ask.


        ‘Anything long, cylindrical and sharp. The killer would need strength, determination and some basic knowledge of anatomy.’ He makes a fist and pumps it once by way of demonstration. ‘One clean thrust, through the lung, up into the heart, and it’s done.’


        ‘She’d have to be drugged for him to do that on a plane,’ I murmur.


        Johnston nods his massive head in agreement. ‘Yes. Death would be very quick, but it would be very painful, too. It would have been to his benefit to anesthetize her in some way.’


        I consider this. ‘He would have wanted something he could administer orally,’ I say. ‘Nothing that would have required a hypodermic, nothing that would induce seizures. Any theories?’


        ‘GHB, ketamine or Rohypnol would all work, but they all pose problems. Each can bring on vomiting. Ketamine can induce convulsions.’ He crosses his gi-normous arms. ‘No, if I were him, I would have gone old-school. Chloral hydrate.’


        ‘Mickey-finns,’ AD Jones opines.


        ‘It works best with alcohol, and I smelled some in her stomach contents. It’s fast, and he could have given her an overdose amount to induce unconsciousness quickly.’


        ‘True,’ I say. ‘He wouldn’t have been worried about her dying of an overdose. You’ll check for all of this on tox?’


        ‘Yes. I’ll rush it through. I should have it tomorrow afternoon, along with my findings.’
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